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About This Work

CAN ONE HOT RANCHER AND A BABY BURY THE PAST? 

Sadie Derby arrives at Weldon Ranch with a crushed up car and no memory of her past. Despite her amnesia, she's sure that the handsome rancher who allows her to stay on his property is the most caring man she's ever met. Not to mention the drop dead sexiest. 

Brax Weldon is surprised by the beautiful angel he pulls from the wreckage. Her presence is a dangerous temptation for a man who's been missing sweet feminine charms. It's been too long since he's laid his rough hands on a woman, and Sadie invites his darkest desires. 

Soon, their lust creates more than just toe curling pleasure – a baby from the cowboy's seed. But Sadie's terrifying flashbacks are intensifying. Is Brax strong enough to banish her demons for good and keep her safe from those who wish to drag her back into the darkness? 

Rancher's Healing Touch contains sizzling scenes of domination, tied up passion, and pregnancy romance. An erotic romance novella of over 32,000 words. 

I: Blank Slate

The lightning current slashing across the sky is the first thing in her sight when she awakens. Sadie blinks once, bringing several cold fingers up to her forehead. 

“What's this?” The interior of her small car isn't at all like she remembers. 

The world has turned upside down. Unbuckling her jagged seat belt, she reaches toward the door, its window tilted toward the stormy sky. 

She winces. Grasping the handle sends pain flaring through her shoulder. As soon as it pops, the sounds of unsettled blackness rush in. Her ears are overwhelmed with bass thunder, rain, and then...barking? 

Several shadowy figures approach the crumpled up car, accompanied by a big hound with long legs. 

Her heart jumps several inches toward her throat. 

 I should get out of here. I don't know these men. Are they the same ones I was trying to get away from? Why do I feel like I was fleeing? 

Reflex makes her grab desperately for the ignition. But it's too far for her to reach, reinforcing the fact that the broken vehicle isn't going anywhere. 

With a hard push of her opposite hand, the door cracks open. Her muscles betray her, going slack. 

Above, everything spins wildly, as if the whole world is about to collapse in on her. 

“Is she hurt?” A strong masculine voice intermittently cuts through the black daze blanketing her senses. 

“Get her back to the truck. Doesn't look too bad. Can't say the same about this little Mazda...” 

Sadie's consciousness cuts in and out. Her ears and eyes open, if only for a second. She feels herself floating off the ground, swept into a man's bulging arms. 

Above her, his face is shadowed, illuminated for seconds only by the odd lightning strikes breaking through the sky. Even in the fiery light, his eyes remain dark, like two gems planted above a hard jaw peppered with short stubble. 

“Go back to sleep, beautiful. We're gonna help you out of here. You'll be just fine.” 

She squirms once as he lifts her into the passenger seat of a bigger vehicle. The urge to resist wells up again. 

But the fabric feels so good, and his voice is calming – not at all like the demonic captor she feared. 

Soft country music floats through the darkness. Static snags the radio in the storm, giving the guitar strings an extra twang. 

A little while later, the truck lurches into motion, but by then everything inside her is thoroughly fried. Blackness as dark as ink is coming up like a tidal wave. 

Sadie flexes her hands, fighting off new dizziness. The fabric beneath her has turned softer, thinner, cooler. 

When she opens her eyes, the lightning and rain is gone. So is the truck. 

 Ugh. How long was I out? 

Her vision widens. She's in a small room decked out with antique furniture. 

Outside, light streams through the thin curtains, casting a ghostly halo across the white sheets. She pulls them closer and sits up. 

Her eyes immediately find his. The stranger who carried her away from the wrecked car is the only familiar thing in the new room. 

“Morning. I was beginning to wonder if you were going to wake up.” 

“Where am I?” Her tone makes her want to roll her eyes. It's like a line from a movie, mixing exhaustion with genuine surprise. 

“Weldon Ranch.” The man stands, and she notices his generous height for the first time. “I'm Brax Weldon, owner of this place. Also the guy who brought you in from that mess out there.” 

 So it wasn't just a dream. Shit. 

Sadie winces at his words. Dealing with the car wreck isn't a pleasant idea. She'll have to survey the damage, call up the insurance company, maybe see to some body work. 

 Damned insurance. Why can't I even remember my carrier? 

Her mind draws a frightening blank. Brax eyes the strange expression on her face. He folds his arms and cocks his head to the side. 

“Not even a 'thank you?' I got a feeling you aren't from around these parts.” 

 You got that right, cowboy. I don't think I am either. 

Slowly, she drags her hand through her hair, stopping to rub her face. Her right cheek hurts and something pangs around her shoulder blade, but at least she's in one piece. 

“Thank you, sir. I'm sorry about this. I really am.” 

“Don't be. You've just been through a hell of a twister. You're lucky my farmhand Dinkie saw your wreck when he did. If it weren't for him coming to get me, I'm not sure how much longer you would've lingered out there. Storm kept up for awhile after we brought you in too...” 

He smiles, holding his tall black hat to his chest. The big man sits near her feet. 

The mattress sinks noticeably beneath his tense weight. 

“So, you wanna tell me where you were going? How'd you wind up in this little town? We're a long way from the highway, beautiful.” 

 Beautiful. Surely, he's humoring me right now. 

 Trying to make me feel better after the accident. Funny, but it's kind of working. 

Sadie wants to laugh. She hasn't even seen herself in the mirror yet. With the bruises undoubtedly stamping her skin, she feels anything but beautiful. 

His question still nags, reaching deep into her brain. Geography hasn't failed her completely. 

She wracks her head for familiar cities: Sioux Falls, Mankato, Omaha. Nothing feels familiar. 

“I...I don't remember.” 

Brax stares at her, his smile flagging uncertainly. “Really? You've got nothing? Can you remember your name?” 

“Yeah. It's Sadie. Sadie Derby.” The frightening hole in her memory is like a canyon, and it turns her blood cold. 

“Hm. Wonder if I should've called up the Doc after all.” 

“I don't think that will be necessary,” she says quickly, though she isn't sure why. Something about being studied and prodded at unnerves her. 

“I think I've got a little short term memory loss. It'll all come back to me eventually. I know it will.” 

 I sure hope so, anyway. God, what if I'm stuck here forever with no idea who I am? 

Brax clenches his teeth. Her request grates against his instinct and common sense. 

Then again, it looks like she's in fine shape. Not bad for ramming her car into a sturdy wooden fence, destroying the vehicle's front end in the process and leaving it turned on its side. 

“I suppose we can give it a chance,” he says finally. “I've got a guy in the spare garage looking at your car right now. It's a real mess, I'm sorry to say. Might be totaled. Do you think there's anything in there that might bring back some memories?” 

Sadie stiffens. She knows his suggestion is reasonable, but something about it makes her tense. 

Against all reason, she hopes that the car is as blank as her head. 

 Christ. What's wrong with me? Maybe I do want to take a look at the car – alone. 

“I'm not sure. Do you mind if I have a look later on?” 

His face brightens. “Of course. Just take your time. I think you ought to rest more, anyway. Much as I'd like to stay and chat, this is an active ranch. I gotta go and make sure operations are running smoothly.” 

She smiles and nods. “I'll be fine. When I'm better, I'd be happy to help you with anything, Brax. It's the least I can do to pay back your hospitality.” 

“Might not hurt to have an extra set of hands. But we'll talk about that later. All I care about is you getting your beauty sleep right now.” 

Without another word, he turns and steps into the hall. The door clicks shut, and the last thing she hears before falling into a dreamless sleep is the sound of his tall boots thudding on old wood. 

Days pass in a blur. She takes long naps and sleeps a lot at night, rising from the mattress only to clean up in the nearby bathroom or take in food. 

Brax and the other rugged men who occasionally pass through the house tolerate her presence politely. There's a big breakfast waiting for her every morning, and a bigger dinner each night. 

Normally, Brax eats with his men, but now his dormant kitchen is getting used. Being a good host sometimes trumps being a boss whose worker loyalty relies on shooting-the-shit. 

“Tell me about this place,” she says to him over ribs on her third night there. “I hear lots of animals some mornings. Plenty of mooing. What do you guys produce?” 

“You nailed it. Cattle is our number one export on this ranch. It's been that way since my great grand daddy's time.” 

Sadie chews her food. The barbecued meat is delicious, just like everything he makes. 

Herding cattle and tending machines in fields feels alien to her. Yet, there's something attractive in it all, a beautiful simplicity clearer than everything else in her scrambled brain. 

 I can't remember where I'm from, but I have a feeling it wasn't a place like this. Life seems so sweet and certain out here. 

“You must work hard. If I saw you outside this place, I'd say you were an ex-Marine.” She stops, feeling a flush of embarrassment over talking about his very sculpted figure. 

Brax grins. Having a lady compliment him isn't an everyday occurrence. Hell, finding pretty ladies around these parts is even rarer. 

“Oh, lady, I know you like these guns. Don't worry about it! It's not the first time someone's gushed all over them. Feast your eyes on this.” 

He hoists himself up in his chair. Beneath the tight button down shirt, he flexes his muscles. They bulge against the fabric, drawing her eyes closer. 

The naked confidence hides how long it's been since a woman showed interest in his mass. 

She laughs, though it isn't all humor running through her blood. A heat she hasn't felt for a long time burbles beneath the surface. It's good to take in such a handsome man with his blessing. 

“Go on. Get a good look.” His smile is still there, but his voice is more serious. 

Sadie rolls her eyes and looks away reluctantly. She has to find some way to mask her attraction, or it could lead to dangerous possibilities – chances she's far from ready to take. 

“You know, I'm feeling almost like my old self. If it's okay with you, I'd like to start pulling my weight around here. Is there anything I can do tomorrow?” 

Brax settles back into place. He strokes the outline of his jaw, deep in thought. 

“Well...I suppose we could start you off on the pumps. Most of the animal troughs have automatic water supplies, but it's gotta be managed by a person. I'll have Dinkie show you the ropes. Hope you can be up by six o'clock sharp.” 

 Holy shit. I can't remember the last time I ever got up that early...probably not since school. 

She grins bitterly. Then the enthusiasm of working on the farm surges, and she breaks into a real smile. 

“You got it. I'll give it my best, cowboy.” 

After dinner, she makes sure he isn't anywhere nearby. Sadie leans her head out her room and listens closely. 

The shower water is running upstairs. Her host is taking a long one, as he sometimes does after a day on the land, working it through the summer heat. 

Biting her lip, she brushes off her imagination. It wants to focus on thoughts of suds and water running down the deep canyons of his muscles, trailing its way off hard peaks, toward the magnificent spike resting between his legs. 

 That's enough of that. This is too important to screw up. I can't spend all day thinking about your hard body getting all soapy and wet, Brax Weldon. 

She opens the screen door and closes it carefully. Despite not spending much time outside the house, there are only a few enormous buildings to navigate in the distance. 

The structures for work and storage are positioned comfortably away from the house. After a little searching, she finds the spare garage behind the main storage shed. 

It's open and lit. Sadie waits just outside the entrance, her ears perked up and listening for signs of anyone inside. 

When she's certain it's empty, she goes inside. There's little else in the building except the mutilated wreckage of her old car. 

Her jaw drops when she eyes it in the light for the first time. Half the windshield is gone, and only a splintered half remains. 

From there, the deformed metal mass barely resembles the light blue car she vaguely remembers driving. Unnatural ridges rise beneath the tarp covering the lower half. 

Tensing, she creeps closer to it, stretching her hand out toward the driver's side window – the only glass left fully intact in the visible heap. Through the darkness, she gazes at the glove box, slightly ajar. 

 Why do I feel so drawn to this? What's in there? 

Sadie locks her fingers around the cool handle and pulls. It doesn't budge. 

A big hand on her shoulder almost makes her go through the roof. She spins around with a whimper. 

“Hey. I saw you weren't in the house and came to check up on you. Need some help?” 

“I'm fine. It's just hard to get this door open.” Heart pounding, she straightens her dress, one of the few new outfits Brax has retrieved for her in town. 

Nudging her aside, he grips the handle and yanks it open. The door pops with a resounding blast, like a shot going off. 

“Do you want me to take a look? It might not be safe in there...” The rancher points to several jagged strips near the passenger side, where the top of the seat has been shredded by metal. 

“I'll be okay. If you want to be my safety buddy, I can tolerate that. But I don't need you to do everything for me.” 

The words come out more harshly than they should. Frowning, he steps aside and allows her access. 

His body language says he's poised to jump in at the least sign of trouble. 

Sadie arches down and crawls into the mangled interior. He passes her a hand held LED flashlight before she's all the way in. 

Small flecks of glass and metal reflect the bluish haze. It's a miracle none of them ended up lodged in her body. 

She focuses near the glove box, reaching deep to push down on the handle's buttons. 

It falls without much effort on broken hinges. The noise makes her jump. 

A small film of shredded plastic rests near the corner of the glove box. She picks it up and grimaces. 

The plastic is coated in a white dust that seems familiar – and not in a welcoming way. 

Nausea runs through her, instantly departing when she releases the filmy sheet. 

She lets it drop to the floor, pushing it beneath the broken seat. There's something more underneath the old structure. 

Straining, she reaches deeper, and pulls out a slim black wallet. Sadie turns quickly, feeling the sweat pooling on her brow. Her hand stuffs it into her pocket, away from any prying eyes. 

 I'll review this by myself. I need to see what's inside before anyone else does. 

Brax is standing near the open garage door, leaning on a wooden post. He turns when he hears her footsteps behind him. 

“Well? Did you find what you were looking for?” 

“Seems to be empty,” she says with a sigh. “Let me know if your men find anything else. I'm not sure what else to do with this piece of junk.” 

“If the insurance info doesn't turn up, I know a guy who will junk it for cash. Otherwise, I can get my mechanic, Pete, to try piecing this thing back together. Work has been kind of sparse for him anyway. 

Think it over and let me know what you'd like to do.” 

She nods and walks back to the house with him. Halfway there, he stops, gazing up at the clear sky. 

It's a gorgeous prairie night. Countless stars and distant galaxies dance above them, as if the heavens have decided to lower their shields to lost eyes. 

The calm points of light banish the hot nausea lingering since she left the wreck. The stars are distant and harmless, just like her mysterious past. 

Sadie closes her eyes and exhales slowly, turning to meet his eyes. 

“It's so beautiful out here. You're a lucky man, Brax. I can't be totally sure if I've seen stars like this or not...but I don't think so. Either way, it's like seeing it for the first time.” 

Her face turns hot. Just being so close to him alone is intense, and it's making her trip all over her words. 

Brax smiles. “You don't need to explain anything, beautiful. Life out here sure has its advantages. 

Gotta say, it's lonely sometimes. It's nice to have a woman around the farm for once.” 

She looks down. His words raise her temperature a few more degrees. She hopes he doesn't see the redness caressing her cheeks. 

“I love most of my men like brothers. But being around the guys all the time gets a little old. All the women in this town are mostly wed already or too young for my tastes. Don't worry – even you're a little far down on the youth scale.” 

Surprised, she looks ups. “I'm not that young. I'm twenty-three. You're not old enough to be my father or anything.” 

Brax tips his head back and laughs. 

“True enough. I'm old enough to be your big brother, though. Don't think the men would look too kindly on me hitching up with a lost little girl we found on the side of the road neither.” 

Her cheeks burn, this time with frustration. She looks up into the sky for a few more seconds to recover her poise. 

 We'll just see who's lost and little, Mister Weldon. I'll prove you wrong as soon as I go to work tomorrow. 

A yawn disrupts the serenity. Sadie covers her mouth, realizing how tired she is. 

They finish walking back to the house together. Brax wishes her a good night and they retreat to their rooms. 

In the darkness, she undresses and switches on the lone lamp in the guest room. She reaches to her discarded dress and plucks out the slim wallet. 

Holding her breath, the leather flaps open in her hands. She exhales sharply as it comes apart, bracing for whatever secrets are inside. 

Most of the leather and plastic sleeves are empty. She digs out a few business cards from restaurants and an auto repair shop, unremarkable places strewn across Minneapolis, Mankato, and everything in between. 

 Minnesota. 

She imagines the snowy Midwestern state, not so different from the Dakotas. There's a flimsy vision of a long hill coated in thick snow and a pink sled. 

A little girl climbs aboard and screams as it rampages down the slope. When she reaches the bottom near an old garage, her laughter stops. 

An angry voice inside curses out a subordinate. The trembling adolescent boy answers back, his words garbled. 

The words are nonsense, but they're emotional enough to get an idea about what's happening. The young man is terribly sorry for some offense committed against his unforgiving elder. 

The memory disappears. She finishes her survey of the wallet, surprised that there's no driver's license or credit cards inside. 

Aside from the business cards, she recovers forty two dollars in cash, mostly wadded up tens and ones stuffed into the pouch. Everything goes into her night stand's drawer. 

 No answers here. Just more questions. What is this place my mind is trying to hard to remember? 

Disappointed, she looks at the time on the small alarm clock and forces herself to go to sleep. Brax wants her up early tomorrow, and she can't disappoint him on her very first day. 

All night, she dreams about a cold dilapidated house somewhere in a Minnesota suburb. Intoxicated figures of every race and gender come and go through the rickety screen door, hard faced souls doing time in purgatory. 

A tall young man shoots her poison looks as he sits at a kitchen table. He gets up to answer the door each time a new person arrives, shuttling the visitors to large boxes on the table. When their worn bills pass into his hands, he reaches into the containers and hands them small plastic bags filled with different kinds of dark mush. 

Eventually, the others disappear. She's left with the tall man. 

He stares down at her. His lips peel back, barking a command that's silent in her dreams. The order makes her skin crawl, even though she can't hear it. 

II: Hard Labors

Sadie wakes in a cold sweat. A dark blue light streams in through her room, and the clock on the night stand is clanging loudly. 

She picks up a pair of jeans and a shirt before running across the hall for a quick shower. Downstairs, Brax is finishing up his breakfast when she comes down, a small pile of sausage links with oatmeal. 

“I left something on the stove for you,” he says. “Enjoy it and get out there. Show me what you've got, beautiful.” 

She grins as he disappears out the door. Sadie rushes through breakfast, eager to impress. 

Later, she's in the main barn with Dinkie, a middle aged man with bushy hair and a sizable beer belly. 

He smiles crudely as soon as he sees her. 

“Now, you gotta make sure this switch is all the way off. Lever's a little rusty. Here, give it a good pull.” Dinkie steps back, exposing a large control panel that looks like its best days were decades ago. 

Grasping the big metal rod, she tries to follow his lead. But the lever doesn't budge without applying tremendous force. 

“Damn!” Sadie yelps, lifting herself off the ground in an effort to pin it to the slot in the wall. 

It moves haltingly. Her muscles burn, and she's nearly at her limit after it's closed only half its distance. 

Finally, it locks in place. She watches the water meters spin. 

“That's the right attitude,” her instructor jokes. “Make sure it doesn't pop out of place too. It's been known to do that. The buttons here are for different troughs. Did Brax give you the watering schedule?” 

She pulls a small black notebook from her pocket and waves it in his face. Dinkie glowers. 

“Fair enough. Let me know if there's anything else you need.” 

Sadie watches him walk toward the opening at the back of the barn. He doesn't go without turning one last time – probably trying to catch a good look at her rear. She holds her ground, sending his lecherous gaze away with a smirk. 

 Bastard. Looks like making friends here won't be easy. I don't see any other women working here. 

By noon, it feels like she's been lifting weights for hours. Muscles and joints deep inside her body protest, but she keeps moving from trough to trough, fishing out stray leaves and other debris just as she's supposed to. 

When she gets back to the barn in the early afternoon, there's a small commotion. Dinkie and another man are shouting. They stare at the switch, raised well out of its resting place. 

Several of the meters are going wilder. The skinnier man lets out a stream of curses and runs, heading for the flooding trough. 

“Shit, woman! Look at this.” Eyes narrowed, he waves her closer with a snarl. “You've wasted more than a hundred gallons. I  told you the lever gets out of place! You were supposed to watch this.” 

Her bottom lip trembles. Sadie tenses and holds her ground. 

“Maybe if the fucking equipment around here weren't fifty years old, I wouldn't have had that problem. When he said automated pumps, I figured they actually worked without all this manual intervention.” 

“Don't blame this on the boss. This is  your fuck up, girl.” He turns, forcing the lever back into place with a quick rush of brute strength. “Brax outta know better than to send a woman out on a man's job.” 

“That's enough.” 

She turns her smoldering hatred away from the portly farmhand to see Brax standing in the shadows. 

He strides forward, arms crossed, a halo of sweat between his brow and the brim of his tall black hat. 

“Both of you. Dinkie, if I catch you insulting a lady and a fellow worker here like that again, you're gonna step into my office for a talk. And by talk, I mean ass kicking.” 

“Sorry, boss. I was just trying to do right by the ranch. Least I don't have to pay for what's been spilled here today.” He rubs his hands together nervously, staring at the indentations on the cement floor. 

They stare at each other. It's obvious the fat man is testing a tenuous, longstanding boundary. 

“Good thing I reserve cash just for troubles like this. That's a businessman's job,” Brax says. “You've been here long enough to know that shit happens every so often. Go on, now, and get back to the fields.” 

“Sure thing,” he says, lifting his eyes for one last sardonic wink as he staggers by her. 

“And you...it's your first day, so I'm going to cut you some slack. I can tolerate honest mistakes, Sadie. But I'm not putting up with shifting blame from a girl who should know better. Sure, the equipment around here's a little worn...but it does its job when it's used right.” 

“Sorry. I was just trying to do my job. I didn't know some of these guys were such kids.” 

“If they talk to you like that again, find me. I'll deal with it.” 

Squinting at the evening light behind his silhouette , she tries to temper the adrenaline surging in her veins. If he hadn't shown up, Dinkie would've been right in line for a jaw cracking slap. 

“I can defend myself, Brax. I've dealt with bullies before...” 

 I know I have. I just can't remember where or when. 

“It takes some time getting used to these men. Some of them have been working here before my dad passed, and it took years to win their respect. I'm the boss now. Keeping the peace is part of my job, but if everybody keeps their nose clean, that part's easier and I can concentrate on everything else. Nobody gets a pass – I don't care how beautiful they are, beautiful.” 

She presses her hands into fists, digging them into the sides of her jeans. The tears are coming at the corners of her eyes. 

 I can't do this. I'm not going to cry in front of him. I need to hold steady. 

“Why don't you take the rest of the day off? It hasn't been a total disaster...just one trough flooded. 

Sounds like you need more time to rest, anyway.” He moves to the control panel and checks it. 

“Okay.” Pivoting on her heels, she marches back into the open, praying she doesn't encounter anyone else between the work buildings and the house. 

 His words don't sound very sincere. Face it: this was a big fuck up. I know it, he knows it, everybody knows it. I have to do better tomorrow... 

Sadie stays in her room for dinner, settling for a couple fruit bars ferreted away from his kitchen. The same uncertain dreams of a tall menacing man doing forbidden business occupy her all the way until sunup. 

The next day, the kitchen is empty, but breakfast is waiting. She barely eats anything, wondering if he's so disgusted by her performance that he's left for the fields early to avoid her. 

The sun is just beginning to lift itself up into the sky when she heads out. Today, they're putting her in the big barn to gather animal feed with another man. 

“The feeder's like a big funnel. It separates the crap from the gold – as much as you can call animal food gold, anyway. Your job's simple: catch everything good that comes out in these sacs.” The skinny man who introduced himself as Charlie stretches a long crooked finger up to the ceiling. “I'm going to go up in the loft. Careful now. It can come pretty fast once we get going.” 

“I'll do my best.” 

She means it. As soon as she moves to the corner where the metallic tube comes down from the floor above, she stops. 

The pile of thick bags she's supposed to use for catching the feed is much bigger than expected. 

Worse, there's no way to easily catch her partner's attention, short of screaming her lungs out and hoping her voice passes through the old wood. 

 It's okay. I can do this. No more screw ups for this girl. 

Each sac can hold almost twenty pounds of grains. She holds it open beneath the pipe-like opening, waiting for the scratchy sound above to translate into something useful. 

The food, mostly corn, tumbles into her sac fast. Within a minute, it's halfway filled, with no sign of slowing. 

As soon as the pellets and kernels pile near the top, she clamps it off and shoves another sac beneath the tube, tying off the first while it begins to fill. With a shallow toss, the full bag lands near the wall. 

The fast and furious labor reminds her of working in a warehouse, or perhaps a shipping facility with a ceaseless conveyer belt. The devilish pace keeps her moving. 

The humid day doesn't help. After filling five sacs, she's drenched with sweat. All the parts inside her that protested the day before are back, howling with discontent. 

 Is he ever going to take a break? This is breakneck crazy. No, I must've been a city girl. My body isn't designed for this. 

Clenching her jaw, she breathes deep and forces the thoughts away as she ties off another bag. 

City girl or not, Sadie won't give up. Letting Brax down again isn't an option. 

She focuses on her inner resolve, moving like an extension of the machine. Bag by bag, the feed gets packaged, and soon the finished sacs are stacked high against the wall. 

It's hard to stare at the corn for too long. The waterfall of yellow bits draws her eyes hypnotically. 

Instinctively, she pauses and reaches toward the stream, letting the rapid current pass through her spread fingers. 

“Oh my God. No!” 

Sadie tumbles backward, flatting the half-filled sac. Feed spills everywhere. It keeps coming for more than a minute, completely burying the stunted bag in a small mountain. 

Grasping her temples, she raises her head toward the ceiling and screams with all her might. A few seconds later, the feed stops. 

Charlie rushes downstairs and finds her splayed out on the ground. He drags her up by the shoulders. 

Sadie sees the frightened expression in his eyes. She's shaking uncontrollably. It feels like every inch of her is covered in hive-like goosebumps. 

“I...I'm sorry. I can't do this today. I need to go!” 

Disappointment is the last thing on her mind as she takes off. Fear reigns, and nothing else. 

It only takes her a couple minutes to reach the house, but it feels like spanning miles to get there. 

Flustered and breathless, she collapses near the entryway. She hopes Brax isn't in the house – he usually isn't during the day. Anything to keep him from hearing her sobs. 

 That texture, those movements...I know them like my own soul. But it shouldn't make me break like this. God, just where the hell did I come from? 

On shaky knees, she drags herself up to the guest room and collapses. This time, her sleep is mercifully blank, sluggish and empty as her heart slowing with vacant adrenaline. 

It's well after sundown when Brax wakes her. His hand glides down her back, tender but firm. The soft pressure sends her leaping up from the blackness. 

“Hey, it's okay. I just came to check up on you. Charlie told me what happened.” 

She rubs her eyes. It's hard to meet his dark gaze. Even though he's truly concerned, the 

disappointment is there, staring at her like the barrel of a gun. 

“I don't know what came over me. I really don't, Brax. One minute, I was filling the bags fine, letting the feed pass through my fingers. I freaked out.” 

The mattress sinks beneath this weight as he sits next to her. His hat comes off in his hands, resting on his lap. In the shadows of late evening, he looks like a severe cowboy from another age, deep in contemplation. 

“You're going to have to confront your demons at some point. Not today, and not for me. But for yourself – whenever you're finally ready.” 

“I know,” Sadie says softly. His words surprise her. 

 This is humiliating. I know he means well...but I just want to crawl away and disappear forever. 

“What now?” 

“Well...I can't let you stay here for free. I'll be damned if I'd turn you out, though. You're going to get another chance to carry your weight. It's too bad we don't know what your triggers are.” 

A crooked smile cuts across her face. “Yeah. Guess I really am a crazy person.” 

“Hey.” Suddenly, his hands are coiled around her wrists, tight and possessive. “Look at me.” 

Shaking, she meets his eyes, forcing back the hard lump in her throat. 

“Whatever happened to you, I'm sure it's not your fault. You're a good person, Sadie. Even if you aren't sure who you are.” 

“I wish I had your confidence. Sometimes I think you know me better than I know myself...whoever I am.” 

He releases her hands, giving her a parting shake of the wrists. His touch is electric, warming. The painful emptiness that comes when he lets go chills her. 

“Keep trying. One of these days, you'll wake up and find that I'm right.” Shifting up from the bed, he walks to the door and stops. “You need to keep your strength up too. I'm bringing you some dinner. 

Don't fight me on this.” 

“Thanks.” She swallows her pride one last time. 

After eating a sausage and potato casserole with some fruit, she has a quick shower. The steel water knob is turned to cold. 

Icy jets spatter her bare flesh, running off her curves in rivulets that awaken every dormant nerve in her depths. She closes her eyes and receives the glacial misting like a baptism. 

When her toes are curled from the cold, she notices the heat further up her body. Sadie grasps the wall, desperate to ignore the raw fire kindled beneath her belly. 

 Not the right time or place. Come on, body. Give a girl a break. 

 I'm sure this depression or whatever the hell I have is doing all sorts of crazy things to my sex drive. 

She turns and spreads her fingers. Now, the water hits her back, so cold that the droplets are like hail to the touch. 

If she can't bring herself to satisfy her lusts, then maybe she can freeze them out. 

A shy smile lights up her face and she tips her head toward the faint fluorescent light above the mirror. The discomfort stirring in overworked muscles clarifies everything, though it can't silence her thoughts. 

 I can't get him out of my head. No one has ever cared this much. Certainly not that tall menacing man in my dreams, whoever he is. 

 Maybe I need a man's touch. If it can't cure these problems, at least it can take me far away from them, deep into a better place. 

Slowly, she runs one hand across her sleek thigh. Beneath the frigid sheen of water, heat pulses, crawling up to her swollen lower lips where it melts into sultry wetness. 

Sadie turns several more times. The motion is just enough to dislodge the wild urges churning in her blood – for now. 

Laying flat on the bed with her body cooled several degrees feels good, especially in the humid night. The guest room's vents are less than optimal. The air conditioning wafts up just enough to be tolerable, but the air remains stuffy. 

Drunk on tension and stagnant heat, she drifts off to dreams filled with naked men riding tall black steeds. She's standing on a lonely porch in the Dakota prairie, watching them chasing after sleek gray wolves. 

The chase lasts all night. When one of the riders finally catches up to a huge gray beast, he lifts his dark hat high above his toned neck, giving out a whoop of triumph. 

She doesn't see what happens next. It looks like the wolf is trampled under the horse's hooves and disappears. 

Next thing she knows, the godly figure is off his horse and coming toward her, wearing nothing but a tight clinging pair of jean shorts. 

“Got something for you, beautiful.” Brax's voice calms her. 

In his right hand, he's carrying a huge bucket filled with sparkling water. He reaches for her head, urging her down to her knees with his big hand pressed firmly on her shoulder. 

“You're going to feel so much better...” 

The freezing water crashes over her, a seemingly endless stream that freezes her in place. When she looks up at the empty bucket and the sweat glistening on his broad chest, she sees herself reflected in his eyes. 

Everything about her posture drips lust. She reaches for the hem of her sopping wet dress. It's become an unnatural barrier that needs to come off, but the landscape is beginning to collapse behind him. 

“Huh?” Sadie rolls and hears the alarm clock's kettle bell chime. 

Groggy, she rises and sits on the edge of her bed. It's a new day, unstoppable as the orange glow wavering cross the hills. 

Outside, Brax has given her yet another task to see if it's a better fit. Dinkie carefully guides her over to the fence, shooting her wary glances and a lot of forced politeness. 

The distrust is mutual. Sadie stiffens, careful to put aside their last spat for the rancher's sake, without lowering her guard. 

“See this pen over here?” He lifts his plump hat, pointing to a huge gated enclosure a couple yards away. “I'm going to run the cattle through these walls.” 

“Got it. What do you need me for?” The weight in her chest sinks a little lower. 

 I have a bad feeling about this. 

“You're the lynch-pin. When I run 'em down the path here, you're gonna hold the gate. Soon as they're all inside, you slam it shut. Here, let's do a practice round.” 

Dinkie moves to the gate and snaps off the lock, spreading the door wide until it touches the wall. He waves to her, gesturing to place the rusty bars in her hands. 

“Give it a good push. Best one you can muster.” 

Her heels dig deep into the soft soil. It's much heavier to move than it looks. 

She growls, hoping her bones don't break from the exertion. Slowly, the gate begins to swing back toward its notch. She slides along with it. 

Finally, it clicks into place. She slumps against the top bar. Behind her, Dinkie's rowdy laughter curdles the air. 

“Not bad. But you gotta be faster than that! Took you almost a whole thirty seconds to get it shut. 

That's more than enough time for a big bull to poke his head out.” 

“Let me try again.” 

She turns, wielding her most determined stare. Dinkie's irritating smile vanishes. 

“Alright. I'll give you a couple more practice runs. But then we gotta get moving. We got a whole herd that's supposed to be out here for inspection within the hour.” 

Every practice round, she manages to move it a little faster. The shrieking hinges blast her ears as it fights her the whole way toward its resting place. 

“I need...just a minute to recover.” She hates gulping for breath in his presence, exposing her weakness. 

“Catch your breath, now. I'm gonna round up Pete to help me drive them in here. I'll try to shuttle them deeper into the pen so they don't bother you. Fast as I can.” 

A few minutes later, she's replenished her oxygen – and just in time. The ground shakes with thunderous hooves. 

A large mass of long horned cattle run toward her. Sadie tightens her fingers around the top of the gate, making her hands rigid and ready for their onslaught. 

 Please let this thing fall into place. I need to do right today. There might not be another chance... 

Most of them are powerful males. Dinkie jogs alongside their ranks. 

He speeds them through the opening, holding the long taser high above their heads and letting the electricity crackle through the air. The animals know the sound. 

Gradually, their numbers thin, and they're nearly all inside. Dinkie cups a hand across his mouth and yells over to her. 

“Swing the gate! We gotta move now!” 

Sadie groans with the old metal, kicking at the earth as furiously as the cattle. It moves fluidly, and for a second it looks like everything is perfect. 

Near the end, the last bull turns. 

She jumps back right before one of its horns slashes through an opening between bars. The beast snorts, dangerously close to her face. 

With a scream, she topples backward. The bull jerks its head again, causing its hard spear to clang against the metal. 

“The gate, woman! The gate! Get up and keep swinging.” 

Dinkie lunges forward, trying to catch the other end so he can push back. But the bull is too quick. 

It explodes outward, doubly enraged now that its horn is free. The beast races past the portly man, but not before grazing his shoulder. Her partner screams in agony. 

“No! Hold on.” 

The gate clicks and she double checks the lock. It holds. 

“Are you okay? Let me get some help,” she whispers, reaching for his hand. 

Dinkie brushes her away. There's a nasty gash along his bicep. The bull's horn has torn clear through his shirt. 

Up ahead, just beyond the corner of the shed, several men are yelling. Her heart sinks, slightly slower when she realizes they aren't cries of pain, but surprise. 

The bull's snorts mix with their commotion. The obvious struggle goes on for awhile, until it abruptly stops – probably because the men have managed to wrangle it back into its stables. 

 Damn! This wasn't supposed to happen again. He's brushing me off, and I don't know what to do. 

 He's blaming me for everything. If it gets to his boss... 

She turns toward the sound of an engine roaring behind her. It's the sound of her worst nightmare coming into existence. 

Brax's large SUV screams to a stop. 

He leaps out the door without his hat, wearing the most intense mask she's ever seen. 

“Dinkie. Hold still, man. I better get you to a doctor.” 

“Let me fucking go!” The older man snaps, mere inches from whacking his boss in the head. “I've suffered bigger cuts than this. Respectfully, sir, you got bigger fish to fry than looking after me.” 

“I'm not sure what you're talking about.” The rancher frowns. “Go home. Have Pete or Charlie drive you. I can't let you work the rest of the day until you get that patched up.” 

“Only thing that needs to be patched around here is her screw ups. Yeah, boss, the truth hurts. But somebody's gotta say it anyway.” Glaring, he steps past Brax. 

Just before he's out of range, Brax's arm shoots out. Dinkie spins with the fabric, until he's face to face with his boss. 

“Listen. I don't care how hurt you are. If you gotta problem, then you talk to me in private. Not in front of her. I'll take care of this, and you take care of your own damned business.” 

Looking much paler, Dinkie falls from his grasp. He runs off without another word, holding his wounded arm. 

“And Sadie...” 

 Shit. Please, let him go easy on me. I didn't mean any of this. 

“Come inside the house. We're going to figure something out right now. This has to stop.” 

Following him to his truck is her only option. Making her feet move in unison with his feels harder than forcing the gate across the gap. 

It's a short, tense ride to the house. On the way up the path, Sadie walks in front of him, feeling the fire hurling from his eyes. 

“Sit down. Before I say anything else, you have to know that I'm not gonna give up on you. I'm not going to stop helping you out.” 

“Maybe I don't want your help.” 

 That's a lie.  Her thoughts turn jagged, piercing her mind with fear and disgust. 

“This isn't an even exchange. I can't even close a fricking fence. What good am I here?” 

No answer. Brax settles his fist on the smooth table across from her, inhaling the silence around them. 

“Not much. Not yet, anyway. We've learned that you aren't cut out for the work outdoors.” 

“Great. That makes me feel so much better.” She hates the flood of sarcasm pouring out her mouth, but there's no stopping it. 

“I told you I'd give you another chance. I'm a man of my word, Sadie. Starting tomorrow, let's see how well you do keeping the house clean and preparing food. Do you have any experience at all with those things? Think. Think hard.” 

She closes her eyes for a moment. A vague outline of a grungy stove top flashes in her mind. 

She leans over it, carefully measuring powdery spices. At least they seem like spices. 

But spices shouldn't require the kind of protection she remembers. A slim mask stretches across her mouth and nose as she cooks. It's not enough to keep her from smelling the awful fumes rising toward her face. 

The memory fades with a sigh. 

“I think so. I know how to use a stove and I can measure, at least.” 

“Good. We've gotten off to a rocky start putting you to work, but there's plenty of time to turn it around.” He reaches for her hand. 

The movement shocks her. His grip is strong, domineering, and soothing all at once, a rugged blend of contrasts – just like the rest of him. 

“I believe in you, Sadie. I'm a believer in fate too. We found you on that stormy night for a reason...we just haven't figured out what it is yet. But I'm gonna keep digging.” 

She squeezes his hand and then slips from his grasp. It's too hard to hold on indefinitely, listening to his words, without blushing. 

His brow is strong, so powerful it comforts even when he's unhappy. A single bead of sweat runs off his temple like water. 

 I don't have time for this. The last thing I need to think about right now are those daydreams I've had of him in the shower. 

Embarrassment nips at the base of her spine. Thankfully, it doesn't blossom anywhere into a crimson flush. 

“Am I excused?” 

“Sure are. Go rest up before dinner. I have some more business to take care of out there. Tomorrow's going to be a new beginning, Sadie. Count on it.” 

III: Country Healing

Kneading dough in the kitchen isn't as bad as Sadie expects. It's the third batch she's run through the huge silver mixing bowl, making enough bread to feed a small army. 

Actually, that's exactly what Brax has called for. 

He's a generous boss. A mid-sized ranch in a small town like his can't afford great benefits, but it can serve up plenty of free meals. 

Aside from their own dinners, most of the food will go to his men, many of whom are too poor to bring their own lunches everyday. It's a full time job keeping them fed – one he often had to outsource to a local housekeeper and cook. 

 At least I'm saving him some money. I suppose that makes me a little more useful than I thought. 

At first, sticking her inside to bake and sweep the floors felt demeaning. She wanted to prove that she fit in on the ranch, no different than the rest of the workers. 

Now, the housework has caught up to her in a traditional way that caused her to squirm restlessly in her sleep. 

“But not all traditions are bad. This...I don't mind so much.” 

She digs deep into the dough and scoops it out after it's thoroughly mixed. The timer on the table goes off, signaling that the latest batch is ready to exit the oven, golden and piping hot. 

Sadie digs apart the end of one of the small loaves for a test bite. With a little butter spattered on top, it disappears behind her lips, crunchy and succulent. 

“Wow. Never knew I could cook like this. That's natural talent, I guess.” 

Amazingly, the bread is  good. 

Work on the next batch of dough begins. Several long ivory streaks of flour escape the measuring cup as she's dipping into the bag. 

They spill across her skin, powdery and soft. With her opposite hand, she pauses and scoops it off her arms. 

Between her fingers, the flour feels...curious. Familiar. Horribly familiar. 

The adrenaline rush almost knocks her to the floor. 

She grabs for the counter before the falls. Sadie's breathing intensifies, echoing loudly throughout the empty kitchen like a cruel taunt. 

“What's happening to me?” 

Hunched over, she walks to the table and slides into one of the empty chairs. Sitting down helps, but not by much. 

 Where do I know this white powder from? 

 Oh, God. It's cocaine, isn't it? Illegal, dangerous, and so desired... 

Nerves in her temples throb painfully. She cradles her head, trying to push the undesirable thought aside. 

 That can't be it. I'm not some fucking druggie. It's got to be from somewhere else. 

Deep inside, a doubtful voice stirs her fragile consciousness. Being a junkie would explain everything. Easily. 

 Fleeing across the country in a bad storm, the memory lapses. But then, why don't I feel a desire to use this stuff? Why do I feel only repulsed? 

Just on the verge of hyper-ventilating, she catches herself. Sadie straightens her spine and breaths deep, an old calming technique that feels equally as familiar as the white stuff. 

“It's all in the past now. It doesn't matter. Not for what I'm doing today. This flour isn't a drug.” 

She moves to the counter, forcing herself to work again. Her hands are shaky when she plunges them into the soft mix. 

But slowly, they begin to settle. No, shaping dough doesn't have anything to do with drugs after all. 

The rest of the batches go smoothly. She's grateful to clean up, though. 

A little sweeping awaits, and then dinner and a shower. 

She dines alone in the huge kitchen. Brax has gone away to Wyoming on business for a few days. 

In some ways, it's a relief. She hums to herself reassuringly. For the first time in a long while, the day hasn't been a disaster. 

Keeping the house tidy is just as easy as cooking – or at least not as hard as the sticky back breaking labor outside. She spends the next few days dusting shelves, vacuuming, and organizing some old antique figurines that look like they've seen better days. 

Before she closes the glass case housing her boss' heirlooms, one of the fat little women catches her eye. She picks it up with a smile. 

“Hey, she's not fat. It's...a pregnant lady.” 

She turns the small, smiling woman over in her hands. The bottom reads MADE IN GERMANY. 

 Might as well be from another world. It's nice to see that people used to admire such natural things. 

 Talk about simpler times. 

Carefully, she pushes it into place, next to a happy lumberjack near the corner. The little collection makes her wonder who he inherited it from. 

Physical labor she can stand brings a pleasant regularity to life on the ranch. By the fourth day without any hitches, she wants to jump up and down. 

She's outside serving chili and bread to the workers when Brax's truck rolls in. The men instantly begin crowding around him, except for the ones who haven't gotten their fill yet. 

Dinkie returns for seconds, giving her a demanding wink. 

“Tastes real good, doll. Glad to see you've found something you're good at.” 

 Just let it slide. It's nice to get a little respect around here. Even from him. 

Normally, she wouldn't be able to keep from rolling her eyes. But the rancher's return washes away all the small frustrations, including uncivilized workers. 

“That's right, boys! We're gonna have twice the head of cattle out here next year. Might have to buy a few more acres off old man Vock next door.” 

Sadie beams at the news. Half a dozen men take turns slapping Brax's shoulders as he moves through the crowd. 

“Hey, beautiful. What's cooking?” 

She lifts a bowl and spoons out a large ladle of chili. It passes toward him with a big loaf of bread. 

“Oh, that looks nice and thick. Smells spicy too.” He lifts the spoon to his mouth and closes his eyes. 

Seeing his face go tense with pleasure is funny – and arousing. Sadie laughs, covering up her baser thoughts. 

“Damn, girl! Did you use Momma's recipe?” He gulps down another bite, his eyes large with 

surprise. He hasn't tasted anything remotely like it for years. 

“Yeah. I found it in the old folder tucked by the cookbooks.” 

“That's amazing. Nobody's ever been able to get it done to my liking. I stopped having other people try for a long time. And me? I'm clueless when it comes to anything more complicated than steaks or breakfasts.” 

He eats half his portion in front of her, slowing his bites and smiling. “You're really in your element here, aren't you? Let's see what else you've done in the house.” 

She picks up the giant pot and follows him indoors. Accompanying Brax through the house makes her nervous. 

 I really hope I've put everything back where it belongs. Surely, I didn’t throw out anything important 

 – I tried so hard not to! 

When they step into the large living room, he lets out a whistle. Brax runs toward the fireplace and sweeps his finger across the cement stone surrounding the gate. 

“Awesome job. Haven't seen the thing free of soot since it was built. And that was back when I was a kid! Can't believe I didn't stop in here sooner. It's nice to do a check up like this, when I can take time to breathe and really see your good work.” 

Excitedly, he runs back to her, pulling her tight in a huge bear hug. She falls into his beautiful chest laughing, savoring the immense slab of his muscles. 

He holds her there for almost a minute, whispering encouragement and squeezing her close. Sadie doesn't miss the opportunity to inhale the divine air wafting off his neck. 

 Incredible. His cologne is so spicy when it mingles with his sweat. Masculine and perfect. 

She worries about too much attention. Luckily, he releases her before the lust begins to build, threatening to overflow in a way that may betray everything. 

“I can't wait to check out the bedrooms. You've been working your little tail off.” He watches her shake her head. “Don't be modest. I know this house. I've been so busy that so much crap has slipped through my fingers.” 

“If you say so...” 

“I do. I'm gonna say that you should have the rest of the evening off too. Let's get that serving table inside and go shower. I missed this place – and your company. Eating with a bunch of cowboys in Wyoming isn't half as good as eating at my own table with a pretty lady.” 

She moves outside swiftly before new redness blooms on her cheeks. Weak kneed and giddy, Sadie feels like a teenager again, returning from a late night dance with that boy she's eyed all semester. 

Soon, the shower is cranked up to full blast. She doesn't allow herself any warmth. The hot water feels alien on her skin. 

Nothing is more satisfying than the wintry coolness. She opens her arms, letting the beads hit her round breasts again and again, hoping they'll numb the uncontrollable tingle winding through her skin ever since he touched her. 

Climbing out of the shower, she dries off and eyes the simple jeans and blouse. Self-conscious disappointment makes her freeze. 

 It doesn't seem good enough. I wish I had a nice dress here. Something to put on and greet him properly. 

She's halfway dressed before she realizes how silly her thoughts are. Sadie laughs, letting her high pitched humor bounce off the mirror. 

 Calm down. It's not like you're meeting him for a date...are you? 

There's nothing definite. She think she knows the answer, but she can't be sure. 

She spends extra time sprucing up her hair. Before she heads out, the top button of her blouse comes off, just enough to let him see the slim patch of skin leading to her cleavage. 

 I'm not going down there with any expectations. This is the least I can do for him after everything he's given me. 

 Maybe I just want to feel desired by a man too. Even if I can't remember the last time that ever happened... 

She walks into the kitchen, slow and quiet. Brax is serving up the biggest steaks she's seen yet, giving her a break from cooking. She wouldn't be surprised if they came directly from his own healthy cattle. 

He pulls out a chair for and looks up. The rancher tears off his hat and clutches it to his chest, awe struck by her presence. 

The shower has left Sadie's skin glowing. To him, she looks like an out-of-place angel, freshly purified and sent to this world, landing in his kitchen by some odd stroke of luck. 

“You're looking real nice tonight,” he says, quietly kicking himself for the understatement. 

“Thanks. The food smells delicious.” 

She sits and digs into the side salad, devouring his tasty work with gusto. They eat quietly at first, like two old friends enjoying a long delayed reunion. 

“You know, I'm just gonna say it: you've impressed the hell out of me since I got back.” Brax's fork clinks on the plate. 

The loud sound reverberates in her ears. She smiles, blotting the corners of her mouth dry after making good progress on her steak and potatoes. 

“It's nothing. I'm just glad I've  finally found something I can do around here.” 

“It was just a matter of time. The beautiful ones always have something great that's more than skin deep. I knew I'd find it with you if I just kept trying.” 

 Oh. This sounds a lot more like a date after all... 

Sadie's face warms. The pleasant heat wafts through her veins, warming parts of her much lower in her body. 

“Have you had any luck remembering anything yet?” He stops eating, eying her very seriously. 

The sweet mystery in front of him is irresistible. Brax knows if he can uncover her origins, maybe he can understand her better. And a little knowledge can go a long way when it's mixed with a cowboy's charm... 

“Not much.” She frowns, letting the sickly dreams and flashes rise to the surface. “I've been having these visions...little bits and pieces of things I remember. They're scaring me.” 

“Scaring you?” 

“Yeah. Like something out of a nightmare. I'm in an old house in a small city, and there's a tall man. I think he's dealing drugs. Then I have these other flashes where I'm cooking on a stove or sorting things...and I don't think I'm doing it with my own free will.” 

Brax's stare grows more intense. He watches small red splotches surface to her white skin, betraying the depth of her dismay. 

“I wish I could remember more. I really do. But then again, there are parts of me that don't want to remember any of this.” 

 I hope he doesn't think I'm a coward. I'm telling him the truth. Doesn't that count for something? 

Her thoughts are broken by Brax's large hand sweeping across her shoulder. It's a brisk, gentle movement, like a feline comforting a shivering kitten. 

“I get that. I think you should keep trying, Sadie. Maybe if we can find out where you came from, we can settle a few things. Who knows, you might have family or friends back home who could help you more than I could.” 

“I don't think so. I don't feel it.” Her silverware clatters to the table. 

The tension is rising. Now, her nerves feel taut, stretched to the point where they may snap any minute. 

“Everything I know about my old life scares me. I don't know who or what I am. Would you want to find out if you saw the things I did? Dangerous men, ugly junkies, and vapors that burn your lungs?” 

“I'd still want to know. Call me stupid or ignorant, but confronting our demons is the best way to get rid of them. That's my two cents.” 

“I can't do it! I don't want to go back there, Brax. I don't even want to know where  there is.” 

 Crap. Now the tear dams are breaking, rolling down my cheeks like lava. There goes the pretty skin he loves. 

“Hey, sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. No matter what, you're safe. You're safe right here.” His chair tilts, its legs screeching on the tile. 

Sadie leans naturally into his guardian embrace. His muscles are the only peace she knows, 

unshakeable and addictive, the same way she should feel underneath the covers at night. 

 I shouldn't have to feel nervous and scared all the time. But I do. It hits me hard, no matter what I do or where I go, except when I'm wrapped in his gorgeous arms. 

“I'm just...a blank slate, Brax. Nothing makes me happy except staying here with you. This ranch is a hundred times better than the life I came from. Don't ask me how I know, but I do!” 

“I didn't know you felt so sure about this place,” he says quietly. 

“Well, I do. And not just the ranch either – I feel damn sure about you. Nobody's ever cared for me the way you do. I'm sure you just see me like a bird on your porch with a broken wing, but it's so much more than that to me.” 

His hands move down her back, slowly pulling her off the chair. She stands and feels his short stubble on her forehead. It's wonderfully scratchy, a happy irritation from the real world reminding her that this isn't a dream. 

“Look at me.” 

Sniffing, she meets his eyes. They're filled with fire again – brilliant as the inferno she saw when he approached Dinkie after their last dust up. But this is different. 

The darkness around the flames glows with a richer hue. His stern eyes draw closer as his head moves down. 

Sadie's whole body shakes when his lips land on hers. They're firm, sweet, and sure as the prairie outside, transferring their timeless comfort into her body. 

There's no stopping her nerves now. Every network inside her bristles with desire, lighting her up with sharp currents from head to toe. 

 Kiss me harder, cowboy. Here, let me open my lips for you. I want to feel your tongue deep inside me, and then so much more than just your mouth. 

Her hands claw at his back, picking up a small bundle of fabric. He grunts lightly into her mouth, invading her with the strong muscle she's burning for. 

His tongue sweeps come fast, swift and determined as a pirate's thieving strokes. His stubble rakes her chin softly as he goes deeper, holding her small tongue to the bottom and flogging it again and again. 

Sadie's moan runs into his body and passes down his throat. The exchange of raw current continues, energizing animal instincts buried in his masculine soul. 

The kisses keep coming, and so do his hands. They're pulling her close, as though he's trying to make her melt into his body. 

Her legs part, hooking gently around his large flanks. Brax grabs for her bountiful ass and lifts her clear off the ground. 

If it weren't for the plates, he'd slam her onto the kitchen table. Now, his tongue peels back and she's licking at his bottom lip, driving him wild with her little teasing laps. 

Jesus! It's more than any rancher can take and keep his sanity. 

Silverware, a plate, and a glass go crashing to the chair. They're past caring about the noise as he plants her at the edge of the table, fisting her long locks in one hand and kissing her rough. 

 Yes! This is how I want it. But you can go harder, cowboy. It's rough and real that keeps me alive, that keeps away those horrible dreams... 

She traces the strong hills on his back, round peaks bulging with desire. Her hips rock into him, a little too high to grind along the erection she's sure is there. 

Sadie bites into his lip, scratching hard at his back. The rancher pulls away a second later with a surprised groan. 

“Fucking hell. Where'd you learn to do that, girl?” 

“Don't know. Why don't you find out what else I can do? This is the kind of therapy I can get into.” 

With a purr, he lifts her off the table. Her heart pounds as his boots tap the wooden floors, making the long journey to the steps leading upstairs. 

She has a feeling it isn't the guest room that waits. They're going straight for his bedroom, the spartan wooden chamber with the big old bed she's caught glimpses of from the hallway. 

As soon as they're inside, she breathes deep, refilling her lungs with the air in his private chamber. It smells just like him, all sexy man and sharp cologne. 

“You ready to do this, beautiful?” The gentleman inside him has to give her one last chance to back out, but the beast next to it is screaming “no!” 

“Hell yeah. Break me, cowboy. I want to come so hard I forget that I ever had a life before you.” 

His face contorts with brutal need. He lets her fall on the bed and covers her with his weight, pinning her wrists to the bed. 

Their mouths pick up where they left off. Her tongue flicks against his, hungry and seeking. 

She can barely stand the feel of her panties, sopping wet against her skin, wet just for him. 

His stubble makes her shudder as he lowers his face. Brax draws his lips away, landing them on the soft curve of her neck. 

Her legs jerk. Delicious surprise flows through her as he sucks and nibbles at her neck, kindling new fires with every stroke of teeth and tongue. 

 Bite me, you bastard. Sink your teeth in good and hard. 

Coiling her hands tight around his neck, she pulls him in with all her might. 

The rancher's strong neck is no match for her, though. He continues lifting up and trailing his way toward her cleavage. 

His powerful hands land on her chest, giving her breasts a hard squeeze through the fabric before he goes to work on the buttons. They come off in his anxious fingers one by one, giving them both the same joy a child has unwrapping his birthday presents. 

“Take me the way you want, Brax. Tonight, I'm yours, and I want you do to whatever you want to me. And I mean  anything. ” 

It feels good to hand over control. The darkness is welling up in her again, manifesting itself in new fantasies where he pillages her like a barbarian. 

 God, just savoring his skin is more than I imagined at this point. But if he surprises me the way I want...I can't imagine what will happen. 

Her thoughts break the moment she feels her shirt opening. The tight violet bra is in his hands, the cups stretching delightfully each time he covers her globes, pulling hard. 

He shifts, moving his fingers underneath her. The hook comes apart in record time, driven by precision and mindless lust. 

Grinning, he tears her bra away and hurls it across the room. The cool air feels good against her cream colored breasts. 

The hard dark tips of her nipples immediately draw his eyes. He sinks down, open mouthed, mauling her with his hands as he sucks her right circle far into his mouth. 

Sadie's head dashes from side to side. The pleasure blazes into her like wildfire. 

His wet brush strokes and hard teeth surround her nipple. And the tongue lashes come faster, the pressure tightening, just as his free hand reaches to her uncovered breast and begins plumping it to a lush, balanced fullness. 

 Holy shit. God! Is it possible to come from getting your nipples sucked alone? 

He releases her just before she can find out. He kisses her soft belly, bringing his hands low to cup her ass through her jeans. 

 No more waiting around. I have to show him everything. 

Her fingers work her belt and the top clasp of her jeans. Seeing her furious work, Brax hooks his hands on both sides of her jeans, ripping them down her legs. 

The wet blotch on her panties and fragrant pheromones make him smile. His face dive bombs, 

aiming his lips right below her navel, dangerously close to the waistband of her panties. 

He sucks her skin hard. Sadie's hips lift automatically, pushing her into the magnificent pressure. 

She chews her lip. Teasing her is hell, but it's the best kind of hell a woman can know. 

Brax kisses lower, a couple more inches, seizing the elastic top of her panties in his teeth. He pulls back and lets it fall to her skin with a resounding snap. 

“I'm going to get these off and screw you to the floor, beautiful. Tell me you've never had a man want you this bad before...and if you can't remember, we'll just say this is the first time.” 

“Yes! Pull me apart.” 

Shallow breaths stream out her lips as his hand reaches just above her wet slit. He grabs her underwear and pulls – hard. 

The soft fabric rolls across her legs, passing below her knees, her calves, and then it's off. It's a relief to be naked on his bed. 

She shifts her hips, clambering up toward the pillows. But he has no intention of letting her escape. 

Brax grabs her thighs and shifts them apart, smashing them to the mattress. His calloused hands are rough, powerful masters of her legs, parting them for his intense mask of desire. 

 Oh, no. I didn't expect him to go there with his mouth. I don't know if I can handle all this –

“Ahh!” Sadie jerks as soon as his lips land on her folds. 

He digs in, quickly opening her with his mouth, testing the soft, slick, delicious velvet within. His tongue goes deep, making circles in her honey. 

Through the blinding pleasure, she feels him testing her, using his tongue to sense what he'll soon have wrapped around this erection. 

“Oh my God! Don't. Stop.” 

Brax listens. A wolfish intensity fills him, driving him deeper into her. 

His arm braces itself against her thigh, holding her open, while his hand moves just above his face. 

He uses his fingers to stretch her wider for his merciless tongue, that giant writhing match bent on filling her with fire. 

Buried, squirming, helpless. Sadie feels something snap deep within her mind and she lets go. 

There's no sense in resisting his wandering mouth. Every nerve lays down to the wonderful ecstasy steaming into her, straight from his lips and tongue. 

Somewhere in the glorious quicksand, he reaches up to pinch her clit. The pressure catches her by surprise. 

It's rough and perfectly poised, just on the boundary between pain and mind breaking bliss. 

His fingers pinch tighter, tighter, like fleshy nooses for her most sensitive flesh. Moving from side to side, he burrows deeper still, until his stubble rests on her most sensitive flesh. 

“Jesus! Brax! I can't take it anymore...” 

He feels her sweet sex constrict and gush against his tongue. Lapping up the new infusion of rich cream, he keeps going, heightening her orgasm like a well trained pet. 

 Come for me. 

 That's what his beautiful lips are saying. And for once, I'm happy to obey, without any doubts. 

A white hot slice of heaven blots out her vision. Sadie rocks hard on the mattress. The springs underneath them snap with every jerk of his tongue, forcing her to spasm harder and longer. 

Breathless, she collapses, wincing as his fingers give her swollen clit one last squeeze. 

The rancher rises, working off the buttons on his shirt. He moves between her legs. 

Whatever tiredness she had before instantly vanishes when she catches a glimpse of the big bulge beneath his denim. The round hill is menacing, hot, and thrilling all at once. 

She reaches for his zipper as he hurls his shirt to the ground, but he bats her hands away. 

“No. These pants come off when I say they come off. I think you ought to meet my belt first.” He smiles, slow and mysterious. “I think a girl like you will appreciate this.” 

With widening eyes, she watches as he unclasps his huge belt buckle. The leather hisses like a cobra as it passes through his loops, and then cracks in the air as he stretches it in his hands. 

“Go on. Kiss it.” 

He holds it up to her. Sadie shivers when her lips touch the warm leather, inhaling his very essence. 

“You know where this belongs?” He answers with another loud snap in his hands. 

 Wow. No. I hope it isn't anywhere I can't handle... 

Truthfully, if he wanted to belt her, she would've gritted her teeth and taken it. She shakes her head negative, frightened for the first time by the wicked energy rippling in his eyes. 

“That little wooden bar above the headboard...it's there for a reason, Sadie. And it's been a long time since it's gotten any use. Too fucking long.” 

She turns, softly approaching the thick bar. Trembling, she sticks her hands out, curling them upright. 

He smiles at her presentation and sets to work, winding the sleek belt around her wrists. The sensual motions send the fire back into her hips, concentrating at her core, all over the areas he just worked so well with lips and fingers. 

“Oh, yeah, beautiful. Look at yourself in that big mirror behind me. I want you to see what I see...” 

He moves aside, hooking the stray ends formed by the loop around her hands to the bar above. 

She tests its strength. Her bound wrists don't move at all, locked into place by his leather. 

Across the room, an old oval mirror shows her reflection. She's shaking, slightly sweaty, and glowing with desire. Her breasts heave up and down each time she breathes deep, her arms and legs stretched, spread, and unnaturally seductive. 

 Not as bad as I thought. But why is he showing me this? 

Before she can answer, the cowboy blocks her vision, assuming his place between her legs. His hands dart to the zipper of his jeans. 

With agonizing speed, he shifts them to the mattress, exposing the thin maroon boxers covering his hard exterior. He braces his hands behind her shoulders and kicks his jeans off. 

Seeing him naked sends heat surging into her head, pounding her temples like war drums. 

Sadie releases a pent up moan. She can't help it, just like she can't help raising her legs to the backs of his, stroking him with her soft shaven calves. 

Brax feels good. His muscular legs dip and rise in smooth mountains and shapely valleys, drawing her deeper to his flesh. 

The tension between them drives him wild. Sex is in the air, stifling the atmosphere around them, turning the little space around the bed into a sweat dripping sauna. 

He kisses her deeply and lifts up, moving his hands to the sides of his hips. The elastic snap serenades her ears. 

When his face withdraws again, she looks down. 

He's bare. The swollen cock he's concealed for so long is free and angry, threateningly arced at the entrance to her slit. 

“Do it. Go ahead, cowboy. I want to feel you riding me rough, all the way to my womb.” 

He glances briefly to his dresser across the room. She watches his eyes, boiling with hesitation and lust, then the moment when desire overcomes reason. 

 Looking for a condom, probably. But we're way beyond that. Come on, just fuck me. 

 I want to feel you, not worthless rubber. I want to feel everything – no matter the risks. 

She draws in a sharp breath. Something has given way deep inside her, a life-or-death dictate to feel flesh on flesh. Nothing else will do. 

Pursing her lips, she feels sweat oozing from her pores, bringing her ankles up to his hard ass and running them across his legs one last time. It's skin-on-skin perfection – the same sensual connection she's aching to feel inside her. 

When another involuntary sigh escapes her lips, all humid steam, the rancher breaks. He grips the base of his cock and pushes it into her. 

They gasp in unison as their bodies merge for the first time. Sadie's wetness turns slicker, and she feels the currents welling up within her, readying her body for him. 

He sinks deep with the first stroke, slowly conquering her, going all the way to her womb. Her walls stretch to accommodate him, and she lifts her hips at the thought of him re-shaping her body. 

“Ah, hell! You're so tight. Beautiful – inside and out!” 

His words bring her temperature up to boiling. Sadie slams up to meet him, as far as she can before the belt around her wrists jerk her back into place. 

Brax's thrusts strike like lightning. The bed springs shriek wildly each time he bores into her, lifting up only to crash down again. 

His short pubic hair grinds her clit. The harsh friction adds an extra flourish to an already glorious sweat soaked, lip biting, animal fucking. 

Like a spring coiling inside her, the pleasure tightens, preparing for its inevitable burst. Sadie feels it welling up, and her hips rise more eagerly to meet his thrusts. 

She's riding him from below, taking every inch of his thick root, loving the way it feels as it glides along her nerves. The full sensation rises above her hips, striking outward like a star spreading its violent rays. 

 We're complete. Right here, right now. Oh, if I could only keep this going forever... 

But the way her nerves flare with monstrous heat says that's not an option. Orgasm is coming, shackled to an unstoppable freight train named Brax Weldon. 

His energies crash through her as he quickens his thrusts. There's a sudden rush of adrenaline in her blood. 

She lifts her head up and screams at the ceiling, loud and long, giving a voice to the tidal wave of ecstasy crashing over her. Brax groans along with her, feeling her tight walls constricting around his cock. 

The resistance only makes him piston harder. He smashes into her, fucking through her spasms, lifting up only to give her legs extra leverage to lock tight to his body. 

She's going for a ride, and he isn't letting up all night. 

The cowboy ruts faster, weathering the barrage of screams and gasps tearing from her throat. His hands slide off her sweaty back, clasping her hips and raising her up to him. 

With her hands pinned tight, he holds her several inches off the bed, slamming himself into her again and again. 

Even when her orgasm goes back to a simmer, the heat stays. It's nipping at her brain, ruthlessly forcing her other senses into obedience. 

That moment, nothing else matters but coming on him again – nothing except feeling him erupt inside her. 

The thought makes her pant. Short, jagged breaths heave up her lungs. 

Her hips rock hysterically, and she digs her heels into his back, as though she's spurring a horse across the finish line. 

Brax doesn't need any urging. He keeps going, reaching an inhuman pace, feverishly driving into her depths. She's just about to come when the slab of man pressed tight around her legs stiffens. 

Sadie opens her eyes. His head slowly tilts back, and his focused mask cracks. 

Every inch of him seems to bulge at least an inch. His entire body bristles with hellfire, energy it can't contain any longer. 

The rancher opens his mouth and growls as it churns inside his balls. Brax wants to slam her to the mattress and let his eruption shoot deep. But there's too much at stake to give in, and there's too much common sense left beneath the fiery lust. 

He jerks out of her just as she begins to come. The emptiness barely disrupts her orgasm. It's steadied by the awesome sight of his muscular fist wrapped around his cock, pumping it hard. 

Magma-like seed sprays out. Thick hot ropes land across her belly, all the way to her breasts, coating her in his rich essence. 

His guttural sounds are like music. So is the steaming avalanche landing on her in potent jets, long veins of semen that keep coming all the way through her climax. 

She rides the wave high before it begins to collapse beneath her. Then Brax's wet, warm hand is wrapped around hers, urging her back to the ground. 

Sadie falls, sated at last. She looks at him and watches his muscles relax. 

Gradually, he's starting his transformation from volcano back to mountain. The sound of his heavy breathing echoes through the room. 

“Fucking mind blowing, girl. You gave me a hell of a run. And it looks like I didn't leave you too unhappy either.” 

“Are you kidding?” She quirks her eyebrow and leans up for a kiss. 

They long tongues, slower this time, studying the steamy contours of one another's tongues. 

One kiss becomes two. Their tongues hungrily seek new caresses, feeling the fiery pulse beating in their blood. 

Within minutes, his hardness returns. Brax cleans himself off and mounts her again. 

They shift bodies hard and fast, sometimes shifting the belt around her hands. No matter how he takes her, Sadie presents herself, unable to do anything else with the terrible hunger screaming at her, the base need only he can fulfill. 

Halfway through the night, the need to have his seed inside her grows. 

“Come inside me! I want to feel your heat go deep, cowboy.” 

No matter how she begs, he catches himself – just in the nick of time. 

Brax comes on her soft torso, up her back, in his hands, anywhere except the place he wants to spill his seed most. The fourth time he loses it, he almost lets himself go off inside her, tearing away with the same reluctance a starving man lets bread fall through his hands. 

“Better get a few hours of shut eye,” he says, undoing the belt and clasping her tight to his warm chest. “Tomorrow, after our usual work is done, we'll pack up your stuff in the guest room.” 

Her heart does a roll. She leans up on his steely muscles, looking him in the eye, questioning whether or not he's telling her what she thinks he is. 

“Come on, beautiful. You're not stupid. From now on, this room is yours, and we're going to do what we just finished all the time.” 

That night, her dreams are restful nothingness. When she wakes up alone, she can't remember the last time she slept so well, sleeping on a soft cloud in the shape of a man. 

IV: Urges Boiling Over

Brax flexes his dusty hands on the fence near the cattle pen. Several men are off in the distance, repairing a mild deficiency in the structure. 

Two long nights filled with pleasure and very little sleep have given him a lot to think about. He smiles, knowing his woman is inside the house, probably hard at work on another big dinner for the crew after getting a late start. 

It's mid-day, and the high summer sun beats on his back. He shifts his collar, walking toward the old steel wire windmill a few paces from his barn. 

Several wooden crates are stacked up near the supports. They're full of old tools that could be carted for scrap, if they didn't make such nice stairs. 

With a little effort, a person can climb up and survey most of the ranch. It's a weekly ritual he's kept since inheriting the place at twenty-five, almost a full decade ago. 

 Oh, Sadie Derby. What am I gonna do with you? 

Filling his lungs with summer air, he puts one boot up on the nearest crate and climbs several levels. 

He narrows his eyes in the bright sunlight, looking across the open land. His gaze inevitably falls toward the dirt road where so many things have happened. 

Memories stream like the hot winding rays above, a steady procession with an energy and strength transcending time. 

Brax smiles, remembering one of his first horseback rides alone along the path. He'd barely made it off the farm when his short legs slipped out the stirrups, sending him hurling to the ground. 

Thankfully, the elder Weldon hadn't been far. His father materialized in what seemed like seconds, brushing away his tears and guiding him up to the house to dress the nasty scratch on his knee. 

 You were a good one, Pa. Can't believe it's almost been ten years...where do the days go? 

The failed horse ride fades, replaced by a long dark hearse from the funeral home, taking his father away for the last time after being laid out in the house for a two day wake. The same dirt road that carries youth and comfort also carries death. 

He's seen it in old family photos taken long before he was born. The same road had ferried imports and exports to Weldon ranch for generations, the lifeblood of his family's fortune. 

Then there was the stormy night they'd found her crushed up Mazda off to the side. 

When Brax first saw it, he expected the passenger inside to be just as broken. It's nothing short of a small miracle she went unharmed. 

 Except for her blasted memory. I just don't understand how someone could lose everything up in their brain. 

He shakes his head and takes off his hat. The hot sun feels good against his forehead, but he doubts it will help him think more clearly. 

“Maybe I should've taken you to a doctor. Should've reported the accident. But I don't know what kind of danger that would put you in. And I reckon I'm not interested in finding out.” 

Brax leans against a taller crate, feeling his muscles stiffen with a deeper need. The past fifty hours have been a remarkable exercise in restraint. 

It's risky enough to have her without a condom, knowing that the chances of her being on any kind of birth control are very slim. And yet, she doesn't stop him. 

If anything, he feels her body screaming for it, offering a primal invitation that summons an erection just thinking about it. 

“Maybe she's the one after all,” he whispers to himself. “This place isn't meant for a bachelor. 

Weldon Ranch has always been a family business. Can't stand the thought of going much longer without a son or daughter in tow, learning the ropes here just like me.” 

One thing's for sure – he won't let anything happen to her. And getting her pregnant will turn him from a guardian angel into a ferocious lion. 

 If any part of her old life ever shows up – and I mean any – I'm not gonna put up with it. Don't care what kind of sharp package it comes in neither. 

“Perfection isn't easy to see,” he says to himself softly. “When you find the right woman with some fertile flesh and a softer heart, it's hard to believe it. Thank God I haven't been blind the whole time...” 

Flexing his legs, he climbs down from the crates. Subconsciously, the same thoughts linger, tickling up his spine as he issues daily orders to the men and checks up on the ranch's inner workings. 

The hours pass lazily. It feels like evening will never fully come, especially when he wants to do nothing else but sit down with her for dinner and then clasp her in his arms and ferry her upstairs. 

At last, time relents. They dine soon after he comes inside, making small talk about the broader farming going on beyond the ranch. 

When he feels her foot nudge his boots, he can't hold back anymore. Unfortunately, the rough sun has drained too much from both of them, everything except the craving for flesh. 

They collapse in bed together, kissing for awhile until she falls asleep. When he sees her eyes closed and feels her shallow breathing, he breaths her sweet scented hair, quieting his inner turmoil. 

It's as just as well. The predatory impulses in Brax's head are rising, but they haven't yet taken full flight. 

 Not yet, but soon. I have to have her. No one has ever smelled, felt, or tasted this good. 

The next evening is special. He brings out a pair of long black boots he hasn't worn in ages. His trousers, sleek shirt, and notched leather belt all match. 

When Sadie sees her dark knight, she grins with surprise. She's sitting at the table, playing solitaire while she waits for him to clean up for dinner. 

“Save whatever's left over for tomorrow. I'm sure it's good, but we deserve something different tonight. And you need an evening off.” 

She looks up from her game, wondering what he's talking about. Brax lifts his hand, pointing through the ceiling at the bathroom upstairs. 

“Go get ready. I want to take you out tonight.” 

Excited at the unexpected development, she runs upstairs. For the first time, she takes a shower that's lukewarm rather than arctic cold. 

When she's finished, she walks into their bedroom, rifling through the old clothes she's unpacked with his permission. Several hand-me-downs from Brax's sister fit her well. 

 I wonder if it's true what they say about men preferring certain body types as they grow up? Funny how his sister's stuff is such a great fit. 

 Oh, well. At least she won't be coming back anytime soon. 

Far away in Seattle, Judy Brax has left her younger brother to tend the ranch she has no interest in. 

Sadie turns around in the mirror, satisfied with the bright yellow dress she's chosen. It fits her curves nicely. The vibrant hue has a strong country feel to it too. 

Brax whistles when she comes into the kitchen. “Woo! That's the kinda style I like. You look drop dead gorgeous, beautiful. Too bad that dress won't stay on all night.” 

He slaps her buttocks playfully as she passes in front of him. Sadie giggles, all the way out to the truck. 

If it were any other man, her sharp hand would be on his face before he could blink. But for her cowboy, being admired makes her blood burn. 

It's a quick ride to the Silver Dollar Diner. It's the only restaurant in town, a clean eatery with a chrome interior decked out in the mellow blues of the 1950s. The huge neon sign with a winking face on a coin is the only landmark visible on the highway for quite a few miles. 

 I really wonder how I wound up here. This town seems so random. Where the hell was I going? 

She pushes the uncomfortable questions out of her mind as they slide into a spacious booth. A friendly waitress takes their order. 

“It's good to get out and celebrate, isn't it?” Brax flashes her his inimitable smile, settling his tall black hat into the empty space next to him. “I know you're as happy as I am. But I also thought we'd get out so I can ask you a question...” 

Her full attention focuses on him. Suddenly, the air between them grows thicker, despite the immense air conditioner pumping cool air throughout the diner. 

Brax shifts his arms. If she didn't know any better, she'd think he was nervous. 

“I wanna make sure you're totally dedicated to the ranch. Are you in it for the long haul, Sadie? Are you ready to make a life with me on my land?” 

She opens her mouth, but her voice stops. There's a blank stare of doubt on his face. 

 Haven't I made it obvious by now? 

She delves deep into her mind, envisioning a future with him. There's a time not so far off when the old wooden walls of the house will be as comforting and familiar as the backs of her hands. 

The unnatural feeling of  home makes her smile. 

Sadie feels another season cradling her in its softness. The air is much cooler, and she's wearing a simple country dress that clings softly to her skin. She comes out of the house and approaches a waiting rocking chair, her hands clasped tightly beneath her swollen abdomen. 

 Pregnant with his seed. That's what's going to happen if I agree. 

 Will I carry his child? That's what he's asking in different words. 

 That's one hell of a step to take. But it's one I'm ready for. I want to give him my full devotion, something so right I can feel it in every fiber of my being. 

 Yes, cowboy. I'm ready. 

“Of course I am!” She reaches for his hand and grasps it tight. “What makes you think otherwise?” 

“Aw, nothing. I just had to be sure. Anything less would've been impolite.” His face brightens, before hardening into the rigid intensity she loves. 

“I really appreciate everything you do for me, beautiful. And I don't just mean in the bedroom.” His voice halves its volume and then breaks into laughter, louder when she rolls her eyes. 

“Come on. You're the one who helped me out. I can't think of a better place than Weldon Ranch to have a future. The past doesn't matter...not with you. I'm ready for anything.” 

Heaping plates of steaks, coleslaw, and fries arrive shortly after. For such simple food, it's very tasty. 

They eat in happy silence, passing soft glances across the table. Sadie raises her eyebrows several times. Brax chews his food intently, trying hard not to let his hormones ruin a good dinner. 

Just as her leftovers are being packed up and they're waiting for their pie, the door swings open and sets off the dinging chime. A gaggle of cops come in, silver badges gleaming. 

A server escorts them over to the large table across from their booth. Brax watches the crowd get settled. 

Four of the men are in their uniforms. Sheriff Jones spots the rancher and gives him a friendly nod. 

Brax doesn't recognize a fifth man, a balding outsider dressed in a plain white shirt and long brown trousers. 

Sadie digs into her dessert when it arrives. The apple pie tastes immaculate, but it's hard to eat freely in their presence. Their uniforms make her nerves stand on end, prickly as an alley cat's fur. 

 He's lucky he doesn't care about them being here. Wish I knew why I'm having such a gut reaction to these cops. It's almost like I'm afraid of being caught... 

“Yeah, it was a real bastard,” she hears the balding man say. “He was covered in blood, and all he could do was shout about his asshole sister taking off with six figures worth of coke. The idiot didn't even think she knew it was in the car.” 

“Ah, the things you city boys have gotta put up with. Glad we don't need a regular detective around these parts. You've got your work cut out for you, Hank.” The Sheriff shrugs his shoulders, hungrily eying the remnants of their dinner across the room. 

“That pie looks awful good! Is it on special tonight, Brax?” 

He turns to the Sheriff. “Yup. Best deal in town. Well, only deal in town to be serious, but it's still a good one!” 

The cops laugh. The detective called Hank does too, but his face straightens when he gets a good look at Sadie. 

“Excuse me a minute, boys,” he tells the others. 

The policemen are happily distracted by the arrival of their appetizers. Brax watches the man warily as he crosses the small distance to their table and stops near Sadie. 

“Sorry to bother you, Miss, but you look very familiar. Haven't ever been to Mankato, have you?” 

She shakes her head vigorously. 

 Shit! How could I look familiar to this secret agent? If he recognizes me, then I've been into something bad. Real bad. 

“How about Minneapolis?” The man speaks slowly, calmly, taking a deep breath and waiting like he's taking a drag on a cigarette. 

 You have to imitate his style. Make it sound authentic. 

“No. I'm a South Dakota girl, born and raised. Haven't been to the Twin Cities since my parents took me there on vacations years ago.” 

The stranger stares blankly. He shifts in place. Sadie glances over at Brax and sees his rough hands tightening on the table's ledge. 

“How about the name Eric? Does that mean anything to you?” 

“Eric.” It moves across her tongue like a piece of bitter fruit. Vaguely familiar, and not in a good way. But she can't let him know that. 

“No, I don't know any Erics. Is that one of your crew?” She follows the detective's gaze over to Brax. 

“Don't have anybody by that name working for me.” The rancher looks the man straight in the eye. 

“Listen, friend, I think you've mixed us up with somebody else. We're not being detained or anything, are we?” 

“No 'us.' Just the lady here. You're probably right. Sometimes I get caught up in my own wishful thinking.” A slow smile spreads across his thin lips. “Sorry for the trouble, you two. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” 

The detective retreats, but Sadie doesn't feel any relief until the check arrives a few minutes later. 

Brax pays quickly and they scram out the door, catching one last icy stare from Hank as they step past. 

“What was that all about? Do you know him – or does he know you?” He asks the question as soon as they're in the truck. 

“No, Brax. I've never seen the man before in my life. He's got me in his head from some place, though.” Heart racing, she reaches for his hand and sighs when he closes his fingers around her. “I'm scared.” 

“Don't be. I keep saying it, but I don't care what happened where you're from. I'm not gonna let anybody take you away from me. Not now. Not even the police.” 

He glances in his mirror and sees the Silver Dollar Diner's flashing sign becoming a tiny speck. The evening hasn't turned out like he planned, but that doesn't mean it has to stay that way. 

They exchange a few words about the incident on the way to the ranch. But he's mostly silent, fulfilling an old superstition that doesn't enjoy tempting fate by speaking grim possibilities aloud. 

“Hold up. Let me come and get you,” he says, turning off the engine and unbuckling his seat belt. 

A full moon casts a dim pallor over him as he gets out and walks around to her side. He opens the door and unclasps her seat belt, lifting her into his arms. 

His embrace has never been so tight. 

Brax holds her to his chest. She opens her eyes, staring up at him, basking in the reassuring silent lullaby of the distant moon. 

“Come on, cowboy. Let's forget about all that crap. Take me inside.” 

He takes a step forward, only stopping to lower his forehead to hers. Sadie whimpers. 

A full body shiver runs through her. His body is spilling its familiar and addictive current into hers once again, a magnetic force intent on binding her to him forever. 

The vibrations deep in her flesh rise in pitch when she feels his stubble, and then the inevitable firmness of his lips. It's been too long. For these lips, one day is too long. 

 Oh! What's going on? His kiss is so warm tonight. Hotter than before... 

Brax flashes a knowing smile before he unlatches the door. They make their way inside quickly. 

For a second, she has a silly vision of him carrying her over the threshold, just like a new bride. 

Except this make believe honeymoon lasts for more than a minute, and she passes with him across many thresholds, higher into the old house. 

Upstairs, he settles her on the ground, standing as he pulls her deep into his arms. Those rugged country hands fall beneath her shoulders, grabbing at her dress and fisting the fabric. 

His next kiss comes hotter still, branding her with his manly strength. It's all taut muscles, tongue, and sharp teeth. 

He bites her bottom lip with a growl, holding it in place. Sadie matches his fierceness. 

Lust churns in her veins, forcing her fingers across his muscular flanks. God, she needs them pressed against her, concrete slabs that keep her right where she belongs. 

 I'm gonna grab a hold of you, cowboy. Wish I could tear apart this beautiful ass. 

He pulls back in surprise when her sharp fingernails move down, raking beneath his belt and scratching loudly at his denim. He glares for a second, sultry and thick. 

Then he dives into her, filling her mouth with his flapping, twisting tongue. She opens for him with a moan. 

Next thing she knows, his bulk is moving, pushing her onto the bed. He thrusts outward, teasing the soft fold in her dress beneath her belly with the large bulge beneath his. 

The hard erection leaves no doubt about what he needs. 

The dry grind splits her nerves, knocking her over, but he catches her before she hits the mattress. 

Brax sucks at her neck, catching the hem of her dress with his hand and hiking it up, well above her waist. 

Like a bull in rut, he's sensed her rising need, and he isn't going to stop until he's claimed her vulnerable flesh. 

Sadie shudders as he snaps her panties aside. The rancher's fingers slide across her wetness, teasing and searching for her clit. 

When he finds it, he rubs it with his thumb, shoving two stiff fingers into her wetness. She arches into him, gasping out her sumptuous awe. 

“Is this how bad you want me?” Eyes sparkling, she looks deep into his and gives him a wink. 

His fingers curl deep inside her. He goes to work instantly, stroking her sensitive velvet walls and swollen clit with the same brute rhythm. 

“No. Not by half. Give me a couple more hours in this bed, and then you'll understand. You won't know how bad I want that skin, that womb, until you're screaming underneath me, beautiful.” 

 Holy shit. It can't be...happening? 

 But it is. He's really going to fuck me senseless, without holding anything back. He's going to spill himself deep inside me... 

The thought of him going all the way and emptying himself in her waiting womb lights up every nerve simultaneously. Seconds later, she's a moaning, twitching mass, bucking back on his fingers. 

“Don't let go!” She pleads. 

Her body jerks as his free hand grabs for her breasts. His weight slams down, muscular and heavy, pinning her to the lurching mattress. 

“Wouldn't dream of it. I'm never letting go of your beautiful body, Sadie. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not ever. I'm going to own every last inch of it, even if I have to fence you off and tie you down like all my other prized possessions.” 

His fingers clench deep inside her, matching the spasms in her muscles. It won't be long now. 

The rancher shifts maniacally, fighting off the insistent lust swirling in his own blood. He lowers the straps on her dress. 

His eyes bounce as it falls away, freeing her breasts. Calloused hands rise, tweaking one nipple and then the next. 

He grabs her wrist just seconds before she comes. Her thighs hug tight around his knees, locking his unstoppable hands in her sex. 

Brax suppresses a smug smile, feeling her hand curl in his. But the tiny jerking sensation in her hands is nothing compared to the tremors circulating around his fingers. 

She comes hard, grunting and shaking like an animal. He strokes her clit harder – anything he can do to bring the Sadie-quake to its splendid finale. 

Eyes fluttering, she rides high, shooting up into the otherworldly realm only he can bring her to. The intoxicating pleasure steals her breath. 

 Count the seconds. Hold it all in. Don't stop until you're bound to him forever. 

The voice within her is commanding and deep. She tries to follow its dictates, but she loses herself again, falling helplessly toward her waiting consciousness as the firestorm dies. 

“You like that, beautiful? It's just a warm up of what's coming next.” 

The corners of her lips quirk up. Brax knows it's his signal to get her prepared for the greatest sex of his life. 

The cowboy takes her across his knees and strips her dress away. Her fingers reach behind her to undo her bra as he takes off her soaked panties. 

Crouched on all fours, he guides her toward the headboard. “Put your hands right here. Grab the bar. 

Tonight we're gonna need more than just a belt to keep you in place.” 

 What? 

Her returning senses burn with curiosity. He leaves her there and she feels him slide off the bed. 

A drawer opens and slams shut. When he returns, positioning himself close behind her, he runs the thick rope bundled in his hands along her back, tracing the length of her spine. 

“You feel that? There's no escaping this. Tonight, we're thinking with our hearts. Not our minds. Are you ready to give into that drumbeat coursing through your blood?” 

“Yes! I trust you, Brax.” 

“All I needed to hear, beautiful. Hold tight. This may be a little scratchy at first, but you'll get used to it.” 

The ropes bind her more fully than his leather belt. The expert knot he ties holds her wrists together, sealed to the wooden headboard. 

The thick, inescapable weight around her hands has a deeper finality than anything else. Their weight is impressive when she pulls, whispering a surrender rite that says,  yes, it's going to happen. No ifs, ands, or buts. 

He lifts away and takes a deep breath. He steadies himself by eying the seductive hams of her ass, her thighs, the way her breasts hang below her like attractive pendulums. 

Sadie hears clothes shifting. Another sheen of wetness coats her inner softness, waiting and ready for him. 

A dull thud behind her signals the weight of his jeans and belt landing on the floor. Her body instantly hardens. 

“Hang onto that bar, beautiful. It's going to be a rough ride once I get going.” 

His words singe her eardrums. There's no time to recover. 

With one swing of his hips, he fills her completely. A wistful cry shoots out her mouth, the cry of a body starved for his touch. 

She can't see his eyes, but she can feel the fire of his gaze. Behind her, Brax's shoulders shift, hardening in rapture as her wetness cascades around his shaft. 

He holds himself in her without moving for a long time, sliding his hands down her skin, admiring the plump slopes of her ass. It's the look of a man evaluating his mate one last time, marveling at her perfection. 

 Good hips. Damn good butt. The kind of hips built for breeding a big family. 

Brax tilts lower and kisses her, underscoring his heated thoughts. They're the last he'll have while he's inside her before the animal inside him seizes total control. 

When he raises his lips from her mellow warmth, the beast has come. His hips roll back and then strike forward. The old springs snap beneath them, groaning loudly into the night, matching the fevered pitch of their masters. 

He slams into her in slow, discreet waves. It's the dance of lovers drunk on intimate magic, a spell writ deep in the flesh. 

 And he's so deep. God, I've never been this full of a man – and such a beautiful cowboy too! 

She shakes her head. Even through the pleasure, her heart warms with disbelief at her good fortune. 

It's one thing to mate with any old lover, no matter how handsome or rugged. But it's quite another to have a man deep inside you who's perfection incarnate: successful, protective, and darkly possessive. 

“Come on, beautiful. I want to hear you whimper.” 

Brax reaches up, grabbing her hair like rope. He pulls hard, holding her at arms length, pouring tension into her until she screws back to meet his jabs. 

His breathing quickens. The sound of the bed springs is pierced by the vicious slap of his thighs on her ass. 

Sadie moans with fervid delight. Her arms jerk without thinking, reminding her of the ropes around her wrists. 

They leave a slight scratchiness across her hands. Somehow, knowing there's no way to relieve the itch lends an extra madness to the pleasure welling up inside her. 

Brax's thrusts assail her with riveting speed, rising each time he completes another impact. His balls wash over her mound. 

Thrust by thrust, she feels her insides shifting, opening for him like a beautiful flower famished for sun. He feels it too, and a primal node inside him recognizes the change instantly. 

Snarling, he yanks her hair tighter, using his free hand to slap her ass. 

“Oh! What's going on?” She gasps. 

“I'm taking what belongs to me, what I've wanted and needed for the past ten years. We're gonna be together forever, Sadie. Flesh and blood, welded in our perfect baby.” 

 Yes! He's really going to do it. 

The craving in her deepens. Not caring about the itchy heat on her hands, she slams backward to meet him, driving him to the very edge of her cervix. 

Who knew that baby making was such hard, spine tingling work? 

Brax tightens his jaw. He reaches across her thigh with his free hand, cradling her clit between two fingers. 

The sudden invasion breaks the last resistance inside her. Sadie jerks forward, burying her face low into the fat fluffy pillow. 

Howling, she comes hard. Her tight canal corkscrews around his cock with wild abandon. 

 The heat. Oh, God, the heat! Every inch of me is roasting in his fire, killingly hot, and all I can think about is taking more. 

The mattress shifts fluidly beneath them, singing its sex song the entire time. He can't hold it much longer. 

“Keep coming, Sadie. I want you to suck up every ounce of this seed! Here comes our first baby together. First of many – beautiful as you.” 

His words bury her. His hands draw off her body and plant themselves on both sides of her head. 

Groaning, his hips collapse into hers one last time. 

Fire races up his shaft. The explosion rocks her to the core, taking her to a level she's never reached, a breathless place where impassioned euphoria exists. 

It's euphoria and nothing else, ecstasy and awe, ice and fire. 

Her quake ripples into him, shaking all the way to his rough and fiery core. Every fiber of his being clamors as he releases his pent up sperm, pouring it into her with ruthless intent. 

The carnal satisfaction of burying his seed deep inside her only provides a moment of satisfaction. 

Even with his erection flagging, he knows he'll rally, restless until he's completely sure she's pregnant. 

When it's over, he draws himself out of her. He slides beneath her side, holding her with the pillow propped up beneath her. They kiss in wet relief, their bodies preparing them for the next round. 

 Tell him. He's just given you something that's going to change your life forever. Give him the only thing you can. He deserves more than a baby. 

Before her mind retreats back to the pleasurable wonderland, Sadie opens her lips, eyes drawn to his broad chest. 

“Brax...I love you. I love you so much. Don't ever let me leave this place.” 

His eyes brighten with a few more stars. He kisses her deep before he responds. 

“I love you too. Never thought I could fall for someone so fast. Didn't think I'd be doing something this crazy so fast either. But I know you're right for me, the one I've been waiting for. You're the one who's going to give me an heir.” 

“I have to,” she says, her words hissing with conviction. “I want to be one with you in the best way possible. One with my savior.” 

He smiles modestly. “That's right. Family is so important to me. My Pa's death changed everything. 

Barely saw my sister after he went, too close on the heels of Mama. Guess he couldn't take a broken heart too long. Now I'm beginning to understand why.” 

Her heart softens. She kisses him again and shifts her thighs, holding them together to keep as much of his precious essence inside her as possible. 

“What is it? I'd like to hear more about your family.” 

“The Weldon clan used to have a lot of kids. My parents were the first in memory to just have my Sis and I. Wasn't too happy when she moved away either...but it was for the best.” 

“You didn't get along with your sister?” 

“Judy always wanted to be a city girl. Couldn't stop her. We butted heads anyway a long time ago when Pa handed off some of my work. She hated it, and I hated dealing with her.” 

“I'm sorry.” Deep inside, she knows the words aren't completely honest. 

 If she was still here, I might've been sent away after all. Or worse, sent off to the authorities who are so interested in me... 

She presses his pecs with her shoulder, admiring their mesmerizing tone. His touch keeps reminding her that all of this is real, built on deep attraction, and not just dumb luck. 

“You're in trouble when you touch me like that. Are you ready for another dose of what's good for you?” 

“Maybe if you'll untie me after this.” 

Brax whistles dismissively. “Not a chance. I'm not letting you up until you're running over with my wild oats.” 

Giggling, she falls into him, rubbing her elevated thigh across his rising cock. 

He takes her repeatedly, beating the bed springs without mercy. She shifts however he wants, taking him from top or bottom, over or under, but always deep. 

The rancher's stamina is incredible. It doesn't take him much longer to recover after another sweaty, nerve popping climax. 

And they keep going, again and again, searching for children somewhere in ecstasy's fog. 

Her wrists are red and chaffed as the darkness outside the window begins to turn gray. Still, she fights through it, fusing her hips to his like fleshy magnets, taking the thick semen rushing out, a stream of life her flesh instinctively craves. 

When he finally undoes her knots, part of her is sorry to see them go. Spent and smiling, he holds her close, shielding her small back with his powerful trunk. 

“Think we really did it?” She whispers. 

“Sure hope so. No way to know for sure if it takes tonight, but I have a good feeling. Lord willing, we're gonna be doing this every night until I start to see that baby bump.” 

Smirking, she rolls back and kisses him goodnight – or is it good morning? 

 This is my anchor. Soon as I'm pregnant, I'm here for good. And nothing is going to take me away from him. 

 Not the cops. Not a heartbreak. Not my stupid fears. Not even the past. 

V: Remember When

Weldon Ranch hasn't seen such peace for years. The old floors creak beneath their weight over the next several weeks, floorboards that have shouldered generations witnessing the creation of a new one. 

Brax dives into his work happily, but the late nights are behind him, except when administration forces him to burn the midnight oil. Even then, he creeps into bed, waking her if he needs to. 

Sadie receives him eagerly, presenting her hands and opening her legs. For coupling with such a handsome man, anytime is a good time, and any amount of weariness a welcome price for his affection. 

“Look at that proud bastard.” Dinkie nudges Charlie Cole, causing the gangly man to drop his wrench near the old pump. 

“Damn it! Look what you made me do.” Annoyed, he looks off in the distance where his pot bellied co-worker is pointing. 

After a minute, he adds his high pitched titter to Dinkie's low chuckle. 

“Yeah. Guy's getting a hell of a piece, ain't he? I'm happy for him, though.” 

“I wasn't sure about that hot little number he keeps as his live in maid at first. But I think she's alright now. Just as long as he keeps her out of the fields and away from the barns.” 

“Come on, man. I think she's more than just a maid. Might not be too long before we have a 

company wedding here.” Charlie laughs at the expression on the pudgy man's face. 

Bug eyed and bewildered, Dinkie runs his dirty fingers through his windblown hair. His stomach growls, as if it's already anticipating a celebratory feast. 

Taking his noontime break near the old windmill, Brax whistles an old, airy tune his father used to hum in idle moments. He stops. 

“No, this isn't right. Workman's music isn't any good now. I'm better off basking in the silence.” 

Smiling, he climbs the crates, shielding his eyes from the bright sun. 

 It's amazing what a good woman can do, a woman who gives you your deepest desires. I don't need to tick away the minutes whistling and working anymore. 

 Every one of them is special now. With her, every second is precious. 

The joyful thoughts sputter when he narrows his eyes. Across the field, a sleek black sedan is parked near the curb, oddly close to the spot where Sadie's Mazda had its crash. 

“It can't be...” 

Despite encroaching middle age, Brax knows his vision is flawless. His eyes don't deceive him. 

A short balding man is huddled in the driver's seat, a slim pair of binoculars in his hand. The man brings them up to his face and begins to take in the ranch. 

When he reaches the spot where Brax is standing, he freezes. They eye each other across the distance. 

The rancher's fists clench at his sides. He spits at the ground and jerks his head back up, mulling a quick trip to his truck. 

Inside the dark car, detective Hank throws his instruments in the passenger seat and takes off. 

Open mouthed and angry, Brax watches the dust left in his wake, curling off the unpaved road like tawny streamers. He jumps to the ground, grabs his knees, and takes off for the old shed where the crushed up Mazda waits. 

“Shit.” 

 I've got to keep everything away from here. If they raid this place, looking for evidence of – what? – 

 there's no telling what they could do. 

 I won't let them take her away from me. 

He bursts into the spare garage, scraping his heels on the beaten concrete. The radio blares, the only company the elderly mechanic named Pete normally has. 

“Pete! Need your attention for a second.” 

The man rolls out from underneath a tractor, his cheeks splotched with oil. He looks up as though he's seen a ghost. 

“Well, rare seeing you 'round these parts lately. What do you need, boss?” 

“What's going on with the car over there? Is that damn thing fixed yet or not?” 

The mechanic stands, wincing as he rises on old knees that have been bent for far too long. He eyes the heap of metal in the corner. 

“It's getting there, slow and sure. Why? Do you need it for a spare or something?” 

“Yeah. Something like that. Might have to get it out of here in a hurry.” Brax pauses. 

“But in the meantime, I need that thing covered up and tucked away. We might have a safety 

inspector coming through in the next week and I don't want him seeing anything around there that might not be kosher, if you know what I mean.” 

The rancher inhales sharply. There's no joy in lying to the old mechanic. If it's the price of protecting Sadie, though, then he'll do it without hesitation. 

Pete's eyebrows go up. “Well, you're the boss.” 

Satisfied, Brax retreats, listening to Pete's annoyed mumbling about busy work as he leaves the garage. The day has darkened with grayish clouds, signaling a coming storm. 

Later, he's inside cleaning up, listening to the raindrops spattering the windows. Thunder rolls overhead. 

It's good to shed his shirt and pants, swapping them for cleaner clothes. A new outfit almost washes away the danger he's spotted right outside the ranch. Almost. 

 Wish my memory could go out like a switch. At least the part that knows Secret Agent Man is lurking around here. 

“Hey! I thought you were never coming down.” 

Sadie gives him a brisk peck on the cheek. He smiles, warmed by the sight of her in a green summer dress and the appetizing spread on the table. 

The stuffed chicken is just as good as the orange glazed asparagus. He laughs lightly halfway through the meal. 

“Damn, beautiful. This place has really come a long way on the culinary scale since you took over. 

But I'm glad you don't share this kind of stuff with the boys. My expenses would shoot up a fortune!” 

“That might change one day. Everybody here works hard. Maybe they can get a nice Christmas 

dinner this year?” 

“If we're up for all that clean up, I'm game.” Brax takes another bite and lets the flavor lend a welcome distraction. It's good to get the rain and gloom off his mind. 

 Maybe I should tell her about what I saw. But what good would it do? 

“I have news for you,” she says, just before dessert and coffee are normally served. 

He looks up, amused at the cautious mask on her face. Sadie straightens her dress – one of the few mannerisms he's noticed that indicates nervousness. 

 Oh, boy. Hope it isn't bad news...I don't need any more of that today. 

“I'm late, Brax. It's been that way for more than a week now. Last time we went into town, I picked up one of those home tests and...I'm pregnant.” 

He locks his eyes on her, slowly digesting her confession. Then, all at once, he leaps out of his chair and gives off a wild yell that drowns out the steady thunder. 

“Sadie! Is this for real?” 

She's deep in his arms, with just her toes touching the ground. When he wants something, he grabs it swift and holds it tight, but now he's gotten what he wants most. 

“What do you think, cowboy? I'm sure you'd turn me out if I were that kind of prankster.” 

“Thank God.” 

They kiss, lengthy and sweet, letting the natural patter of the rain guide their movements. Brax slowly turns around in place, stopping when he sees the table across her shoulder again. 

“Clean up can wait until later. Right now, nothing's more important than getting you upstairs and showing you how much I appreciate this.” 

Her lips curl up and she moistens them with her tongue. Anticipating his naked flesh is almost as enjoyable as actually feeling it on her, inside her, swarming her like she's the only woman in the world for him. 

“Lead the way, Daddy.” 

He grins at the title he thought he'd never hear. 

They're across the threshold to the bedroom when everything outside the second story window goes blindingly white for a split second, and then fades to dark gray. The resonant thunder crack sounds like a cannon. 

The light in the hallway sputters and goes out completely. Bathed in darkness, he grasps for her body, feeling his lust rise with the unexpected outage. 

“Hold me tight. Protect me.” 

 I shouldn't be so alarmed. Somebody tell me I'm not afraid of storms too? 

Sadie's breathing picks up, coming in ragged puffs. But when she settles against his chest, the panic lessens, washed away by his unique and addictive spell. 

 There's nothing to be afraid of here after all. 

If his muscles soften her fears, then his lips are the ultimate reassurance. They nip and pluck at her silky petals. In every kiss, their hunger grows, intersecting in earthy lust. 

“Strip for me. I want to feel every last inch of you, beautiful. Doesn't matter if I can see you in this darkness or not.” 

More lightning crackles beyond the glass as her dress falls. The luminescence shows him the curve of her hips, the cream colored skin he loves most, winding up to her ripe breasts. 

He has a faint vision of her body ripening even more with their baby, and it turns his swelling erection to steel. Brax snaps forward, holding her bare flesh close, stroking her from the top of her hair all the way to her thighs. 

She falls backward onto the mattress, opening her legs. One hand catches his shoulder before she falls, dragging him with her. 

Brax can't say no to such need, the same raw desire mirrored in the hot goosebumps dancing on her skin. He falls, tugging off his pants. 

She helps him pop the buttons on his shirt, and before it falls, she runs her hands over his chest. 

Admiring his peaks and valleys never gets old, especially as the hills grow wilder to the south. 

With boxers and open shirt, she feels his hard cock beneath the fabric. The turgid length writhes in her hand, allowing her to feel its power as it flexes at her touch. 

“God! I want this to make me pregnant over and over again.” 

His hardness twitches a second time, angry and insistent, anticipating its creative destiny with unruly satisfaction. Brax rips away his shirt and throws it into the void around them. 

She falls back toward the headboard, letting him admire her openness. 

“What'll it be tonight?” She says with distant lightning gleaming in her eyes. 

“No ropes. No belt. Just you and I. Open your legs for me, beautiful. These hands can hold you down, and these abs and hips will do the rest.” 

Clasping her wrists in his tight hands, he pins her flat beneath him, raking his stubble across her neckline. His sharp prickles feel good. 

She rubs her neck into him, hoping it leaves a mark. Their relationship has never been secret, but now she wants the entire world to see their love, to witness her devotion to him with the soft marks he leaves on her in their passion. 

“Suck my skin, cowboy. Bite it hard.” 

Her heated words make him bite her harder than she expects. She yelps with surprise, feeling a sharper pleasure crackle across her nerves as hot blood circulates the area around his teeth marks. 

 That's your reminder, Missy. I'm the one giving the orders around here,  he thinks, gliding his mouth to her breasts. 

Her hard nipples turn to soft beads beneath his tongue. All the while, her hips squirm hard, desperate to draw his length inside her, not caring that her womb is already full of his growing seed. 

 I need him bare like nothing else! Right. Fucking. Now. 

She kicks her ivory legs around him. Brax pulls her ivory nipple with his soft bite when he feels her sweet calves stroking his. 

“Ahh. Careful with that. You know what it does to me, don't you?” 

Her lips tilt mischievously. Brax releases one of her wrists, moving his hand to the steaming wetness between her legs, testing her swollen folds with his fingers. 

“Two can play at that game. A bad girl like you deserves to be teased, Sadie.” 

“Yeah? Just teased?” 

His fingers push into her. She moans and sucks air, loving the way her sex conforms to his fingers. 

“You're after something else, huh? Let's see how you like it on my lap.” 

The exquisite curl of his fingers disappears just as soon as it starts. She groans, disappointed but curious. 

He drags her onto his thighs, holding her tight against him, just on the edge of the bed. Her trim pubic hair passes over his thick cock. The contrast excites her. 

“Let's see you squirm for real. Just wish I could see how red your ass gets after a few good whacks.” 

 A spanking? Is this for real? 

She starts to laugh, but his swift palm connecting with her plump cheek silences her. The impact sounds like another bolt of lightning, except much too loud to be outside. 

Frozen in shock, he smacks her opposite side, and then returns to the first. His blows smart – less painfully than she expects and strangely arousing – cranking up the wet heat to the part he's punishing. 

After three or four strokes, the timing becomes predictable. She grips his hard bicep holding her in place. 

 One, two, three...four...five... 

Wincing on the last blow, he releases her at least. Her head is spinning with confusion and lust when he lifts her up again, locking her small hands on his shoulder. 

Brax lifts his body, moving them to the bed. With her on top, he rubs the invisible redness he just created on her rear, feeling the brute heat pulsing in his hands. 

“You gonna be a good girl and obey?” 

“Yes! Let me show you how, cowboy. Sir.” She adds the last word, almost as an afterthought. 

Smiling with his eyes, he lowers her onto his cock. They exhale happily as he roots himself inside. 

It's instant, enjoyable satisfaction, an easy way to get lost in the sexy enigma of how two people can fit together so perfectly. 

Hugging his neck tight, she lifts her hips up, rocking back down to his hips. Slow, sensual, and extremely wet, his cock goes deep, all the way to the edge of her pregnant womb. 

“Holy shit!” 

“You feel it now? How deep I can go at this angle?” He nips at her shoulder, swirling his tongue in a circle. “I've given you your punishment. Now, here's your reward.” 

His hands wander, feeling his favorite places on her body, helping to steady her as she moves faster. 

It's intense, and it takes her inner muscles more than a minute to accommodate him this way. 

Before, they'd always made love with her bound to the wooden bar above the headboard. Now, the unexpected freedom gives her new mobility, enough to devour every electrifying inch of him. 

Her uncertain, wagging movements give way to ripples. He squeezes her breasts and kisses the top of her cleavage. Watching her come alive with a new discovery is almost too much. 

Brax shifts up to meet her, reasserting some of the control sacrificed for pleasure. Even beneath her, he's still on top, guiding her with his movements. 

The feel of his cock sliding into her so fast and sudden lights her spine on fire. The nagging thoughts inside her head become one voice, demanding that she follow his lead, anything to fuel the glorious inferno raging with every stroke. 

He guides his hands up her body again, stopping at her arms. 

“Give me your hands. Take my grip, and go as fast and hard as you want. I'm going to do the same, and I'm not stopping. Try to keep up with me, beautiful.” 

Her fingers wind around his. Twined together, the bed springs snap loudly, picking up their protests as his thrusts shift into a higher gear, power fucking her with forceful leverage. 

Sadie's knuckles go white. She wonders if she'll break her fingers grabbing him so tight, unable to stop the way her own hips have gone into overdrive, matching his mad waves. 

Orgasm explodes like a bomb going off. The luscious shrapnel hurls through her system; all furious, unstopping pleasure, hotter and brighter than it ever was before. 

Her hearing is the first to fade before everything goes white. Time seems to stop, frozen on a lightning strike that lights up the sky. 

There's nothing but distant rain, squealing springs, and her lover's guttural burst of satisfaction. She feels his release inside her, like a river made of molten steel, spraying deep into the furnace dedicated to him for the next nine months. 

Brax's face contorts as he spills himself inside her. Deep in his own rapture, he can't be bothered to calm the insatiable succubus on top of him, slamming her hips like a beautiful demon. 

Their mutual climax seems to last an eternity. Thunder roils the atmosphere again, and then the fire lessens, pulling back as though it's being smoldered by the rain. 

Sadie collapses, resting her cheek on his shoulder. He's panting too, filling tortured lungs with much needed oxygen after scorching every nerve in his body. 

“Hell of a way to celebrate,” he whispers into the darkness. 

She whimpers and kisses him lightly, all she can do to combat the lingering bliss holding her in its grip. 

The long day full of surprises has left them tired. Brax spoons her, drifting to sleep quickly after stroking her sides, lulled by the drawn out storm. 

Deep in her dreams, Sadie is in a little boat on a lazy pond. Mist rises off the early morning waters. 

In that serene place, she's happy and peaceful, whole as never before. Until the mist thickens, rising up to surround her in its long, spider web vapors. 

Overhead, lightning pikes through the darkening clouds. There's a distant howling sound like wolves on the hunt. 

The boat begins to rock from side to side, gently at first, but picking up a frantic energy that will capsize and toss her to the famished depths. Back in the bedroom, she grips Brax's sleeping biceps, hugging onto him to keep from drowning. 

But his body alone can't comfort her this time. 

The boat tips, hurling her beneath the angry waves. 

She's drifting into the icy abyss, breathless and kicking. At last, when the purifying waters have filled her lungs, she stops fighting. 

Deep in the dark depths, Sadie remembers. 

VI: Old Demons

“You've screwed me for the last time, bitch.” The tall man leans over her in the dingy basement, his silver earring sparkling brighter than everything else. 

“It was an accident. The cops in that park were everywhere. If I hadn't thrown that shit in the lake, they would've found it. They would've found me, and maybe they would've done something worse than just finding...” 

“Yeah? And what about my money? You think I let you stay here just to satisfy Mom's ghost?” 

Her hands grip the base of the rickety metal chair. There's still enough space between them to stand, but his brutal glare keeps her down. If feels like her half-brother has bound her to the metal with invisible handcuffs. 

“No, Eric. I know what I'm here for.” 

“That's right. You work for me. You're my bitch, little Sis. Now, are you gonna listen to what I say, or will I have to show you the back of my hand again?” 

She shudders. It wouldn't be the first time he's slapped her, but resorting to physical intimidation is rare. 

With his ice cold eyes, scarred cheek, and devilish crop of spiky hair, Eric thrives on psychological terror. Sadie flinches and gasps when his hands shoot out, landing on her shoulders. 

He digs his fingers into her painfully. They're face to face at last, exactly what she fears most. 

She can smell lemon and vodka on his breath, remnants of a sour cocktail she thinks he uses to remind himself he's still human. Barely. 

“Get it through your puny little head, girl. If you don't do this, you could ruin our business. I've put my ass on the line for you so many times...meeting armed thugs, hiding from pigs, taking care of your miserable fucking problems when you're too sick to work.” 

“No. I'm not a whore, Eric.” Something deep within her steels itself. 

He cocks his head, surprised by the uncanny resistance in her eyes. Maybe asking her to do more than run drugs and cook crank has awakened something new. 

But Eric Derby won't be daunted. Smiling like a piranha, he flashes the big gaps in his teeth. Only a few of them are paved over with tombstone silver slabs. 

“And I'm not a pimp. You're not doing this to make money off your pussy. You're doing it to apologize, bitch.  You were the one who fucked this deal up by throwing his shipment in the lake, and now you're going to fix it in the only payment he'll accept.” 

 Okay. Just breathe. He has no power over you – not when it comes to this. 

“I don't care. I'm not going to do it. You can get up there and suck his grimy dick yourself. You've never given me anything except for that shitty bedroom and some dinners. I haven't made anything putting my life on the line.” 

Eric's face shifts like an angry reptile. One hand leaps off her shoulder, rounding the air and landing straight on her cheek. 

The blow is deafening. Her inner ear rings loudly before she even feels the pain. 

Having her hearing so unbalanced causes her knees to buckle. She tips to the side and falls to the ground, faster than he can catch her. 

The musty cement floor reeks of plastic, old cigarette ash, and angry spirits. It's the smell of the father who got his son into crime – the scent of a step-father who cast his predatory eyes on her too many times, making her fear he would come to her late one night and do the unspeakable. 

Until he dropped dead of a heart attack, that is. But his death brought no safety. Not when Eric had the run of the house, a crueler and more successful shark than his creator. 

The basement echoes with his cruel laughter. Eric shifts the chair aside until he's standing over her, arms folded, leering at the helpless creature he's cursed to share a dead mother with. 

“Come on, bitch. Off your feet. I'll take you upstairs to meet Mackey. You don't have nothing to worry about. That fat fuck will blow his load in a minute tops. Just ride him for a little while, suck him deep, and all will be well.” 

He extends his hand, fingers sharp like talons. 

The ringing inside her head has stopped. Sadie reaches one hand halfway up to his and stops. 

 Demon, you've tormented me for too long. I'm not your bitch anymore. 

Screaming, she grabs his hand and kicks her legs, as hard as she can into his shins. He yells painfully, crumpling to the floor. 

She's up, a fight-or-flight routine she didn't know she had commandeers her nerves. Just as she's almost to the stairs, his hand shoots out, dragging her backward. 

“You nasty fucking bitch! I'll sell you to that bastard for good! But not before I break every bone in your face. This is how you repay me?” 

“No!” Kicking her legs, she strains herself to reach. She grips one of the old cement stairs, praying the horrible stranger upstairs doesn't hear the commotion and come to see what's happening. 

 I have to end this quick. I'd rather die than go up there with Eric this mad. 

She sees the old pipe propped up against the wall, just a few inches from her grasp. Gathering all her energy, she kicks with both legs, dangerously close to his chin. 

It's enough to break his grip for little more than a second. The cold steel is in her hands when she feels him pin both her ankles again, twisting her jeans violently in his paws. 

“Fuck you!” 

There's a flash of shocked terror on his face before the ten pound rod slams into his temple. His fingers tighten inhumanly on her legs for an instant, and then go slack. 

He collapses and goes silent as she stands. Sadie's heart jumps into her throat. 

Blood pours all across his face, working its way to the indifferent floor. She backs mindlessly toward the stairs, watching his body seize up and thrash several times. 

He jerks – one, two, three times. And then there's nothing but deadly stillness, his back moving so shallowly that she isn't sure if he's breathing at all. 

“Oh my God. What have I done?” 

 I have to get out of here. I have to get in the car and drive, far away from this place, all the way to the sea. 

She reaches cautiously into his pocket. The skimpy wallet he carries has enough cash to get her at least a hundred miles away. The car keys she finds buried a little deeper will do the rest. 

Walking upstairs, she feels like a prisoner coming face to face with his execution chamber. Loud death metal blares just behind the old wooden door sealing off the basement from the rest of the house. 

 Deep breath. Get past this asshole and you'll be out of here. 

Part of her wants to run back down and grab the pipe for protection. But if the thug sees it tight in her hands, dripping with blood, he could pull a knife or gun. Anything to keep her from getting the hell away from this house forever. 

She holds the air in her lungs until they're burning. Slowly, she tightens her grip on the doorknob, stuffing her brother's wallet and keys into her jeans. 

The fat man is in the living room, watching a rock video that looks more like a scene from hell on the big screen television. He turns around when he hears her pass into the room. 

“Hey, girl! Guess old Eric sent you up here to see to my needs, huh?” 

It sickens her to smile so sweetly. She presses her back to the wall, halfway to the door leading into the garage. 

“You got it. It's been a long time for me...I'm lucky to have a big man like you. Please be gentle.” 

“Bitch, please.” The fat man stands, grabbing his crotch beneath his flab. “When you feel all nine inches of this slip into your guts, you'll scream. I'm gonna tear you up good.” 

“Not without a condom, you don't! Eric told me I could go the store...if you want this, we have to play safe. Sorry. Brother's rules.” 

His face darkens. The thug flexes his plump arms, so large and slack that she can't even make out what the tattoo script on him is supposed to say. 

“Alright. But you better be back in twenty minutes. This old boy is getting god damn impatient. He wants to fuck you to the wall.” 

“I can't wait.” 

Sadie's voice hitches a little too sarcastically. The thug glares as she begins walking to the garage. 

For a second, she wonders if he'll follow. But then he turns and flops back onto their sofa, drawn into the hellish bass and evil sounding tongues of his Nordic idols. 

The Mazda starts with a sputter. She tries her best to drive normally, holding her nerves to prevent herself from tearing down the driveway. 

 Last thing I need is to get pulled over by a cop right when I've gotten away from him. 

Miles run into hours. The night comes, and still she doesn't stop driving. There's a brief stop for fuel, a sign marking the Minnesota border, and then it's straight into the South Dakota plains. 

She's never been across this state line before. The alien landscape looks like it's being swallowed up by clouds darker than night. 

Lightning hurls itself across the sky, making the whole world look broken, as if it's coming apart before her eyes. She slows as the rain picks up. 

Soon, it's impossible to see with darkness and torrential showers engulfing the small car. But the land is flat and there can't be much traffic in a rural area like this. 

“Come on! Don't let me down now. I have to push through, I have to get away from him, even if it takes me halfway around the world. I have to –“

The loudest sound she's ever heard in her life goes off next to her. It's the ear bursting blare of a semi's horn. 

She's screaming as the wheel flips in her hands. The car hurls itself to the ground, upsetting everything inside it. She gets a whiff of Eric's leftover ash, hears the glove compartment pop open, and then there's nothing but spinning into the all consuming darkness. 

Next thing she knows, it's lighter outside, and a handsome man is pulling her from mangled 

wreckage. Every last trace of Eric and her old life has been devoured in the welcoming blackness – 

until now. 

Sadie jerks awake. Brax sleeps next to her, snoring softly. Normally comforting, his breath now occupies everything, especially with the thunder seemingly gone. 

It's still pitch black in the house as she moves carefully from his grip. Her cheeks are salty and wet, stripped of their plush, lustful afterglow by brute memories she's unhappy to welcome back. 

She walks slowly into the kitchen, stopping carefully to wash her face. Before leaving the bedroom, she gathered most of her clothes up off the floor. 

 Jesus. I can't stay here like this. 

 I need to get my head together. I won't be the same when he wakes up – and I won't let myself see the disappointment in his eyes. 

Sadie dresses quickly, grabbing a few spare snack bars from the kitchen. Since he started paying her a regular salary, the money has stacked up nicely. In just a few weeks, she's accumulated several hundred dollars, all carefully stashed in the small black purse at her side. 

 This should get me somewhere I can rest and think. Maybe I just need time. 

 I'll tell him everything once I get to a different place. If he doesn't understand, I'll be safe. I won't have to come back and deal with him until the child is born. 

Her heart thuds painfully. Knowing she's pregnant by a man who may not want anything to do with her as soon as he finds out what she's done floods her with nauseous regret. 

The storm has stopped. The first bluish tincture of daylight is on the horizon as she walks across the property, careful not to step in the huge muddy puddles dotting the landscape. 

She hasn't been in the spare garage since reviewing the wreck awhile ago. Luckily, nothing is locked up in the storage buildings. 

Brax knows his loyal men would never steal from him, and thieves are unheard of in these areas. She turns on a single light in the spacious workroom and looks for her car. 

There's a tractor, several messy toolboxes, and a big heap with an old tarp thrown across it. Bingo. 

She closes her eyes and grasps the edges of the cover. It comes off noisily. 

 Please be fixed. Please be fixed. Please be fixed. 

The mantra feels like it's burned into her soul. When she opens her eyes, she whimpers with relief. 

Against all odds, Brax's mechanic has resurrected a nearly ruined machine. She pops the door and climbs inside, running her hands across the uneven interior. 

It's ugly inside, and not like she remembers. But even with all this work, a familiar scent remains. 

 God. Eric. 

 You fucking monster. You're the reason I'm in this mess. I wouldn't have to face running away again and tearing my heart out if it weren't for you...I see my mistake now. 

 I haven't gone far enough to get away from this. 

Another silent prayer wells up inside her as she turns the ignition. The car jerks once, and then it starts normally. 

She pulls up and taps the button on the side of the wall to open the big door. The little path leading out onto his property is like a narrow tunnel formed by the high buildings. 

But once she's through it, there's nothing between her and the open road. 

Sadie weeps bitterly once the dirt road turns into paved highway. Still, she has to keep going, anything to bury all the demons tormenting her forever. 

There's a flash of torn plastic off to the side of the road, mingling with bits of broken glass. The illegal substance that used to be inside the fragmented bag has been pulverized into the ground by wind and rain, but it hasn't wiped away everything. 

The wretched reminder makes her step on the accelerator, hurling the car faster along its drive to nowhere. 

Brax wakes to an empty bed. Setting the alarm was the last thing on his mind last night. 

The glow downstairs tells him the power is back on, and he smiles. Perhaps she's gotten up to make some breakfast, or relax on the porch before starting the day. It's surprising that Sadie isn't sleeping in. 

 Guess I didn't take as much out of her as I thought last night. Well, there's always tomorrow for that. 

 I never get tired of making her body sing to me. 

The strange quiet in the house sets his nerves on edge. The front door is open, with only the screen separating the interior from the fresh air outside. 

Standing in his boxers and a shirt, he steps out onto the cool porch. Brax focuses his eyes across the land, knowing something's up, but not knowing what. 

Then he catches the black pit in the spare garage, just behind the main barn. 

“Hm...it's Pete's day off. That shouldn't be opened up like that.” 

He pivots and runs inside, rapidly ascending the stairs to dress. Every breath pumps more energy into his system. 

The rancher hopes that it's just a forgetful part of the crew going in there for spare parts. But deep inside, he knows better. 

 What the hell's happened? Why would she leave? 

A short run over to the building confirms his worst fears. The car is gone. And God only knows how long it's been since she left, or how far she's gone. 

With urgent anxiety licking his back, he climbs into his truck and tears off into the road. He barely notices the wet tracks left by another vehicle rising from a ditch, leaving its impressions on the lonely unpaved road all the way to the highway. 

Navigating the Dakota plains can drive a man mad. The open land draws the truck deeper, so 

expansive that it feels like he'll have to search the entire world to find her. 

He curses and raps a fist on his dashboard. “She might be halfway to Wyoming by now. Or North Dakota or Nebraska, for all I know...” 

He decides to keep following the highway. Sadie couldn't have hatched any plans that were too complex. He decides to go straight, the most obvious path she would've followed, not caring about anything except distance. 

She's at a large truck stop filling up when she spots the black sedan. The detective's vehicle moves like a giant shark, unmistakable and edging toward her. 

 Shit! What's he doing here? 

She rips the pump away and runs inside. The dark car stops at the pump on the opposite side. 

Her worst fears are confirmed when the balding focused man steps out the driver's door and begins to fill up his tank. 

Her nerves breathe fire like they haven't done since her battle with Eric. Mind blank, she saunters through the gas station and goes toward the restrooms, seeking an exit near the rear. 

Opening the door exposes how helpless she really is. Behind the gas station, there's nothing but empty prairie, leading off into the large blue sky as far as she can see. 

Getting away isn't so easy without having a place to run to. For now, all she can do is hide, and the tight space behind the large dumpster is better than anywhere else. 

Brax is almost two hours away from Weldon Ranch when he sights the truck stop. A beaten up 

Mazda is being loaded onto a rickety tow truck. 

Without caring why the car is being towed, he wheels into the entrance, swearing with surprise when he sees Hank's black sedan. He's parked next to another police car and the tow truck. The detective's window is lowered as he talks to the driver, probably instructing him to haul it off to impound. 

 God damn. This isn't good at all. But at least she's here somewhere. She has to be. 

He parks near the restaurant attached to the filling station, out of his pursuers' sights. The restaurant is filled with burly men laughing and sipping their coffee. The smell of smoke and cheap greasy food nearly turns his stomach, already on its last nerve as he desperately seeks his beautiful mystery. 

 She couldn't have gotten arrested so soon, or else he wouldn't be here. 

His thoughts should be reassuring, but everything about this situation opens his mind to doubts. 

 If she has...I'll never forgive myself. 

The back door slams open. It isn't the first time. Roughly an hour ago, a worker came out for a smoke break. 

Sadie's nerves burn. She closes her eyes, wondering if it's the detective, coming to usher her like a reaper to one last meeting with fate. 

“Sadie! Are you okay? We have to get you out of here.” 

His arms are around her before she realizes what's happening. She yells and kicks her feet against his shin, more out of confusion than real resistance at Brax's unexpected arrival. 

“Hey, hey. Quiet. He's here.” 

Softening her sobs, she listens to his wise words. She buries her face in his shoulders. After wondering if she would ever feel him again, smelling his rich musk silences her, temporarily banishing all the deadly woes. 

“Come on. We have to get back to the truck and figure out the rest...” 

He swallows hard, not knowing what he'll do if any of the cops see him carrying her. He won't let them take him from her, no matter the cost. That much he knows. 

It's a tense walk to the truck. Even when she's safely tucked into the passenger seat, he tries to keep her covered, throwing an old emergency blanket over her shoulders and telling her to keep her head down. 

The police presence is weirdly light. They drive past the Mazda and loosen with relief when they hit the highway. 

“Why did you do it? Was it something that happened last night?” 

“I...I remembered everything. Finally. They're after me for a good reason.” She lifts her face, trying to get a good look at him through the tears. 

“I don't understand. What's bothering you? What have you done?” 

Experiencing the truth is painful enough. Baring it to another soul hurts even more – especially when it's the man she loves most. 

His eyes go through several shades of fire. She tells him about her abusive brother, the final fight where she bludgeoned him, and the mad race to escape. 

“I get it. You shouldn't want me after what I did...but please, don't turn me in. We're going to have a baby...” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” He says, surprising her. “Your brother, Eric...if I could get my hands on him myself, I'd do a lot worse than dent his skull with a pipe. You better believe it, beautiful. 

Just thinking about anyone doing that to you is making me scared.” 

“Scared?” 

“Yeah. I'm afraid of what I'll do if I ever catch him, or anyone like him. Even the cops...if I have to put myself between you and them, I will.” 

She reaches over suddenly and grabs his arm, giving him a reassuring squeeze. They drive another mile on the highway when Brax sees an exit to another small town. 

The truck whirls onto the side road and he brings it to the curb. Sadie's eyebrows lift. 

“What are you doing? Shouldn't we keep going until we hit the ranch?” 

“No. We can't go back there. Not when they've got the biggest piece of evidence to track you down sitting on a flatbed. We've got to get our hands on that car again before Mister Detective secures a warrant to come after  you. ” 

Her muscles tighten. Sadie feels small and helpless, but she knows he's right. 

“Is there any way we can do that? I can't imagine. Seems like we're pretty well screwed now that they've got the car.” 

Slowly, Brax grabs the phone on his dashboard. 

“Hello? Pete? Look, I know it's your day off, but I need one hell of a favor.” He pauses, listening to Sadie's breath hitch in the stillness. “Yeah. Way out here. Meet me on the highway.” 

VII: Safe At Last

Detective Hank Gerber rubs his hand across the steering wheel, unable to wipe the wide grin off his face. There's nothing like solving a case – especially when all the pieces come together by pure luck. 

He didn't expect to encounter the girl who ran drugs and fractured Eric Derby's skull in a small town diner, well over a hundred miles from the crime. Hell, if it weren't for his off duty interest in vanished suspects and evidence sparse mysteries, he wouldn't have recognized her at all. 

“Stupid and inexperienced. Impulsive. Uncapped emotions get them every time.” 

He can't wait to get across the border, far from the Dakota plains. Shaking his head, he wonders how anyone can make a life out here, where there's nothing but cattle and plains all the way to the next state over, and maybe farther. 

When he saw how nervously the trim, pretty twenty-something girl in the diner reacted to his questions, he knew something was up. Still, getting time off from the chief to come back to South Dakota and pursue the case wasn't easy. 

Except for the stolen car, nothing about the assault that led to capturing a major drug dealer was clear cut. They only had Eric Derby's word alone to go off of – and it would be extremely suspect in any court of law, considering the intermittent comas and nonsense speech that came out of his mouth. 

Even the murder weapon had vanished. Hank knows it was probably the other thug at the scene – the anonymous caller who saved Eric's life. 

No honor among thieves isn't just a saying. It's the truth. 

When the paramedics and police found the young man crumpled on a dirty basement floor, he'd lost more than just a lot of blood. The other dealer had taken as much of his illegal cache as he could make off with, and probably the weapon too, knowing it might make him a suspect in the assault and robbery if they connected the dots back to him. 

He's almost to the Minnesota border when his phone goes off. 

“You've got to be shitting me. Gone? How the hell can a thing that can barely run just disappear on its way to impound? Get me the driver, now!” He pauses, feeling his face redden with rage. “Okay. I'm on my way.” 

He angrily slams the phone into the passenger seat. The black sedan cuts through an empty lane as it spins a U-turn, dragging him into a fiasco that feels like it'll never end. 

Sadie struggles to keep her eyes on the road. She's following the small Mazda to the ranch as quickly as she can, fighting for control over his massive pick up truck, a vehicle unlike anything she's driven before. 

Pete's beaten up LTD can't show up soon enough. The Mazda's weakened horn blares several feet ahead of her. She sees Brax lifts his hand and wave, urging her to pull over with him. 

Less than a minute later, the brown car shows up and the old mechanic steps out to join them, looking strangely amused. Brax pulls him close, wrapping his arm around the man's shoulder. 

“See that old abandoned shed up there? Is that going to be enough room to disassemble this thing?” 

“Uh, yeah, I can do that. Don't know why you'd want it in pieces again after I spent weeks ironing out the damage and welding it together. Mind telling me what the hell's going on here, boss?” 

Brax hesitates. His mechanic is as trustworthy as everyone else in his employ, but spilling Sadie's dangerous predicament isn't good for anyone. 

“It's all my fault.” She says, stepping up behind them. “I'm on the run, Pete. I've done something I really regret, but I had to do it. Abusive asshole, long story. Please, will you do us this one favor? My life is in your hands...” 

The old man stares at her for a few seconds, and then he laughs. “Never would've guessed we had that kind of excitement around the ranch in a million years. You've said enough to me. I'll do my best...” 

The late summer sun sets just as the last big component falls apart. Brax hauls the parts to his truck, digging a long trench behind the ancient shed to bury the smaller things they can't take back. 

 Nobody's ever gonna look here. 

Or so he hopes. Hiding Sadie's past is all that matters now. 

“That's it,” Pete calls, stacking one last pile of metal up against the door. “We better pack up and get the hell out of here before anyone passing by wonders if we're holding a black sabbath in here.” 

Being reminded of their peril makes him move even faster. Sadie sits on an old barrel, feeling her heartstrings tug with guilt as Brax groans with exhaustion. 

Disassembling an entire car in a matter of hours isn't easy. Just a little while ago, she doubted it would work at all. 

Luck had been on their side. Thankfully, the Mazda hadn't been under guard. Uncoupling the car from the tow truck went smoother than she expected when they followed the driver into another rest stop. 

“Let's get the hell out of here,” Brax says, grabbing Sadie by the hand. 

Pete is right behind them as they haul the last of the car's scrap into their vehicles. With engines sputtering, they're off, tearing across the expansive highway. 

The return trip is dead silent. She can't sleep, even though her brain feels like mush. 

The bitter guilt remains inside her, tuning her to its faceless static. Subconsciously, the sadness builds, until she lets out a heavy sigh that causes him to look over. 

“I'm so sorry about this. Again. I just can't believe I did something so stupid. I shouldn't have abandoned you.” Sadie's heart lifts and falls like an autumn leaf spinning sadly in the wind. 

“Everybody makes mistakes. Give me a few more months, beautiful. You'll learn to see how amazing you really are, especially when our baby's calling.” 

She smiles, bathing in the warmth of his big hand nestled on her lower belly. Several miles ahead, Pete's car slows dramatically. 

They're passing another truck stop roughly an hour from the ranch. The huge pink sign stands in the darkness, a lonely sentinel illuminating a bustling outpost in the flatlands. 

“Hey, look! It's...” Sadie's voice drops off as horror swells. 

“Detective Hank. I know. Let's just keep going.” 

Brax looks up into his rear view mirror. His eyes sparkle with sharp alertness, not dropping fully to the road until the bright lights are just tiny stars. 

At the Big Top Truckstop, Hank rubs the sides of his trousers, not caring if they split apart. The trembling tow truck driver in front of him spits a big blob of chewing tobacco, fighting to calm his nerves. 

“Tell me again. Where did you last see the car?” 

“Came out from filling up and grabbing a snack, and the damn thing was gone. Like I said, I didn't even see whether it was being driven away or hooked up to another truck. Bastards were too fast. They ripped my clamps out of their brackets too.” 

Angrily, Hank spins away, staring off into the black void. In the darkness, the truck stop feels like the end of the earth, before everything drops away into nothing. 

“But this isn't the Bermuda Triangle. They're out there somewhere, getting away with a capital offense. And without that Mazda, there's not a damn thing I can do about it.” 

The man behind him grits his teeth and spits again. He shrugs and climbs into his truck's cabin, eager to get away from the self-absorbed agent and his monologue. 

“All this wasted time out in this God forsaken country. Well, rancher, your luck won't last forever. 

Nobody makes a fool out of me.” 

Before he climbs into his car and begins the long trip to the state line, he slams his fist on the top. 

The metal reverberation stings as it vibrates through his knuckles, jolting him to a higher state of wakefulness. 

“I'm a patient man. I don't care how long it takes to get justice, or how much the force drops the ball on that stupid thug, Eric Derby. Justice is going to be served one of these days. I just have a feeling...” 

Near the dirt road leading up to Weldon Ranch, Pete splits off and waves to his boss. Brax nods and takes the truck home. It's never felt so good to pull into his parking slot. 

He turns off the ignition, looks over, and smiles softly. Sadie looks like an angel who's found her way into his cabin. Fast asleep and breathing sweetly, she looks more beautiful than the first time he saw her, more beautiful than any woman he's seen in his life. 

“Come on, beautiful. Better get you upstairs. It's been one hell of a day...” 

He's careful not to wake her as he carries her into the house. She sucks in air and shifts slightly when the mattress curls against her. 

The bed is cold and empty, but not for long. Brax undresses and slides in next to her, wrapping his huge arm around her. 

In his powerful heat, she sleeps peacefully. Tonight, there are no dreams, but soft formless shapes that roll and turn like fog, as though she's passing through a misty valley leading to an uncertain future. 

Uncertain, but so much better. 

Sadie wakes to the comforting snore of her cowboy turned body pillow. He's nestled along her entire body. 

It's late morning. Late summer light peeks in through the shades, amber and gold, warming her several more degrees. 

 He really loves me. I get it now. This is what makes all the difference. 

Deep inside her, the demons are gone. The last flash she had before waking up was of the great sea burbling up around her, but this time she controlled the ship, rising with the unsettled waves. 

A lone figure sank to the depths. Sadie knows it wasn't her, but Eric, his cruel mask of rage wiped away by an impossible distance he can never cross to reach her. 

Slowly, without waking him, she turns around. It's a pleasant surprise to find him naked while she's clothed. 

Brax turns lazily in his sleep, tilting his head until his cheek is flat along her shoulder. She guides him to the big pillow, but only so she can lift herself up, drawing off her clothes piece by piece. 

Being freed from the fabrics should cool her. But calm and coolness isn't possible when she hooks one leg over his, feeling his energy heat her more. 

Familiar fire raises between her legs. She leans into his sleeping mouth, covering his lips with hers. 

He groans, happily confused by the surprise pressure on his mouth. She purses her lips, taking his bottom lip, giving it the softest tongue strokes she can manage, hoping to bring him to life like a long slumbering Price. 

 My Prince. My Western Prince, King of the world. Or at least my world – and that's the only one that matters. 

Brax opens his eyes. His lust roars to life, a steam engine inside of him fed by her teasing kisses. 

He groans again and kisses her back, probing much deeper into her lips than she dared with his. The sultry heat spills into her along with his tongue. 

Their mouths mingle with carefree joy, romping in their quest to become one. 

Soon, she lifts her hands, running them all the way through the hard peaks and valleys of his chest. 

His strength amazes her just as much as his sculpted perfection. 

No matter how he changes with age, she can't ever imagine him going flabby. This is the trunk of a man with a guardian's destiny. 

“Hell of a wake up call, beautiful. But it looks like your eyes are just half open. You want me to wake you up  all the way?” He winks, never taking his lips away from her earlobe. 

“Go ahead. Make my day, cowboy. And make it a good one!” The old Clint Eastwood line makes 

him chuckle. 

His laughter is sweeter than soft birds in the lazy haze that's there after waking up. She tenses with grateful anticipation as his huge hands curl around her arms. 

Sadie rolls with him, letting herself relax so he can shape her into position. No matter where he chooses to put her, she knows it's going to be good. 

“I'm not letting you get away again. Don't make me chase you again, beautiful,” he says, standing and padding over to the closet. “This'll make sure that you stay put, right where I want you, pretty and ready for my use.” 

“I won't let it happen again. But you're more than welcome to reinforce it.” 

The ropes lay in a heap at the bottom of the bed. He lifts her up and turns her around, laying her face down. 

Tying her hands to the wooden bar is familiar. But when he moves to her ankles, winding more loops over them and connecting each one to the tall knobby posts,  she shudders. 

 I don't like being helpless for anyone else. But with you, I want to let go. Do it, Brax. Pin me down for good... 

“Go on. Give it a good pull.” 

His smile roasts her. She curls her fingers and toes, moving limbs with all her might, but it's no use. 

She can't budge in the tight wound ropes more than a couple inches. 

Before she can think of anything else, the mattress sinks with his weight. The naked rancher hovers over her. 

His kisses start at her dewy neck and move to her breasts. It's a humid morning, giving the sensation of making love in a sauna, but nothing can take away from the enjoyment she finds in his hands. 

Brax's tongue dives low, wagging its way off her nipples, down her belly, all the way to her right knee. When he reaches his mark, he stops and turns up, sucking hard at her inner thigh. 

She shivers. Every lick and kiss takes him one inch closer to her slit. The cruel anticipation adds to the tall flame inside her. 

When he hits her  there, starting at her clit, she loses it. Sadie's head snaps back and her feet kick toward his calves. The ropes' tension forces them into place as his mouth goes into overdrive. 

He's sucking her hard nub up along his rippling tongue, listening to the primal growl rising in her pleasure cries. When her moans refuse to stop, he shoves his fingers into her, moving them like a second tongue along her most sensitive flesh. 

His free hand reaches up, catching her right nipple in a rough pinch. The attack on all her sensual fronts sends her climax screaming up from the depths like an oil vein spewing its rich liquid. 

“God! Bring it home, cowboy.” 

One last brushing by his tongue sends her rocketing into the heavens. Her sex buckles around his fingers, tight and wet, sucking at the perfect movement inside her. 

Brax doesn't break as her hips writhe in mid-air. His lips press deep – one more harsh spot binding her to the bed – keeping her sealed in pleasure's embrace. 

Gasping, she lets the raging rapids in her bloodstream carry her away, feeling her nerves crackle and pop with delectable power. With muscles still twitching, she looks up to see him kneeling near her head, sucking her rich juices off his fingers. 

“I'm gonna eat you whole, beautiful. And I know you're hungry to do the same...” 

She eyes the swollen erection in his fist, feeling her desire surging strong. Opening her lips, he shifts closer. She takes him in her mouth. 

The deep groove around his crown makes her moan. She can't stop thinking about how good it feels inside her, and how much pleasure she's sending into his body, firing a thousand of his nerves at once toward a vigorous stampede. 

“Yeah! God, that tight little mouth can really make a man happy. Let's go deeper...” 

It's hard to take his ballooning length further into her mouth. But for him, she makes the effort, knowing it will make him squirm with ecstasy. 

She relaxes her jaw and paints his rugged underside with thick saliva. He's close to the back of her throat when he grunts. 

If she didn't know any better, she'd guess that he was the one gagging, instead of her being on the edge. But amazingly, her throat doesn't catch. 

She moves her tongue only a little bit, allowing him to do all the work. The rancher knows not to tempt fate with his fastest speed, settling for a softer, more sensual pace as he pushes himself along the plush carpet of her tongue. 

Her eyes close. Sadie braces for his explosion, praying she can handle it. 

But he pulls away, giving his cock one last pump in his hands. She opens her eyes uncertainly. 

“Sorry, beautiful. That was incredible. But you know I only put my seed in one place, and I'll be damned if I'm gonna let your sweet little body go to waste when you're all wrapped up for me so neat.” 

Lightning crackles across their eyes. He moves between her thighs, holding his erection against her lower lips, rolling it gently and savoring the hot wetness he's about to enter. 

Her clit pulses. A long trail of steam gushes up from her aching depths, unfolding through her nerves and meandering up her neck, until it feels like it's going to shoot out her ears. 

“Jesus! Put it in me, cowboy. This is torture.” 

He cracks a huge white grin. “I love it when you beg like that. It's your lucky day, Sadie. I'm gonna give you exactly what you want.” 

Penetration is sudden, as awesome and shudder inducing as it was the first time. He goes deep. 

She clenches her jaw, knowing that he's probing her fertile soil, even while she's pregnant. No, this cowboy won't be satisfied with anything less than a huge family. 

 Thank God I'm the one to give it to him. This is my purpose – breeding soil for Brax Weldon. 

 Beautiful breeding soil. Just like he says. 

The ropes nip at her ankles. She twists her feet, unable to help it as her body unwinds to 

accommodate his heavy girth. 

Brax's thrusts come faster, inciting the orchestra of bed springs beneath them. Something about the creaking song makes them rock faster, matching its rhythm on the race to release. 

Once again, the rancher has outwitted her. Having her legs bound and stuck so far apart gives him a new angle to hit her deep. 

Each time he comes down, his pubic shield grazes her clit, adding an extra reward beyond the already incredible feel of his cock melting into her. Straining her calves, she coils tight around him and lets her hips lift high, taking him deep. 

 That's it. Right. Fucking. There! 

Sadie's throat turns to sand paper. A new orgasm engulfs her, more punishing than the last, unstoppable as his hips, falling on her flesh like a blacksmith's hammer on an anvil. 

Screaming, clawing at the ropes, she comes hard. 

Brax can't stand the crazed acrobatics of her hips, the way she yips and buries her face in his bobbing shoulders. She can't stay buried in his flesh, but perhaps he can bury a part of himself in her again, adding to that precious treasure inside her. 

Groaning, he tenses and rises high like a mountain. His avalanche smashes into her orgasm. 

She feels him swell, jerk, and explode inside her. New seed races up to her womb. 

Her body doesn't care that it's pregnant. It lurches hard, sucking at his spurting shaft with raw lust, feeding its desires on the life giving infusion only he can give. 

 Fuck the ropes. This feels too good right now. 

Her muscles protest angrily as the earthshaking spasms finally give way. She forces herself high, leaning out of the ropes to touch his stiff lips, still shaking with the mighty tremors rolling through him. 

Brax matches her fury, kissing her back. 

It's the kind of hard, brute kiss you only get in the heat of bliss – the only kind that comes from lovers cut from the same mold, finally and forever bound together. 

“I love you so much,” she squeaks. 

The rancher's breath puffs. He draws himself up from her depths, feeling his erection smoldering like a hot pistol pushed to its limits. 

“Beautiful, you better believe I love you even more. And that love is only going to grow, big and proud like our family. You're mine, Miss Derby, now and forever.” 



Epilogue

As a little girl, Sadie always wanted a rocking chair. She imagined passing time with the wood's slow creak and groan, listening gently as the chorus tracks the seconds. 

The shadows in her early life would never allow it, though. The closest she got was an old rocking horse, a rusty and outdated thing her mother picked up from a second hand sale after a particularly brutal verbal lashing from her step-father. 

On the old Weldon porch, a few leaves sweep around her, crackling to pieces beneath the wooden base. The autumn current is just starting to change from cool to downright chilly. But it won't stop her from coming outside to enjoy the new chair he's built. 

She hums softly to herself. Even though their baby is just beginning to prove its existence as a small lump at her waist, she knows the wooden chair's notes comfort the new life. 

Brax should be home any second. He's probably at the market, picking up something special to pass a cold evening. 

The little surprises he brings make her smile. And there have been a lot of them, well after the danger and heated passions of the past summer, which feels like it happened half a lifetime ago. 

She closes her eyes, lifting her hand to her face before she opens them again. The cool metal is like ice on her cheek – a soothing halo made just for her. 

 Yes, it's still there, alright. And isn't it wonderful? 

She turns her fingers over, admiring the golden ring in the middle. The triple diamonds sparkle on her hand. 

The engagement came out of nowhere, just a few weeks ago. The night started like any other, a call to finish up as he came in after a long day with his crew. 

“Let's take a stroll this evening. Old man Vock's orchards are open to the neighbors now that the season's in full swing. I'd like to show you the trees, maybe see if you'd like to pick up a few for this place.” 

It doesn't take much to get her excited. She dresses in a thicker dress bought for Fall, wrapping a long scarf around her neck for extra comfort from the encroaching chill. 

The layers help, but it's his warmth that makes all the difference. Even in the winter snows, she imagines that he'll be all she needs to melt the ice, keeping her safe and warm for good. 

It's a quick ride out to the orchards. She noticed them from the road a few weeks ago, the trees beginning to grow fat and colorful with ripe apples. 

“Careful, beautiful. You cling tight to this arm. I'm not gonna let you take a spill because of some rotten fruit.” 

Luckily, the path isn't as deadly as it seems. Fallen fruits are minimal since they're just coming into full ripeness, or else they're well on their way to harvest. 

The rancher brings her along the most open path. She's lost in the beauty around them as he guides her toward a hill, high enough to wind its way to the treetops, and just the right angle to climb without too much effort. 

Up here, they can see the tree tops. He kicks a small apple down the incline with his boots, extending his strong arm until it cups her shoulder. 

The autumn's blazing rainbow of red, orange, and tawny beauty fills her eyes. Her mouth drops a little, allowing the purified air to skirt across her tongue. 

“I've got something to ask you.” 

Her attention shifts back to him, away from the gorgeous red trees. Even before he begins to fall toward the ground, Sadie's mouth falls open. Her lips quiver once as he sinks to his knees, firmly grasping her hand in his. 

 These fingers...these strong, happy fingers have never felt so warm before. 

And they're about to get a whole lot hotter. The rancher's smile steals her breath. 

He lets go of her with one hand, bringing it to his pocket, the place that suddenly feels like it holds the whole universe. 

The ring box is a deep burgundy color. It ascends toward her in his palm, pretty and inviting. 

His fingers clasp the top. The little box pops with a flick of his thumb, yielding its secrets to evening's last sparkling light. 

“Oh...” Sadie whimpers dumbly, but it's all she can manage with a breathtaking engagement ring staring her in the face. 

Then he looks up, face glowing, his love as full as the round red sun sinking beneath the horizon. 

Brax takes a deep breath and begins to speak. 

“Sadie Derby. Will you marry me?” 

 Oh my God! Just when I think I know where I'm going, he takes me in hand, leading me some place ten times more beautiful... 

She tries to answer him, but the words form a hard lump in her throat. Her tongue clicks dryly in her mouth. 

His strong eyes bore into her, focused and glistening. Sadie collapses in his arms. One hand falls to his shoulders, and the other touches the gorgeous ring. 

At a loss for words, she answers him with a kiss instead, deep and true as the flavor of a crisp autumn apple. 

“Is that a yes?” He laughs, pushing his forehead against hers, staring deeply into the whorls of light surrounding her pupils. 

“You tell me, cowboy. Didn't you hear me the first time? Let's try again.” 

They kiss for a long time, letting their hands roam across soft, pliant, tear streaked flesh as the apple trees fade to pinkish grays. Eventually, she pauses long enough for him to slip the ring on her finger, where it's sat ever since. 

It heats to her temperature almost immediately. Yet, it stays just a few degrees cooler, a constant reminder that it's only gorgeous metal without her heat, without her love. 

The rancher's lips are as juicy and sweet as the fat apples bobbing on their branches below. She slides her teeth hungrily along his bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth. 

His face shifts to kiss her neck, and she senses a tiny dot of wetness bouncing off his cheek. A cool gust blows, making his lips feel so much warmer. 

Was it a happy tear from his eyes, or just a brush of fresh air? 

It doesn't matter. Not with the way he's twirling his tongue on her skin, cracking it on her flesh like a whip, and then following the harsh prickles with softer strokes. 

Inch by inch, his hands move along her back, sweeping low to her hips. When he reaches her hams, he clenches them hard, a possessive squeeze leaving no doubts about his ownership. 

He draws her carefully into the grass. It's fragrant and clean, but not as fresh and enlivening as his kisses. 

Their heat rises every time their lips impact, fueling passion from a dozen different directions. He wants to take her then, but the hilltop is too open. 

Instead, Brax settles for sliding her beneath him. His bulk presses along her soft torso, worshiping her with his fingers, gliding along her surface outstretched in measured ranks. 

“Is this what I have to look forward to on our wedding night?” Sadie smiles, matching the happy color rising in his face. 

“A little. But if you want a real preview of that, just wait until I get you back to the ranch...” 

Her heart climbs and dives. Still smiling, she opens her lips for him again, entwining her skinny tongue in his flesh. 

The kissing goes on for a long while. After he finally helps her up to the surface, they're practically running down the hill, anxious to get to the truck and go home. 

The last sun rays dance like tiny fairies on her new ring. Before she climbs in the passenger seat, she sees the amber light splinter on the gems, bouncing in a thousand directions like a great mirror. 

 All the roads to our future are here in this light. All the ways I love him. All the ways we're going to make love in the next year... 

On the porch, the memory makes her smile. It's hard to believe that the wedding is only a few weeks away. 

Doing it outside in the early winter promises a small challenge. But it's nothing she can't overcome for him. To have Brax forever, she'd marry him on top of a seething volcano, with hurricane rains smashing the ash dirt around them. 

Thinking about him is like a wishful spell. Within seconds, his truck pulls into its empty space. 

She stands on the porch to wait for him. Her hands are clasped at her front, her bare hand gingerly caressing the ring's outer loop. 

“Good evening, beautiful. Here's another surprise.” With little flourish, he rips away the brown paper tucked in his hand. 

A small bouquet of colorful flowers appear. There's lily purples, rose reds, and brilliant yellow stalks she can't identify. 

With one arm around him, she takes the bouquet in the other, drawing it close to her nose. The flowers send waves of warmth and calm deep into her body. She hadn't realized how much she's been missing their scent outside until now. 

“What did I do to deserve this?” 

“Every last thing you've given me this summer. We're going into winter, but these flowers are still out there, safe as seeds in the ground or in full bloom at the florist's. Remind you of anything?” He smiles shyly, hugging her close. 

She studies her eyes for a moment and shakes her head. Sadie wonders if she'll ever guess his well crafted mysteries, spontaneous riddles that always blossom into beauty. 

“It's just like our love. You're my summer flower, Sadie. I'll never forget this summer and autumn as long as I live.” He pauses to kiss her forehead, warming her from the head down. “But I'm not worried. 

It won't be the best summer of my life.” 

“No?” 

“Not at all. The best summers are going to keep coming again and again, just like those seeds in the ground bringing the flowers back every season. Just like the seed I've planted in your beautiful body, and all the ones that'll come after.” 

His hand moves to her womb, feeling the nascent bump. She feels him smile as they lock lips. 

It's impossible not to match the happy quirk of his lips. Soon, her own lips curl. 

She kisses him for a long while. His shoulder looms more like a mountain than ever, with the last sunlight setting across it. 

The sky is growing darker as his lips reach for hers again, and they're joined by his hands. By the time it fades to black, she's snuggled against his chest, secure in lust and love as he carries her upstairs. 
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BOUND, BRED, AND REBORN... 

Young Marissa King is spoiled rotten. When she takes over her father's huge ranch, she meets a man who's protective, handsome, and absolutely tired of her attitude. 

Ryan MacGregor can't keep his eyes off the beautiful ranch heiress. Soon, he realizes that the only way to have her is to tame her. He knows how to save her property from a ruthless corporation, and how to save her from herself: domination, spanking, and breeding her unprotected womb. 

What starts as submission to high risk pleasure opens Marissa to much more than she imagines. 

Breeding in bondage could be the introduction she needs to true love. 

Pregnant Ranch Heiress contains uncensored scenes of rough domination, breeding sex, and passionate surrender. An erotic romance novelette of over 14,500 words. 

Excerpt

“Hold still. This can be the greatest pleasure of your life, or the greatest torture. It's all up to you, Marissa.” 

She raised her head, moistening her lips to dust away the hay's earthy taste on her mouth. “Why are you doing this?” 

“Mostly, I'm sick of your shit. You're a spoiled, ungrateful little creature. Your father paid for everything, didn't he? That fancy car, your Ivy League education out East, his own funeral...answer me!” 

“Yes!” She shouted. 

The word rocketed past the stacked hay bales around her, bouncing off the ceiling like a bullet. When it came back down, it shook her to the core – or was it his touch? 

“I want to help you. I want to watch you succeed here, Marissa, maybe even thrive. You have what it takes in your blood to be a smart ranch manager – maybe a good wife and mother too.” He licked his lips, letting the very tip of his tongue graze her earlobe. 

“But someone's gotta force that smart mouthed little girl out of you. If you want me to keep helping you, then you're going to do everything I say.” He locked his fingers tight around her nipples again, causing her shudder with arousal. 

For once, her words were lost. She'd been everyone's princess for twenty three years. 

Now, a barbarian clamored at her gates, threatening to tear her up and ravage the thin mask of civilized vanity she'd worn since adolescence. To him, she wasn't a sacred princess, but prey. 

 And it's never felt so good to be hunted. Admit it – you like what he's doing to you. 

 You like that his hands can tear apart your clothes at any second. You like the fact that this is more than the kinky sex play those boys in the city tried to get you into. 

 This is a demand for total ownership of your body, with Ryan MacGregor playing for keeps. And you like it. 

“You're shaking so much. How did you know I enjoy it?” At last, his hands angled away from her breasts. 

She had no relief, though. His fingers crept lower, with one hand curling beneath her jeans' waistband. 

Marissa jerked up, gasping. Ryan stiffened himself against her, forcing her back down into the hay. 

His fingers teased the edge of her sopping wet sex. She trembled, a full body vibration sweeping head to toe, knowing it was just a preview of what he would do to claim her. 
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