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To my dad, for being my true north and not allowing me to stay lost; to my husband, for being my rock and my best friend, and for being the one who inspired Josiah’s hands.

 


CHAPTER ONE

The End

 

Crimson Sage

 

THE WATER WAS WARM, comforting, and familiar. My mind cleared and became focused as I passed through it; my body was well accustomed to the force and the motions. This was my time. Time to be alone, time when I could drown out the world around me. When I reached the end of the pool, I quickly flipped around, shoving off from the concrete with my legs. Finding my rhythm, I continued my routine, doing several more laps, pushing my body, before I paused to catch my breath. I loved the water, lived in the water; I was home here. Nearly every day, I could be found here swimming at the city pool.

When I finished my workout, and as I raised my head to take in the world around me, I became aware of the clapping. Gracie, my best friend, sat in one of the chairs beside the pool looking very out of place in her chic stylish outfit. Her chestnut, chin-length hair was pulled back behind her ear; large gold hoops swung there. Gracie was always dressed like she was on a date. Today she wore dark, cropped skinny-jeans with a bright red blouse and matching ballet flats.

“You know, we graduated like two months ago. You don’t have to keep this up. You’re not on the swim team anymore.”

“I like it,” I breathed, hooking my elbows over the edge of the pool.

“I know.” She smiled, popping her pink bubblegum as she checked her reflection on her phone. “You got plans tonight?”

“Yeah. Babysitting.”

“Fun.”

“Right?”

“I feel like we haven’t done anything in forever, Sage,” she whined a little. “Tell your parents you’re spending the night tomorrow. We should go shopping.”

I heaved my body out of the pool and rubbed the water off in quick movements. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Gracie’s comment about not having done anything in forever was a slight exaggeration. We saw each other nearly every day. She’d spent the night two days ago, but Gracie was somewhat dramatic.

“Maybe we’ll go see a movie instead. And, we need to start planning and packing for the beach house next week.”

Every year, since I was twelve, Gracie and her parents had taken me with them for two weeks to their beach house on the Outer Banks near Nags Head. It was the thing we looked forward to the most every summer. I smiled in anticipation, my eyes flashing at her happily.

“Sawyer was asking Tanner about you.” Gracie smiled knowingly as she reapplied her lip gloss.

Tanner was Gracie’s longtime boyfriend, and his cousin Sawyer had come for a summer visit all the way from California. We’d met at a BBQ about three weeks ago. He was into surfing, and our mutual love of water had given us a lot to talk about. He was cute, in a preppy, surfer-jock sort of way. Flirtatious, too. I got the impression he liked me and usually got what he wanted, and I had to admit he was cute enough to justify it. He had sun-bleached blond hair, a dark tan, and striking pale blue eyes. His muscular build didn’t hurt him either.

Sawyer had kissed me two nights after the BBQ. We’d met at a local diner for coffee then he’d walked me out to my little Bug and one thing had led to another. Sawyer was an enthusiastic kisser, and rather talented with his abilities. I was looking forward to another performance.

“Sure,” I said. “What movie?”

“I’ll see what’s playing. It’ll be fun.”

I silently rolled my light brown eyes at that as I dried off. Gracie’s idea of fun was generally loud, whereas I preferred more peace. But I knew I’d give in to her needs. I always did. That’s what best friends were for. And besides I really wanted to see Sawyer again…

Ethan’s head dropped to the side, landing gently on my shoulder, waking me up. I blinked in the dimly lit cabin of the airplane, trying to remember where I was and what was happening. Awareness suddenly washed over me.

I’d been dreaming. Again. Replaying the events of that fateful day over and over in my head like some horrifying drama that never ends. I fought the tears once more as the sound of the knock on the front door that night echoed in my head. I’d been disoriented, the night everything ended, not sure what was going on when the pounding had woken me up.

I’d been waiting for my parents to come home from their date and I’d fallen asleep on the couch, watching some late night sitcom. Dad had always told me not to answer the door when we were home alone. I knew where he kept his gun, and as I sat there on the couch, I waited to see what would happen next — if I’d need to call the police. I’d been holding the phone in my hand, so when it suddenly rang, I’d nearly dropped it. Hesitantly I answered; the dispatch lady instructed me to open the door for the officers.

My hands shook now as I remembered the kind, pitying looks in their eyes as the uniformed officers told me my parents were dead.

Too painful. Too soon.

I can’t think about this now.

Carefully, so as not to wake Ethan, I gripped my little brother’s wrist and gently turned it in my direction to check the time. The watch he wore showed it was just after three in the morning. I took a slow, deep breath and did a little self-inventory, careful not to look too closely, too deeply.

At thirteen, Ethan was handling things so much better than I was. Life had become too painful so I’d retreated behind the veil of a thick mental fog — one that selectively leached all the color from my world. Everything around me had faded into varying shades of grey. I found that if I allowed myself to drift too close to the surface, the colors increased, but then so did the pain. Ethan was still living and even embraced life, so I managed to somehow exist.

We would be landing in Boise in about an hour then there would be the five-hour drive to the ranch. I couldn’t afford a breakdown so I checked to make sure all my internal defenses were still in place.

It had been a long day. A long few weeks. My body was present while my mind was stuck somewhere in my past. Too much had happened. Too much and too fast. And too painful. I don’t know how I was expected to pick up all these broken pieces and live again. I’d have to try, though, at least. For Ethan. He was all I had left.

And yet more emotions than I could possibly handle rampaged through me. Fear. Pain. Anger. Frustration. I was overwhelmed and drowning in them. It felt like the weight of the world was resting squarely on my shoulders.

And I wasn’t strong enough to lift it.

Right now I was just trying to not be decimated by its weight. I didn’t know how long I could hold out. I only knew that I needed to keep trying — for Ethan.

But, I didn’t know how. How could I rebuild my shattered and fractured life? How could I be expected to function when everything about me, and who I am, had shifted and realigned so drastically? How could I live when my life was at an end?

I cringed mentally, trying to shove the pain back behind the fog and glanced at the man sitting to Ethan’s left — relieved to see that he was asleep. The man’s light brown hair was softly peppered with grey and fell across his forehead, reminding me of Ethan’s — his hair had a tendency to do the same thing. You could see the family resemblance between the two. The man didn’t look that old, just a few wrinkles here and there in his tanned skin. His big hands gripped his worn, black Bible — he’d been holding it pretty much since I’d met him — Billy Newell was his name. I would not, could not, refer to him as Grandpa yet. I was still processing the fact that he was Mom’s dad. A man — a family relation — I’d never even known existed. At least not until three weeks ago when my world had fallen apart.

And now he had custody of Ethan. Being eighteen, I was technically on my own, but he’d offered me a place on his ranch, too. And I was relieved, I really was.

In addition to processing the deaths of our parents, I’d suddenly found myself faced with the idea of raising Ethan on my own. Both Mom and Dad had been only children. My dad’s parents had died when I was young, and Mom’s, at least I’d assumed, had died before I was born. So, when I’d been informed by Social Services that my next-of-kin had been notified and my maternal grandfather was on his way from Idaho to claim guardianship of my brother, I was both shocked and relieved. Shocked because I’d never even known he’d existed and relieved that I wouldn’t have to shoulder this one burden. So for Ethan, because of Ethan, I was on this plane leaving my home and my friends in Virginia to go live on a ranch in some Podunk town in Idaho.

Too much.

Too soon.

Too Painful.

Billy stirred and looked over at me, catching my eye. “You all right?” he asked in a quiet, gravelly voice.

“Fine,” I said. I shut my eyes and turned away, feigning going back to sleep. Somehow I’d been able to achieve a sense of numbness. If I didn’t bother to look at things too closely, if I kept feelings and emotions locked tightly inside, I found I was able to function to some extent. Not really alive, but somehow still functioning. This was the best I could do, the best I could hope for right now.

I heard Billy’s quiet sigh and felt guilt trickle through me. He had been everything that was kind and patient with us since he’d arrived. Whatever his history with Mom had been, he seemed to hold no animosity toward me, or Ethan. I rolled my shoulders in an attempt to ease the guilt, but after a moment or two I opened my eyes to apologize to him. Billy’s eyes were now closed. A reprieve.

Eventually I did fall asleep, but I found no rest in it. Nightmares were a constant companion. I was grateful when Ethan shook me awake. Blinking my eyes slowly, I sat up and looked around. The lights were on in the cabin, the flight attendant was instructing everyone to sit up and put their devices away, to stay seated until the captain had turned the seatbelt light off.

Billy had hired someone to handle my parents’ estate for us. Whatever monies were allotted from insurance payoffs and the sale of the estate would be deposited in special bank accounts for my brother and me. Ethan and I took the things that were dear — the things that held memory and sentiment — and Billy shipped them to his ranch ahead of us. Today we each had only a carry-on and one checked bag.

I wondered dully how we’d be getting to his ranch, if we would be taking a cab. Seemed like a huge expense to me if we were. Maybe he’d left a vehicle in the long-term parking and we wouldn’t have to cram into a cab. Really it didn’t matter one way or another; it was just a random thought to safely occupy my mind.

Even though I’d managed to erect some sort of emotional wall around me, one that let nothing inside, one that protected and shielded me, keeping me nicely numb; and even though I felt like I was pretty much asleep on my feet as we walked through the airport, I was apparently still alert enough to notice the tall, almost menacing-looking man standing like a sentinel beside the baggage carousel. My body’s acknowledgement of him was powerful and unwelcome. A surge of adrenaline coursed through me — unwanted and unpleasant. I needed the numbness.

His dark ginger hair was cropped close to his scalp; he had tattoos on his arms and neck, piercings in his right eyebrow and both ears — there was something wild about him. He stood straight, shoulders square as if he could lift the weight of the world with them. His arms were folded across his chest, emphasizing the power there. He wore utility boots, military style, a pair of dark jeans, and a black t-shirt. Danger was clearly stamped on him and I wasn’t the only one to pick up on it. The other passengers and those waiting to collect them gave the tall, silent man a wide berth.

From the corner of my eye I kept a wary eye on him, wondering what his story was and whom he’d been waiting for, until I noticed that his gaze was focused on our little group… on me… My heart lurched in my throat and my pulse leaped — pounding and going haywire. I felt dizzy and nearly short of breath; I was desperate to escape his scrutiny.

Billy had talked to us about the ranch, telling us he’d named it Lost and Found. He’d given us each a pamphlet with ranch info in it. Emblazoned across the front were the words Tough Love @ The Lost and Found. Inside it explained about the ranch, what its goals and purposes were — I’d learned the L&F grew alfalfa and apples when Ethan whispered that info to me. Billy’d rattled off a list of names that were associated with the ranch, but that had been more than I was capable of processing.

I knew he ran it with a couple partners, one of whom was the local sheriff, who was apparently called Red. As I studied the tattooed, dangerous-looking man waiting beside the carousel, I figured this wasn’t Red. My next guess would have been Bentley. Billy said Bentley was in his thirties and was his second partner. He worked for the school district, as both a PE teacher and an assistant football coach. Somehow this wasn’t how I’d pictured him in my head, but as Billy walked right up to him and shook his hand, I figured this must be Bentley.

Billy and the tattooed man spoke for a couple minutes, and despite the surge in adrenaline I’d felt earlier, my mind was soon reeling once more due to exhaustion. It was a little like being under water, or behind a thick wall of glass. I was aware that conversations were taking place around me — I knew people were talking — but none of it registered. Sound had been muted, and for that, I was grateful. I saw Ethan shake hands with the tattooed man and say a few words that I didn’t hear. I didn’t catch his name, hadn’t heard it; my mind was thick, slow, unable to process, but my body kept receiving little jolts of electricity.

The man was making me uncomfortable; I could feel his gaze on me. It was heavy, like a physical touch, and kept sending those unwanted shockwaves through me — I needed my body to be just as numb as my mind.

I kept my eyes on the bags that were now moving slowly around the carousel, doing my best to ignore him. When I finally spotted our bags, I reached for them, but a large, work-hardened hand plucked them up before I could get a hold of them — it was the dark, ginger-haired man. He set the bags down, extended the handles, then lifted the carry-on from my shoulder without speaking, and set it on top of my rolling case. Fine. Whatever. He wants to carry them that bad, he can have at it — I wouldn’t fight him.

The man led the way out of the bright lights and loud noises of the terminal and down several rows of vehicles to a dark blue four-door pickup, answering my earlier mental inquiry. He clicked the remote to unlock it and then began loading our luggage into the bed. Billy opened the passenger door for Ethan and me, and then climbed into the front seat, leaving the dark, ginger-haired man to drive — I guessed Billy was as tired as we were. Ethan climbed inside the cab, sitting directly behind Billy, shutting the door behind himself and leaving me to walk around to the driver’s side to get in. For a moment I just stared at the truck door and my reflection on the glass, feeling defeated. I mentally shrugged and turned to walk around the back of the pickup.

Exhaustion was now taking its toll physically, and I stumbled. Hot, firm hands gripped my waist, nearly wrapping around me, and steadied me. My breath caught as my eyes snapped up to his. Dark, vivid blue eyes stared down into mine. The look in them was searching, gentle. I shivered as heat moved through me.

The man stepped back, giving me room. He kept one hand firmly on my elbow as he opened my door and helped me into the truck then closed the door gently behind me. I caught his blue eyes in the rearview mirror once he had the truck on the road and decided I’d had enough of their piercing, searching quality, so I avoided them by staring blindly out my window.

Five hours later I woke up as my head bounced against the glass I’d fogged in my sleep.

We bumped along a dirt drive, dust pluming up behind us. A large, two-story ranch house stood in front of us. We stopped just to the right of the large wrap-around porch. A screen door opened and an elderly, heavyset woman stepped out, wiping her hands on the white apron she wore — the cook or housekeeper I assumed. I was looking around, having taken in the barn set behind the house and the various pieces of farm equipment lying about, when my door opened and he was there, hand out, ready to help me down.

For a moment I stared stupidly at it, his hand, like I wasn’t sure what it was for. He must have thought I was pretty slow because he reached up and lifted me down, once again burning me with the heat in his hands. Before I was able to respond in any way I found myself upright on the gravel and he was walking toward the truck bed to gather the luggage. The woman, who reminded me a little of the human version of Mrs. Potts from Beauty and the Beast, stepped forward, wrapping me in her embrace.

“Oh, my dears. Poor things. C’mon in. I’m Sally, Red’s sister. I do the cooking and the laundry here. Red and I live just down the end of the drive there.” She nodded in the direction we’d just come from. “I’ll show you to your rooms.”

Sally led us inside, past a large and open great-room with an enormous rock fireplace, up the stairs and to the right. She pointed out a bathroom, Billy’s room, and Ethan’s room, which was right next to Billy’s. Mine was at the very end of the hall, up a short flight of stairs. The floors in my room were plywood, the walls bare sheetrock, the ceiling bare wood. An antique-looking four-poster bed stood against the wall, framed on either side by tall windows looking out toward the back of the house. Obviously my room was still under construction and had been hastily prepared. Boxes were piled inside — the ones we’d sent on ahead.

“I picked out bedding, not sure what your taste was. Just wanted you to have somewhere to lay your head.” Sally wrung her hands, clearly feeling bad about the state of the room. “Billy wanted you to have your own bathroom and some privacy. Away from the other boys.”

Sally pointed to a door off to my right. As I stepped inside I saw it was a small bath. It contained a tiled shower, a toilet, and a single sink. It could have been worse, I supposed, and Billy had very little time to prepare. I wondered who’d done the work. I tried not to think about my bathroom back home, with its large shower and more counter and cabinet space than I needed.

“Thanks.” I nodded quietly, taking in the green floral sheets and brown checked quilt.

She left me to settle in, said breakfast would be ready in an hour or so. Again, I nodded. Ethan squeezed my hand as he left my room, shutting the door behind him. I walked over to one of the large windows and stared blindly out toward the mountains.

Movement below caught my eye, and glancing down I saw our driver from this morning walking toward the barn. The sun caught his ginger hair, setting it on fire. I wondered again what his name was — he didn’t seem like a Bentley to me. Ginger, I guess I’d call him for now, until I knew. I watched him until he entered the barn, vaguely aware of the almost animal quality of his movements. He seemed so sure of himself. Full of confidence. Not arrogance, just confidence. I envied him.

I didn’t have any confidence, was just a broken shell of who I’d once been. So much pain inside. So many thoughts and feelings and fears raging in my head and in my heart. Staying closed off seemed the easiest way to deal with everything.

For the last several weeks, ever since the accident, I’d been strong — or at least I tried to give the impression I was strong — for Ethan. Truth was, I was exhausted, and sometimes I just wanted to let the fatigue take me, let it drag me under, right to the bottom, where I could just let go.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH ADJUSTED HIS GRIP on the steering wheel and glanced to his right. Billy was asleep, the exhaustion evident on his face. Reaching for the mirror, Josiah checked the occupants in the backseat. The boy, Ethan, was asleep as well; his head was tipped back, his mouth slightly ajar. Josiah adjusted the mirror again. Crimson was also asleep. His blue eyes took her in, ghosting lightly over her features. She was beautiful. Fragile. It looked like even the slightest breeze might shatter her.

Josiah knew pain, was well familiar with it. And he saw her pain. She was filled with it. She wasn’t dealing with it, though. She was hiding from it. Josiah knew from experience that you had to take the good with the bad. He knew Crimson would have to face her fear, face her pain, if she ever wanted to truly live again. He knew that sometimes people in pain refused to try, refused to face it — they gave up, gave in, and let the pain just take them. Josiah wouldn’t allow Crimson to do that. He’d watch her, give her some space, some time; but then, if she was still avoiding, still hiding, he knew he’d have to make his move.
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Crimson Sage

 

I STOOD IN THE center of my room; thoughts rattled around in my brain and I tried to make sense of them. There were things I’d been certain of, things I’d known to be true. Now, everything about me was being called into question.

My name is Crimson Sage Smyth. I’m eighteen years old. I was born in Winchester, Virginia. My birth certificate lists my name as Crimson Sage NewTowne. NewTowne. Not Smyth. Dad, the man who’d given us the last name Smyth, the man I’d always thought of as my dad, was not. At least not by birth. He was my dad in every way except blood.

I had been created in an act of violence.

Approximately nineteen years ago, Mom had been raped here in Idaho. Her rapist had never been caught. After she’d found out she was pregnant, she’d been counseled to have an abortion, to just have me killed, have her nightmare ended. Mom had refused. That was why I’d never known of my grandfather. Her dad, Billy, had encouraged her to have me terminated, to end the pregnancy. When again she refused, he advised her to give me up for adoption.

Sharp pain rocketed through me as these thoughts revolved in my head, bringing me swiftly from my daydream. I walked over to my carry-on bag, lifted it, and took it to my bed. I climbed up and leaned back against the headboard. After unzipping the bag I pulled out a large manila envelope stuffed full. I held it for a moment, just staring at it.

Inside, it contained letters Mom had written to Ethan and me, explaining all the things she’d been unable to speak. It was in reading her letters and journal I’d learned about her rape, learned about my creation. I swallowed the lump in my throat. Mom wrote that she’d been unable to have me killed, unable to bring herself to do it.

Anger and pain played a prominent role in my head right now. Why? Why had she never told me any of this before? Why had I been left to find out from her letters and journal that my entire life, past, and history had been built upon half-truths and assumptions? I had so many questions, and there was no one left to answer them for me. Mom had written the first letter to me before I was born. She’d written hundreds of them since and had numbered each one of them. I hadn’t read them all yet. The first few were the hardest. My heart was sick and I was so angry I hadn’t been able to finish them.

I opened the envelope and dumped its contents on the bed. I looked at all the letters, blinking through the tears I refused to shed. I hated these feelings of weakness inside me. I’d never been particularly brave. But I’d never really felt this weak, or this fragile before either. I hated it. But I had no idea how to change anything.

Mom wrote that she’d chosen my name with care, with thought. My name meant something to her. Crimson, for the color of her love for me — she’d been determined to love me, even when everyone else expected her to hate me. Sage, because it soothed her. NewTowne was the last name she’d chosen for us when she’d had her name legally changed. She’d left Idaho, pregnant with me, and moved to Virginia. New state, new name, new start. All this she’d written in the third letter. My hand shook as I picked it up; my vision blurred.

I’d never known any of this.

My life had been perfect. My parents had been the perfect parents — thoughtful, considerate, available. Not pushovers, they were our parents first, friends second. I’d been on the swim team at school, had friends, went on dates. My friends and boyfriends had always been welcomed in my home. My life had been perfect. Just perfect. And now it was over.

My perfect world ended the night the police knocked on our door to tell Ethan and me our parents had died — some woman, texting, had crossed the center line and hit them head-on; they’d died instantly.

What was left of me had died when I read those letters. I was adrift, lost in a sea of confusion and pain. I’d been pretending for Ethan’s sake. Only for Ethan.

My head began to pound; I couldn’t think about this any longer. Sliding down, I turned on my side, wrapped my arms around one of the pillows, and let the exhaustion I’d been fighting claim me.

When next I woke, someone was knocking on my door. “Sage?” Ethan called quietly, hesitantly.

“Come in,” I croaked.

Ethan opened the door and stepped inside. His grey eyes sought mine; I read the concern in them. “You all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, just tired.”

“You’ve been sleeping all day.”

I glanced around the room, noticed the difference in the shadows. “Just tired,” I said again.

“You want dinner?”

“Not hungry.”

“Billy was hoping you’d come down… hang out with us.”

“I’ll catch you all later. Still tired, and my head is pounding, Kid,” I said, calling him the nickname he’d had since his first birthday. We’d been studying American History in school and had just finished a lesson on the Old West — I’d called him Kid after Billy the Kid.

“Okay. I’ll tell him.”

I nodded and then asked, “How about you? You all right?”

“Yeah. Sad. I try not to think about it.”

“Me, too.”

“I miss them,” Ethan whispered.

“So do I, Kid.”

“Billy’s pretty cool, though. He’s been showing me pictures of Mom, when she was a kid. She looks like you. He’s got pictures of us, too. All over the house. Kinda crazy we never knew about him, and he knows so much about us.”

“Yeah, it’s crazy,” I agreed. And because I didn’t want to talk about this anymore, I said, “I might shower, go back to bed.”

“You’re not sick?” The Kid sounded anxious now.

“Nah, just… just tired. I’m all right. Promise.”

“Okay. I love you.”

“Love you, too, Kid.”

Ethan stood up then left the room. I waited about five minutes then gathered my bathroom supplies and quickly slipped into the shower. I was back in bed about twenty minutes later. Someone had left a tray of food on the dresser, but I couldn’t eat. I rolled away from the door, faced the windows, watched the sun set, and drifted off to sleep.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Still Breathing

 

Josiah

 

HOW QUICKLY THINGS CHANGED. Josiah clearly remembered stepping from the shower that morning a few weeks ago, not realizing his whole world was about to take an abrupt and unseen turn. He’d grabbed his towel and quickly dried off. The coffee called to him; he could smell it, the rich, warm, inviting aroma of the coffee…

Stepping into the main room of his tiny loft apartment wearing nothing but steam and his towel, he made his way to the cabinet in his tiny kitchen, pulled out a mug, and quickly filled it.

The small room was lit only by the first rays of sunlight coming over the tree line. Josiah carried his mug to the large window overlooking the mountains, watching as the sun rose slowly. Looking down he saw a buck and three doe as they scampered into the trees. Tipping his head back he finished his first cup of coffee and contemplated a second. Setting it down for a minute, intending to get dressed, he glimpsed the photo lying on his coffee table and picked it up, his dark blue eyes roving over the platinum blonde.

She was at the beach, standing in the surf up to her thighs, splashing water at someone off camera. The sun touched her skin turning it golden, making her hair almost seem white. She wasn’t looking at the camera, but off to her right, sort of over her shoulder. He could tell she was fit, could see the muscle tone. Her frame was slender, almost petite. Her swimsuit was modestly cut in grey and hot pink, and she wore some kind of cover up item in a lighter shade of grey — the material had slipped off her shoulder, leaving several enticing inches exposed — it was a lovely shoulder, he reflected. She was smiling, laughing really. It was her smile that had first caught Josiah’s eye.

There was such happiness on her face that when Josiah had seen the photo on Billy’s desk last year he’d picked it up without hesitation and just stared at her. Josiah had felt the warmth trickle through him, quickening his nerves, his muscles, his heart, his head. Her happiness made him happy. Without being aware of it, a smile had begun to tug at the corners of his mouth. When Billy had offered to give it to him, Josiah had been a little surprised, a little unsure. He looked to the older man in question.

“She’s my granddaughter, Crimson Sage. You’ve probably seen her photos around the house.”

Of course Josiah recognized her. Billy had numerous pictures of her and her brother around his big ranch house. Though he’d never caught her name until now. He held the photo out to Billy, intending to return it. “She’s cute. Seems nice.”

“Keep it,” Billy told him, a knowing look flashing in his eyes.

Josiah had taken the photo back to his apartment and set it on his coffee table; not a day had gone by since that he didn’t pause for a moment and smile with her.

A sharp knock at his door had pulled Josiah from his thoughts that morning. He set the photo down and walked to his door. Opening it he found Kelly, one of the younger boys at the ranch.

“Billy needs you! Something happened,” Kelly wheezed as soon as the door had opened.

Josiah figured Kelly must have run all the way over from the big house. He left the door open and turned to his dresser. “Let me throw on some clothes and I’ll be right there. He at the house?”

“Yeah, his office.”

Josiah quickly pulled on his knit shorts then his jeans; he grabbed a t-shirt and slid his feet into his boots, not bothering to lace them. He’d tried to imagine what the emergency was. Had one of the boys gone missing? Was there a fight? Was someone hurt? He’d followed Kelly back down the stairs and then they’d sprinted toward the big house. Josiah easily passed the younger boy.

He found Billy seated behind his desk; it looked like he’d just slumped there. The older man’s face was pale, his breathing shallow and hitched — he held his head in trembling hands. Josiah pulled up when he saw him; shock registering in his body. Had Billy had a heart attack? Did he need to call an ambulance? He didn’t know what he’d do if something happened to the old man.

“Billy?” he asked, his voice raw with concern.

Billy raised his head, looked at Josiah with pain-filled eyes. “She’s gone. She’s gone,” he whispered brokenly.

Josiah leaned over the desk, not sure what to do for the older man. “Who’s gone, Billy?”

“My Theresa,” he said through trembling lips. “My Terri is gone. Killed. I got a phone call.”

“Your daughter?” Josiah asked, quickly trying to process the information, to know how to best help with the situation. “When did you get the phone call? From whom?”

“Just now.” Billy swallowed hard, wiped his eyes. Tried to calm himself. “Got a call from Social Services in Virginia… Terri… and her husband… were both killed in a car accident. About a week ago. They had to track me down to notify me.”

Josiah instantly thought of Billy’s granddaughter. Of her smile. Knowing it would be shattered now. A part of him shattered just at the thought. “What of the kids?” What of Crimson?

“I need to head out there. Take custody of Ethan. I’ll need to bring them here. Sage and Ethan. She’ll have nowhere else to go.”

“When are you leaving?”

“I need to call and make all the arrangements. So much to do. Call Red for me, will ya? Let him know I need to leave. I’ll be gone a couple weeks I’m sure. Can you hold things down here?”

“You know I can.”

“The upper room. I’ll leave you my card. Get whatever you need. I think Sage’ll have to move in there. There’s just nowhere else to put a girl here. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just make sure it’s livable and secure. Maybe Ethan can bunk with me until I can figure out what to do with him.”

“How old is he?”

“Thirteen.”

“Bunk him with Kelly. He’s the best of them. It’ll be tight in that room, but they’ll get along fine.”

“That’ll work,” Billy nodded numbly.

Billy had left the following morning and Josiah worked tirelessly getting the room ready for when Crimson arrived. Upstairs and down the hall in the big house was a large open room that Billy had planned to turn into a game room eventually, but just hadn’t gotten around to it in the last couple of years. They’d worked on it here and there, getting the plumbing for the small bathroom done, installing the toilet and the sink, laying the plywood down, getting the sheetrock up. Lately it had been used for storage. Josiah cleaned everything out and got a shower installed, finished the wiring, and got everything nailed off. He’d found an old four-poster bed at an antique and used furniture dealer in town. Sally, Red’s sister, bought some bedding and between them they got the room as ready as they could. Later they’d paint and install flooring, but for now it’d have to work.

Boxes began arriving, shipped from Billy — the kids’ belongings. Josiah stored them in Crimson’s room. Almost two weeks to the day, he got the message from Billy letting him know when to expect them, what flight they’d be coming in on. Billy described Crimson as broken and unreachable. Ethan seemed lost and a little scared he said, but had warmed to him, accepted him fairly easily. Billy wasn’t sure what he was going to do about Crimson. She just seemed shattered — over the death of her parents, over the truths she’d learned.
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Crimson Sage

 

I’D BEEN HERE AT Lost and Found ranch for four days — most of which I’d spent in my room, away from everyone. Both Billy and Ethan seemed determined to talk about everything that had happened. Each time I’d tried to venture from my room they were there asking how I was doing, if I needed to talk. Like talking somehow made it all better. I couldn’t talk. Not yet. I wasn’t ready. I was still trying to process feelings and fears. There was no way I could put those into words yet.

The morning after I arrived I’d gone downstairs in search of coffee and food. My face was everywhere. Ethan hadn’t exaggerated. Billy did have lots of pictures of us all over the house. It was disconcerting at the very least, uncomfortable at best.

Following the smell of coffee and the soft rumble of several voices, I entered the kitchen. A hush fell over the room. Glancing up and then immediately back down, I’d noticed every eye in the room was turned toward me. Sally was beside the sink, scrubbing out a pan; she smiled warmly in my direction. Billy sat at the head of the table, a welcoming smile spread across his face. Ethan grinned at me encouragingly and nodded toward the coffee pot. Ginger stood by a door that led directly outside. He didn’t smile. His gaze was the strongest though, the one that affected me the most. The one that kept messing with my ability to remain numb.

I felt the blush touch my cheeks from all the attention, his attention. Sally came over, wrapped her thick arm around my shoulder, and gently squeezed. “You hungry, dear?”

“Coffee. Please,” I whispered.

I kept my eyes on the floor as I stepped out of her embrace and walked around the table to the coffee pot. I had to pass Ginger to get there. Doing my best to ignore the tremor that rolled through me, the eyes that were still on me, feigning indifference, I lifted the pot and then stopped.

I needed a cup and didn’t know where to look for one.

Dangit.

For a moment I considered just setting the pot back down and quickly leaving the room. Before I could put that plan into motion a mug appeared in front of me. I recognized the tats on his muscular forearm. “Thank you,” I managed quietly.

“Mmm hmm,” he replied just as softly then turned away from me and spoke louder. “You guys need to get moving. Your bus will be here in ten minutes.”

For just an instant longer there was silence in the room, and then sound erupted as chairs were pushed back, shoes stomped, dishes clattered, the back door slammed. I held still until the room was quiet again, then slowly, carefully poured the coffee and turned around. Only Billy, Sally, and Ethan remained.

“Ethan will start school next week. Figured there’s no sense in him starting now. I’ll give him some time to adjust,” Billy explained.

“Okay.”

“Sit down. You didn’t eat at all yesterday — can’t have you wasting away.” Sally slid a plate of eggs and bacon in front of an empty chair.

Ethan was seated across from me. I ate in silence, keeping my eyes down.

“I know things are going to take some getting used to… just know I’m always here to talk… if you need to,” Billy told me kindly. It was kind, what he said; I just wasn’t ready to talk about things yet.

I stood up then carried my plate to the sink. “I’m still tired,” I whispered. “I’ll see you later.”

I escaped back to my room and closed the door firmly behind me. I didn’t know how to connect to Billy. He may have been my mom’s dad, but he was a stranger to me. And he may know a lot about me, but I didn’t know anything about him. I wasn’t comfortable; I wasn’t ready. And to be honest I had no idea when I’d be ready.

I chose a book from several I’d packed and sat in the padded rocking chair by the window. Pulling the curtains back, I looked out and saw a glimmer in the distance, behind the barn, and figured it was a pond or lake of some kind. I heard a door slam and then saw Ethan run across the yard, two dogs running with him. He headed for a large pine tree and I watched as he swung on a tire swing that hung there. One of the dogs brought him a ball and he spent some time throwing it for them.

The sun made slow progress across the floor in my room. I lay on my back, staring up at the wooden beams above me, the book forgotten in my lap. I’d tried reading to keep my mind off everything, but the story had been unable to claim my full attention. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff. Forces beyond my control were moving me forward against my will; in vain I kept trying to at least slow my progress down, but the edge continued to move closer and closer.

Frustration caused me to jump up and pace my room. Again. Pacing had become a habit these past few days. I’d nearly worn a path in the floor as I walked from the windows overlooking the front of the house, to the ones facing west where I could see the barn, to the ones looking toward the back of the ranch, where I could see the pond.

Occasionally in my pacing I’d catch a glimpse of Ginger as he moved around the ranch, working with a horse, talking to Ethan, moving hay. Once or twice he’d glance toward my window.

That was how I spent the first four days here at Lost and Found. I’d sneak out for something to eat or drink, but otherwise I’d avoided leaving my room, avoided contact with those living here — avoided him. I hated my self-imposed cage, but it was necessary. I didn’t want to deal with Billy right now; he just wanted to talk about the past. Ethan just wanted to talk about Billy.

I did finally catch Ginger’s name — Josiah, not Bentley like I’d assumed. I’d heard some of the boys talking to him one morning as I eavesdropped from the safety of my window above them. It was Kelly who identified him, called his name. I thought Josiah suited him so much better than Ginger had. Josiah was tougher. Stronger.

I avoided him the most. He bothered me. Always looking at me, watching me. His constant attention got under my skin, sparking things I’d prefer were left dormant. I’d yet to see any sign of Bentley and wondered what his story was and when he’d make an appearance.

When Ethan and I had been packing our things back home in Virginia, I’d come across an unopened bottle of Vodka and a bottle of red wine in the back of the pantry. In a spur-of-the-moment decision, I’d secretly packed them carefully with my things that were being shipped to Idaho. My second night here, I’d opened one — the Vodka. My tongue had swirled the clear liquid in my mouth, feeling its smooth texture, savoring it. I didn’t have a cup, so I drank straight from the bottle, tipping it back about three times before I began to feel its effects. It was my first taste of hard liquor; though it had a gentle bite, I found it gave me a blessedly numb feeling that allowed me to sleep.

For the last couple of days I’d been considering sneaking out at night to see how deep that pond was — I missed the water, missed swimming. It was one thing to briefly sneak out of my room for food or drink, knowing I could quickly retreat back to my private haven. Attempting to reach the pond without being seen, and subsequently be engaged in some sort of unwanted conversation however, just seemed far too risky to me. I needed to do something. Continuing to drink away my fears and pain was not healthy, but I didn’t feel like I had any other options. I took special care though to make sure I didn’t smell of alcohol when I left my room, but I was always on edge, worried that someone might pick up on it.

Once or twice I’d done crunches and pushups, trying to work myself into an exhausted state like I used to get from swimming, but it wasn’t the same thing, not at all. This morning I hoped that after the boys left for school Josiah might take himself off somewhere else and I’d be able to make my escape, at least for an hour or so. If I didn’t get out and do something, work off some of this nervous energy, I’d drink the entire bottle dry and maybe open the other one as well So far I’d kept my consumption to just a couple sips per night, but the temptation for more was growing.

As I stood at the window and watched the boys finish up chores before leaving for school, I heard steps outside my bedroom door. Tensing, I waited for whomever it was to knock, or call out to me, prepared to rebuff them, yet again.

The person didn’t knock. No, he just opened the door and walked right in.

My head whipped around in anger. How dare he just come right in! Furious words died on my lips as my mind began to fully process the sight before me. Josiah had a commanding presence that I recognized and resented. I also noted he was tall, taller than Billy, taller than I’d remembered. And quite muscular. His skin was tanned, darker than I’d ever seen on a ginger. Above his vivid blue eyes sat thick brows — the right one was pierced with a small, dark metal hoop.

Those deep blue eyes were trained right on me; they pinned me to the spot and my breath hitched a little in my throat. “Crimson,” he said, his voice even, smooth, like water. “It’s time you left your room. Are you walking or will I be carrying you?”

As soft and soothing as his voice was, there was a firmness there as well.

“My name is Sage and you can get out. Now.”

“Carrying you is fine by me, Crimson.” The firmness had hardened.

“It’s Sage, and don’t you lay a hand on me.” I crossed my arms in front of me, trying to look fierce and intimidating.

Josiah must not have noticed because he stepped right up to me without hesitation; his strong hands gripped me, lifted, and tossed me over his shoulder. Before I was completely aware of what was happening, I was being carried down the stairs and out the backdoor, past the curious stares and open mouths of the ranch boys, my brother, and Billy.

Once the shock of his actions wore off, I began to battle him in earnest. My attempts were useless. Literally useless. He was immoveable. Unyielding. Inflexible. My will matched his, but he possessed a strength that far exceeded my own. Suddenly I was flying through the air then cold water rushed over me, shocked me into absolute awareness. I spluttered in rage as I broke the surface of the pond — it was deeper than I’d expected.

Josiah stood on the shore, quietly watching me, his head cocked to the side, his fisted hands resting on his hips. “Billy said you were a swimmer. I guess he was right,” he stated softly.

Words were beyond me; I was furious, beyond furious, so I just screamed at him. The sound ripped out of my throat like a wild, wounded animal. I screamed until my fury turned to tears and my tears choked me, and turned into sobs that wracked my body. Exhausted, I moved through the water, sobs still shaking me, and crawled through the mud dragging myself along. By the time I reached dry ground, I was trembling in sheer fatigue. I was drained, raw, and parched. Like every single part of me had been spilled out and I was an empty husk. My arms shook and then simply gave out; I dropped face down onto the ground.

Josiah sat down beside me, waiting quietly, allowing me to get my breath back. His posture was entirely relaxed, like he had no cares in the world. He sat there silently for a few minutes, just resting his arms across his bent knees, his gaze focused somewhere in the distance.

“Well,” he said softly. “Now you know you’re alive. You can learn to get back on your feet, learn to live again, or just crawl back into the water and end it all. Choice is yours.”

I hated him for saying that. How dare he? I hated that I had to make a choice. I hated that my parents were gone and no one had given me the choice to keep them.

Josiah got to his feet; I felt his big, warm hand brush my head lightly then he walked away without a backward glance. I rolled my head to the side, away from him; I could see the sun reflecting off the water. A part of me wanted to crawl back to it, let life be over, let the pain be over. A part of me wanted to live; I just didn’t know how. I didn’t know how to put my jagged pieces back together again — I was worse than Humpty Dumpty.

Vaguely I heard raised and heated voices. Ethan was trying to come to me, but Josiah was keeping him away. “She needs to do this on her own, now. Let her be, Ethan. You can’t live for her,” he told my brother.

The voices faded away. I closed my eyes and just felt the sun, discovered its warmth and let myself rest in it. I’m not sure how long I lay there. An hour? Two? Longer? Images flashed through my mind. My parents, our house, Gracie, Ethan, Billy, and Josiah. They replayed over and over again. I tried shoving them back down, but they refused to remain hidden. Suddenly a spark of heat shot through me — I wanted to live, to prove to Josiah I could.

So I did.

I got up. I walked to the house, ignored the look from my brother, went to my room, grabbed a clean change of clothes, and jumped in the shower. As I stood under the hot water, I felt more than the mud and pond scum wash away. I was alive now. Living. My protective barriers were fractured, gone. My fog had cleared. And I realized there was no more hiding. No more pretending. It took me a little while to assemble my thoughts, and harness my will, but eventually I got there. Afterwards I found Josiah out behind the barn, unloading hay. I watched him for a moment, figured out the rhythm in his activity, his purpose, then without a word climbed onto the trailer and began unloading hay alongside him. He never said anything to me. Just continued to work and sweat.

 

[image: ]

 

Josiah

 

JOSIAH BEGAN TO WORRY about Crimson, wondering how far down the hole of pain and depression she’d fallen when he hadn’t seen her outside her room for several days. Every so often as he worked around the ranch, he’d glance up at her window, hoping for at least a glimpse of her. He’d seen her a couple times, standing up there, looking down at life taking place all around her. She seemed more ghost-like than human; she was so still and pale.

Crimson had come downstairs the morning after they arrived looking lost, frightened, and ready to crumble. All eyes had turned toward her, making her uncomfortable. Josiah had watched as she’d hesitated on the threshold, uncertain, until Ethan had caught her eye and indicated the coffee pot. Josiah studied her as she carefully moved around the table, then past him. He’d willed her to look at him, but she’d kept her eyes glued to the floor.

Then she’d needed the mug for her coffee and hadn’t known where to look for one. Josiah came to her rescue, handing her one before her discomfort increased. He’d seen the slight slump in her shoulders as the silence in the room behind her had lengthened, seen the relief and the lessening of the tension as the boys quickly, noisily filed out of the room. He’d followed them to make sure they all got to the bus. By the time he returned to the kitchen she’d escaped back to her room.

Crimson’s eyes bothered him. The pale brown color was as beautiful as always, but now they were haunted – pain lurking in their depths — the warmth was completely gone. Shadows stained the skin beneath them, indicating stress and a lack of sleep. Billy told him she hadn’t responded to any of his efforts to reach out to her. Billy had also told him about Crimson’s past, her mother’s past.

Josiah could see it in her eyes — Crimson felt like she was dead inside. She wanted to be dead inside, to just escape the pain. But, Josiah knew from experience that she couldn’t deny the pain and still welcome life. She had to take both together, face both together. He decided to give her one more day. If she hadn’t come downstairs by tomorrow morning he was going up after her.

Josiah stood at the back door, staring through the screen, in the direction of the pond. He’d been standing there for over three hours. Crimson was still on the ground; she hadn’t moved from where she’d dropped earlier. He’d second-guessed himself about every ten minutes. Torn between his desire to comfort and protect her, and knowing she needed to make this decision on her own — he couldn’t make it for her.

Josiah had been standing here, forcing himself to stay put, forcing himself to let her fight this battle, but all the while he was mentally willing Crimson to get up. Willing her to be strong. He’d almost lost his resolve when he got to her room this morning. Almost. He’d seen her pain, seen how filled with anger and anguish she was. But he’d seen something else, too. A spark, a flare. Crimson had attempted to stand up to him. There weren’t many people, even grown men, tough men, who’d have had the guts to do that. It was that spark, that fire, which moved him, made him solidify his intentions and see them through.

Several times Billy had come into the kitchen, opened his mouth to speak only to close it again, sigh, and shake his head then walk back out. Ethan, Josiah knew, was seated behind him at the table, waiting to see what would happen. Josiah knew he was walking on thin ice with Billy, but so far the old man hadn’t snapped. So far he was willing to let him be, was willing to wait and see what would happen.

There was movement by the pond. Josiah straightened then narrowed his gaze. He watched as Crimson got to her feet. She faced the pond for a moment or two, and Josiah tensed, ready to spring into action. When she turned and began walking toward the house, Josiah let out a relieved breath he hadn’t even been aware he’d been holding. He watched her a couple more seconds then turned around. Ethan caught his eye and Josiah nodded. Then, not wanting her to know he’d been watching her, Josiah headed out the front and made his way to the barn. Crimson had chosen to fight — she’d chosen life.
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Crimson Sage

 

WE WORKED FOR THE rest of the day, unloading the hay trailer and restacking the hay in the barn, feeding the animals. When we heard the sound of voices, the older boys coming home from school, he called a stop to the work. “We’ll call it a day now.”

Josiah held the barn door and waited for me to finish with the bale I’d been stacking. I hadn’t realized I was breathing heavily, but in the silence, in my awareness, I heard my breath coming in sharp bursts. My muscles were in a state of fatigue, I felt like a limp noodle. Dusting off my clothes, which was a useless endeavor considering how wet they were with perspiration, I walked past him, not saying a word.

I didn’t stop until I was in my room. My bed sat there, tempting me to just lie down. Instead I ignored it long enough to grab a change of clothes and a shower. After I was clean again I collapsed on top of my bed and was asleep before I knew it. For the first time in weeks I slept without dreams, without nightmares. And I hadn’t needed the Vodka to accomplish it.

The next morning found me up early, before the sun. I beat everyone, except Sally, to the kitchen. The coffee was ready though, and for that I was grateful. I grabbed a cup and mumbled a good morning. She had banana muffins coming out of the oven, so I snagged one of those as well, thanked her for it, and quickly left before anyone else arrived.

I was already waiting at the barn when Josiah walked in. If I was going to succeed in my attempt to live, I needed to stay busy. The other boys eyed me speculatively as they began filtering into the barn. I ignored them all. I waited for instruction from Josiah. He never made any comment other than to tell me I’d be working with him that day.

We mucked stalls. It was dirty, stinky work. Exhausting. But, it felt good. I felt good. Lingering anger was exorcized from my system with the physical labor I put myself through. Josiah made one small comment to me as I was spreading fresh straw in the last stall. He stood there and watched me quietly then said, “Get rid of that liquor. You don’t need it, and it’s not allowed here on the ranch.”

I wondered how he knew I had it and opened my mouth to ask, but he stepped close to me, leaned closer still, and took a slow, deep breath. “I smelled it on you yesterday,” his voice rumbled in my ear. “And I know what to look for. Just get rid of it. Tonight.” His tone brooked no argument.

I hated to give it up. Yeah, the physical labor seemed to be helping me, but what if it stopped? What if I needed it again? Eventually the exhaustion would wear off; I knew I wouldn’t survive without the numbness. I stared at Josiah, trying to determine just how serious he was, if I thought he’d force my compliance. After a minute or two I decided it wasn’t worth the argument and nodded in silent agreement.

Josiah’s blue eyes sparked and his lips lifted, causing flutters in my stomach. Quickly I turned away before he could notice. I finished up the stall and told him I was heading in. I decided what Josiah didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Fine, I’d stay away from the drink, but I’d keep it just in case.

I finally met Bentley; unfortunately I smelled like a dirty stall. I was just coming back from the barn; he was stepping out of an older Jeep Wrangler. He looked how I’d imagined someone named Bentley might look — mid to late forties, receding hairline, glasses. He was dressed in tan chinos, a blue button-up shirt, and a brown and blue striped sweater vest. Sort of like an older GQ nerd.

“You must be Sage.” His voice and manner were friendly. “I’m one of your granddad’s partners, and… I knew your mom. Sorry to hear what happened.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and shook his offered hand.

“Nice to meet you. I’m a little dirty and in need of a shower. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

I quickly made it past him and breathed a sigh of relief when he made no move to stop me. It made me uncomfortable to talk about my mom with people I didn’t know, people who had known her.

I went to bed early, feeling exhausted from the day’s labors, and was surprised when I woke up in the morning to realize I’d slept the whole night through without nightmares. Having met Bentley, and his mention of Mom, I thought the dreams were certain to return — maybe all the hard work was starting to pay off.

I beat Josiah to the barn again that morning and waited for him to give me instructions for the day.

He pointed out several tools — a bucket of nails, another with a hammer, a claw-looking thing, something that looked like giant nail clippers, some wire ties, and various other items, and told me to load them in the beat up Chevy parked in front of the barn. I did as I was told. While I loaded those he grabbed a couple large spools of wire, several metal posts, and a couple pairs of gloves. I climbed into the cab on the passenger side and closed the door. A minute later he opened the door, told me to slide over.

To the driver’s seat.

“This is a stick,” I said.

“It is,” he agreed.

“I can’t drive a stick.”

“Not yet. You’ll learn.”

“I… I don’t know how.”

“Scoot. You’re learning how today. Right now.” Josiah unlatched the seatbelt and gave me a gentle push in the direction of the steering wheel. My heart was in my throat as I felt his hand on my thigh, dangerously close to my butt, as he pushed me over. I maneuvered around the stick and tried to get my heart settled.

“That pedal to the far left is your clutch. You’ll use your left foot to work that one. Your right foot will handle the others like normal. Push the clutch in, hold it down, keep it down and turn the key until the engine starts.”

With a trembling hand I did what he said. The truck roared to life and I released the key.

“Good,” he said as he closed his door. “Now keep that clutch down and use your right hand to move the gearshift into first — that’s the top left position.”

Again, I did what he said, my heart thumping loudly in my ears. I was sure he could hear it.

“Now, what you’ll do is take your foot off the brake. Gently give it some gas, let your engine rev a bit, keep it revved and slowly release the clutch, feeling it as it grips the gear and moves us forward.”

I swallowed and tried to convince myself to do as I was told. Josiah waited a moment or two and then nudged my shoulder. “Whenever you’re ready.”

I took a deep breath, nodded, and walked myself through his instructions in my head then followed through. The truck lurched forward then died. I felt embarrassment flare and blew my breath out in a rush. Josiah was patient.

“You released the clutch a little too fast. Slower next time. Now go ahead and restart it.”

I went through the motions again, and this time the engine caught and we ambled forward slowly. Josiah pointed to the worn track that led behind the barn toward the back of the property. He told me how to shift into second and when I’d hit third and we were moving along at a nice even pace he said, “Crimson?”

“Yeah?” I breathed, focusing on the dirt road in front of us.

“You’re driving a stick.” I heard the gentle smugness in his voice and felt my lip lift in acknowledgement.

That day we repaired the fence. We re-stretched the barbwire, re-nailed several sagging areas, repaired some broken beams, cleared brush that had become tangled in the wire, and picked up trash that had blown into the fence.

By the time we returned to the ranch house the other boys were there. Several loitered around the barn, watching us, watching me. One in particular made an attempt to get my attention. He was big, like a football player. His dark blond hair was cut short, almost military style. He had dark grey eyes that gleamed with interest. I blushed at the look he was giving me and tried to act as though I was unaffected by his attentions.

The blond boy made his way to me, looking me over as he approached, while I helped Josiah unload the truck.

I was lifting a bucket from the bed when a voice said, “I got it.”

I looked at him, noting he was not as tall as Josiah. Not as rugged. Not as untamed.

“Thanks,” I said as I let him take it from me.

“I’m Rob,” he grinned, heat sparking again in his eyes.

“Sage,” I replied as I reached for more gear.

Josiah returned then, and stepped between Rob and me; he said, “We got this, Rob.”

Rob shrugged his stiff shoulders trying to act careless. “All right. Suit yourself. See you around, Sage.”

Josiah watched as Rob walked off; his jaw was tight with tension. He grumbled something under his breath before turning back to me. “You did good today.”

“Thanks. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow…”

“Tomorrow,” he agreed.

That was how it started. Josiah assigned my duties according to whatever he was doing. Anything from fixing fences, to shoeing horses, to bucking hay, to painting, to pulling weeds, to cleaning out irrigation canals. He never offered me an explanation as to why he kept me with him, and I didn’t ask. I assumed it was so he could make sure I didn’t shirk my duties or regress back into my numb and depressed state.

Ethan starting school again helped me keep track of my days. I could follow his schedule to know what day it was, and for this I was grateful. I drove him into town for his first day back at school. He seemed fine, not nervous at all. I was the nervous one. Worried if he would fit in, if he’d have any friends. I was thankful Kelly and Ethan had hit it off so well – I knew Kelly would look out for him. He was thirteen years old – same age as Ethan – and they’d become instant friends. Kelly was a happy kid. You could see his smile from a mile away. You couldn’t help but smile back.

Not having to worry over Ethan left me ample time to consider someone else — namely Josiah — whom I just couldn’t seem to get off my brain. There were so many things about him that were still a mystery to me. Things, a part of me argued, that should remain a mystery if I truly wanted to stay in my safe little cocoon.

But Josiah had a way of refusing to be ignored, and it seemed I just couldn’t help myself where he was concerned. I’d been wondering about him. A lot. As best I could tell he was some kind of foreman-slash-guidance-counselor all rolled into one. The boys seemed to respect him. I saw several of them eying him with the light of admiration in their eyes, Ethan too.

One Saturday after I finished cleaning the chicken coop that I’d been assigned, I went in search of Josiah to find out what else he had for me. The rest of the boys were in the apple orchards picking, and he’d gone to check on them. My eyes found Josiah quickly, and as I got closer, one of the younger boys, Ryan I think his name was, gave a shrill whistle. Josiah looked over his shoulder in my direction, then turned to the boys and hollered, “Girl on deck. Shirts on.”

The temperature had been hovering around the mid-nineties, and the boys had taken their shirts off. I felt a blush stain my cheeks as I heard their collective groaning complaint. I stopped where I was and stared at Josiah, wanting him to come to me. He tossed the bucket he’d been filling and made his way over.

“Hey, it’s hot. They don’t have to do that,” I said as he got closer.

“They do actually. It isn’t too early for them to start learning to be respectful,” he disagreed.

“Whatever. What else do you want me to do?”

“You got that coop done?”

“Yeah.”

“All right, I was just heading back to check on you anyway. I’ll have you help me change the pipes today.” Josiah turned to look over his shoulder and said, “Rob, Adam, you two are in charge now. I want this row finished, then you’re done for the day.”

My eyes drifted to the boys he was talking to, and as we started to walk away they began peeling their shirts off again. Rob caught my eye and gave me wolfish grin as he pulled his shirt off, flexing his muscles as he did. Passively I noted that he was well built, nothing like Josiah’s rugged frame, but with his dark blond hair and muscular build, I could tell he would be popular with the girls in school. Mentally I shrugged and turned to catch up to Josiah, who was already several paces in front of me. I forgot the blond boy almost instantly.

About three weeks later, I realized I needed to go into town and get a few items. It was Saturday so all the boys were home from school. Since I was eating with everyone in the kitchen now, I mentioned it to Billy over lunch.

“Well, lemme see how the rest of today goes, then maybe I can run you in this evening.”

“I’ll take her,” Josiah said quietly. “The rest of my day is cleared.”

Billy nodded and after a moment I did too. I was hesitant because a part of me was thrilled to spend time with Josiah, but another part kept silently reminding me that I should keep my distance, or at least keep him at a distance. Hard to do when we were constantly together.

We left an hour later. Salmon, Idaho isn’t that big, but it is beautiful. Rugged mountains surrounded us, a big blue sky spanned in every direction. A couple clouds moved sluggishly in the distance. Josiah took me to the Saveway in Salmon where I was able to get what I needed, and then he took us through the Burger King drive-thru and we ordered milkshakes. We stopped near a small creek on the side of the road, heading back out of town, and sat out in the sunshine to enjoy our milkshakes.

“Thank you,” I told him as I sipped the last bit of frozen chocolate milk from my cup.

“Let me know when you need to come back,” he replied.

Josiah stood up, gathered our trash, and placed it in a bag in the back seat of his car. I looked it over, liking the curves and lines of its body. The car needed a paint job; it was buffed and primed, ready for that paint.

“What’re your plans for it?” I nodded at the car.

“When I can afford it, I plan to do a dark blue metal-flake with two white racing stripes. White leather seats.”

“Nice.”

“Do you know what kind of car this is?” he asked, a grin on his face, a spark in his eyes. Those vivid blue eyes flashed at me, causing heat to swirl and then settle in my stomach, sort of the way a flock of starlings takes flight, moving in sequence, and then landing again.

“The mustang on the front sort of gives it away.” I tried to play it cool.

“What year is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s a ’65 Shelby GT.”

I smiled. “Okay.” Like I know what that is.

Josiah laughed at that, correctly reading my thoughts. “When I came to the ranch, I had a poster of one. It was the only thing I brought with me. Five years ago Billy found this one at an auction. It needed some work. He bought it, brought it home. I’ve been paying him off for it, and for work I’ve had done to it, or did myself.”

I didn’t know what to say to all that. It was becoming obvious to me that Billy had made long strides toward repairing whatever mistakes he’d made in the past. I just didn’t know how to respond to it all. He hadn’t offended me way back when, though his falling out with Mom had been on account of me. So, it seemed like a wrong was there, or at least one that had to be addressed. Again, I just wasn’t sure how, or what, to do. Did he need forgiveness? Was he seeking it from me? Mom wrote that he’d asked for forgiveness, and she’d given it. Why would he need it from me as well?

“He’d like to get you a car,” Josiah stated, seemingly out of the blue.

I looked over at him, trying to determine if he was serious. “How do you know?”

“He told me. He asked me to feel you out, see what your tastes are.” Josiah smiled to himself, as if he were hiding some secret meaning in his words.

I stared at him for several minutes. My mind running through possible scenarios, any possible meanings hidden in what he’d said. I came up empty.

“He doesn’t have to do that.”

“I’m sure he knows that. He’d like to do it for you all the same.”

“Well, I really haven’t given it any thought, I guess.”

“You should. I’ll help you.”

“You’ll help me how?”

Again Josiah smiled to himself, some hidden thought flying through his head, too fast for me to read. “I’ll help you… find yourself,” he said after a minute.

“I see. I guess. Thanks.”

“Doesn’t have to be today.”

“Well, good, because I really haven’t thought that much about it. I had a cute little Bug back home, but we sold that before we came out here.”

“I wouldn’t have pictured you as a VW person.”

“It was cute. And it got good gas mileage.”

“I’m sure it did,” he chuckled.

“Either way, I’ll need to think about a job. I’ll need income. I can’t just stay here with no plan, no employment.”

“I doubt Billy’d kick you to the curb.”

“No, he probably won’t, but I can’t just stay here regardless.”

“You any good at math?” he asked after a minute.

“I’m decent. Why?”

“Billy was thinking of hiring a tutor for a few of the boys. You might fill that role. I know Bentley said he thought it’d be a good idea.”

“I don’t know…. What kind of tutoring? What kind of math? I’m not a brainiac or anything.”

“Most of those boys are behind in school. They just need someone to assist with understanding their schoolwork and helping with homework.”

I blew out a breath. “I’ll think about it. I guess it’ll depend on which boys need help. I don’t think they really like me.”

Josiah rubbed his head in a mild show of agitation and chuckled darkly under his breath. “Actually, I think they all like you a little too much.”

I snorted at that. “Right.”

“I am right. Trust me,” he said as we got back in the car.

We remained quiet for the rest of the drive back, both of us lost in our thoughts. I wondered just how the tutoring might work out. If it would feel weird being employed by Billy. How much time would it take each day? How many boys would I be working with? I guess I’d just have to wait and see.

 


CHAPTER THREE

Breaking Through

 

Crimson Sage

 

THE TIME I SPENT with Josiah just seemed to feed the need and desire to spend more time with him. Lately at night, when I’d return to my room, I was so keyed up, so full of nervous energy, despite being physically tired from the day’s labors, that I’d do a small workout. Just pushups, some sit ups, lunges. Anything to get my mind to relax and stop contemplating that ginger-haired man.

Tonight, it seemed, was no different. Energy still zipped through me. I dug around in my purse for my phone — music would help right now. I pulled it out and stared at it. I hadn’t turned it on in over a month. Not since the accident. I’d received so many texts and calls from friends and relations just pouring their sympathies out to me. I couldn’t handle it so I’d turned the phone off.

I thought of Gracie; she must be so angry with me. I hoped she was able to understand that I just needed to find myself and deal with this loss on my own, and I still didn’t know how to tell her about what I’d learned about my history. With trepidation I plugged my phone in and turned it on. For a moment it was silent and then the messages began pouring in. There were over forty by the time it was all said and done. I took a deep breath and began to read them.

About thirty were from Gracie. They started out concerned, cautious. They quickly turned to hurt and angry. I sighed and tried not to take her angry words to heart then sent her a response basically telling her where I was, how I was doing, that I missed her, that I was sorry, and that I hoped she could forgive me. By the time I was finished with the text I was mentally exhausted, so I just lay down and turned the lamp off.

It took twenty-four hours before Gracie texted back. At first it was a complete rant. She was furious, and rightfully so. Her response came back in five separate and long texts. The last one read, “I understand, forgive you, and love you, too.” I grinned at that. I was sitting in the middle school parking lot in the ranch's beater Chevy pickup, waiting for school to be out for Ethan. Since I had time, I decided to call her.

“’lo,” she said as she answered. Her voice sounded a little distorted. Almost smeared.

“Gracie?”

Her responding shriek had me jerking the phone away from my ear. I blinked a couple times and then cautiously put it to my ear again.

“Sage? Sage, is that you?”

“Hey. Sorry I’ve been so absent and unreachable.”

“Yeah, well. If you were closer I’d kick your butt. As it is I love you and I miss you.”

“Miss you, too.” I heard what sounded like heavy breathing and growling in the background, and then a garbled noise. “What are you doing?”

“I was making out with Tanner, but I told him he needs to put it on hold.”

I chuckled as she emphasized each word to both Tanner and me.

“Thanks for that. I can let you go, if you need to go.”

I heard Tanner say, “Good idea,” in the background just as she said, “Don’t be an idiot. I haven’t talked to you in a month. Tan-man can take a chill-pill and give me some time with you, or Tan-man can get his cute tush out of my house.”

I had to laugh at that. “Tell Tanner I said, sorry.”

“He’s fine. How are you? Are you doing better?”

“I’m getting there. It’s hard.”

“I know. Well, you sound good. Any cute guys there?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really get out much.” Josiah flashed in my mind, but I wasn’t up for sharing that with her. Especially as I wasn’t sure what I felt about him yet.

“Well, Sawyer has asked about you a few times.” Sawyer held no interest for me so I just said, “Tell him I said hey.”

“Hmm…”

“What?”

“That wasn’t the response I was hoping for.”

“What do you mean?”

“Either you’re still very depressed or you’re interested in someone else.”

I forgot how astute Gracie could be when she wanted to. I tried playing it cool, hoping to throw her off the trail. Neither topic was one I wanted to divulge to her. “It’s hard, Gracie. I’m dealing as best I can.”

“I hope so. How’s Ethan?”

“He’s doing good. He’s made a couple friends here. I’m sitting here at his school waiting for him to get out.”

“Oh good, I’m glad to hear he’s doing all right. So what are you driving? Did you get a cool car?”

“I’m in one of the ranch trucks, and it’s a beater. Josiah’s going to help me figure out what kind of car I should get.”

Gracie jumped on my slip of the tongue. “Josiah? Josiah who?”

Crap. “He works for Billy.” I hoped she’d drop it.

“Your voice changed when you said his name.”

“No, it didn’t.”

“And now you’re defensive about it.”

“No, I’m not.”

“That’s fine. You don’t have to tell me about him yet. I can wait until you’re ready to talk about Josiah.”

I gritted my teeth and rolled my eyes. Thankfully the school bell rang and it gave me the excuse I needed to get going. “Hey, The Kid’s out, so I gotta get going. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

I hung up quickly before she could decide to ask me again about Josiah. I’d have to be on my guard for a while, be careful not to slip any more. Agitated, I got out of the truck and stood next to the open door, my eyes trained on the doors of the school, watching for Ethan to come out.

On the drive home he told me all about his day, his teachers, the classes, the drama. I laughed a little as he relayed those details. Some things never changed, I reflected. The names were different, but the drama remained the same.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH WATCHED HER, NOTING the way Crimson moved. She was getting stronger. Her eyes were warming, like melted honey. Her skin was glowing again. He could see she was still in pain, holding it deep within, but she wasn’t drowning in it any longer.

Today she wore a black tank and worn blue jeans. He watched her shoulders flex and move as she pulled the rake through the corral dirt. He had a strong desire to taste and touch those shoulders. See if her skin was as soft as it looked.

They were cleaning river rock out of the soil so the horses wouldn’t be injured when being ridden. He’d taken a wheelbarrow full of rock out behind the barn where they dumped it, and as he got closer to her, he couldn’t help the heat that flared inside when he saw her.

Even covered in sweat and dirt, Crimson was beautiful. Nothing, it seemed, could dim her beauty. He was so proud of her, of how far she‘d come in the last few weeks. From that first day, when she’d made the decision to live, he’d watched as she’d gone from zombie, to living and breathing, and now she was blooming, opening like some rare flower. Josiah took pride in the knowledge that he’d had a part in her progress; he’d been instrumental in her breakthrough. There was still so much more that she was in need of. Her shoulders, those lovely shoulders, were still heavy with the burden of her pain.

Josiah could only imagine the extent of it. He knew pain, was very familiar with it. He knew betrayal and he knew fear. But he also knew that each person responded to that kind of pain in his own way — that Crimson would have to find the courage to face and defeat hers all on her own. He’d gladly take it from her, but Crimson would have to offer it first.

He thought back to the day she woke up, when she’d suddenly appeared at his side, after he’d dumped her in the pond. He’d decided then to keep his mouth shut, not wanting to spook her. Not when she’d just made the decision to return to life. He remembered thinking she was little, so tiny compared to him. Too tiny for the work she was attempting. Yet, she had worked hard. She’d worked out her anger and fear that day, never saying a word to him, just worked alongside him, sweated and strained. Josiah had been so proud of her, but he’d kept his smile hidden, that pride hidden.

Josiah recalled the bitter, tangy scent of the alcohol on her when he’d lifted and carried her out to the pond. It was a familiar scent he’d never thought to find here at the L&F. It brought back memories he’d preferred dead and buried. He thought maybe he’d made a mistake, but then he’d caught a mild trace of it again later that day as she’d sweated beside him. He’d intended to question her, but Crimson had already moved on toward the house and he didn’t have the heart to call her back. She’d been darn near exhaustion that first day, and he knew she needed to rest. He’d have to wait and see how things progressed.

That was how things continued for the next three weeks. Crimson continued to pull her weight, throwing herself into whatever task Josiah had set for them. She never baulked at anything, always put in a full one hundred percent effort. He couldn’t have been more proud of her. And she was blossoming. The healthy glow was back in her eyes and on her skin. She smiled more now. Not only was she still alive, she was beginning to thrive again.

He’d noticed her eyes on him several times in the last couple of weeks as they’d worked together, but had never commented on it. Josiah had wondered, though. Her reactions reminded him of how girls responded to him in town. He knew he got looks. Some were bold, others more reserved. All of them were curious about him. Wondering what it would be like to be with a guy like him. One known to be dangerous. The guy with the ink. The one no one messed with.

Crimson didn’t strike him as that kind of girl — her gaze held interest and curiosity, even though she was shy about it. Still, Josiah recognized an interested look when he saw one. It was the same look he was trying desperately to keep off his own face when he was around her.

After a minute or two of Josiah watching her, Crimson stopped, straightened, and stretched her shoulders, then looked over said shoulder to locate him. Their eyes met and he saw that enticing flash of heat flair in hers before she looked away. Josiah shook his head, trying to get his thoughts right. Crimson was his boss’s granddaughter, and Josiah didn’t know how Billy’d feel about the two of them becoming an item.

She licked her lips, just a nervous gesture, not intended to be seductive, but Josiah felt the shock to his body clear down to his toes. He kept forcefully reminding himself that he needed to watch it. Billy might have issues. Josiah knew this, but he couldn’t help the desire Crimson stirred in him — he was only human after all.

She’d blushed again as their eyes met and he knew she’d seen it, that heat, and he wondered if she knew she was playing with fire. Josiah watched as she turned her honey brown eyes away; she had a look of deep contemplation on her face now, and he wondered what was going through her head right then. Was she uncomfortable with him? Was she bothered by his attraction to her? He didn’t think so. Was she planning to talk to Billy about it? Josiah decided he’d have to tell Billy, man to man. Honestly. He hoped Billy would at least be open and not opposed to the idea. He hoped…
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Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH MOVED FAST. We’d just spoken yesterday about the idea of me possibly giving a few of the ranch boys some math tutoring, and yet here I was snorting coffee out my nose and into my hand at the breakfast table as he broached the subject with Billy. Ethan pounded my back in brotherly fashion as I wiped my chin and shot an exasperated look at Josiah. Billy ignored my dripping coffee and scratched his chin in speculation. “Your mother said you were good in math.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a wiz or anything,” I told him. “I can hold my own, I guess, though.”

“Well, I’d intended to hire someone. There are four boys Bentley figures need some help in math. I suppose, if you’re willing, we’ll give it a shot. Ryan and Jack, Kelly and Dean, you were who we’d originally thought of. Anyone else think they’re gonna need some tutoring?”

All eight boys, ranging in ages from twelve to seventeen raised their hands indicating they wanted math tutoring. My eyebrows shot up in surprise. That anyone would want tutoring was beyond me, but that even the older boys like Rob, who would graduate the program and high school this year, seemed interested was even more surprising.

Josiah caught my eye and a grin flashed across his face. I remembered his comment yesterday, that he thought the boys liked me just fine. I couldn’t keep the color from touching my cheeks. I looked at him for help, my eyes pleading. I didn’t want to tutor all eight boys.

“Let’s give Ryan, Jack, Kelly, and Dean a go first. They could probably use the most help. Then we’ll go from there,” Josiah suggested.

I quickly nodded in agreement. Billy felt that was a good idea and suggested we begin the following week. The four boys mentioned would meet with me right after school and I’d help them as best I could. Billy said he’d call their teacher and let her know our intent and see if she could give me a better idea about where they were, what they needed help with the most.

After breakfast Billy pulled me aside, before I took off with Josiah for the day’s work. “Are you doing all right, Sage?”

Josiah was the only one who called me Crimson. I didn’t know why that was and I hadn’t bothered to ask him. It’s what he’d called me right from the start. I glanced over to see Billy leaning against the fence rail. I shrugged. “I’m fine.”

“You’re settling in?”

“Yeah.”

“You know you don’t have to work… it’s not required for you to stay here — you know that, right?”

I nodded. “I need the work, Billy. Need to stay busy.”

“All right, just don’t think you have to. You’re family.” He paused for a moment then continued. “I was planning to pay a tutor about fifteen dollars an hour. That sound fair?”

“Sure.” I nodded again. Fifteen dollars an hour? That was more than I’d expected.

“Per student.” Billy stated. I looked over at him and he nodded seriously. “I mean it. If you can help them, it’ll be money well spent.”

It looked like he intended to reach out, maybe to touch my shoulder. I quickly turned out of his reach, my shoulders tingling, anticipating his touch. “Thanks, Billy. I’d better catch up to Josiah. See what he has in store for me today. See ya.”

I tried not to see the look in Billy’s eye as I’d turned away from him, but I had. The hurt was there, but I didn’t know what I could do about it. I wasn’t ready for physical affection yet. I was barely handling the verbal stuff. Billy couldn’t have known how I was barely holding things together inside. How I was so terrified that if I gave in just a tiny bit, all that hurt, all that pain, all that raw emotion would come pouring out. I knew he couldn’t have known that, but I didn’t know how to tell him that either.

These last few weeks working with Josiah, I’d begun to live again. But, I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was alive. Yes, my brain was functioning, there was breath in my lungs, and I was able to respond to most of what went on around me. But, emotionally I was still shattered. I still didn’t know who I was.

For all my life I’d been Crimson Sage Smyth, daughter of Terri and Dean, sister to Ethan. I’d known who I was and who and what I’d wanted to become. Mom and I had this dream of me becoming a nurse maybe, or getting into sports medicine. Now, I just didn’t know. That dream no longer seemed to be mine. It was like it had died with my parents.

Sometimes it made me angry, thinking about them. My parents. Why hadn’t they told me the truth about who I was? The truth about where I’d come from? I’d continued to read Mom’s letters. Some were just random thoughts that she had in the day, noting some sweet little thing she’d caught me doing or saying. Those were the letters that read more like a journal or diary. Then there’d be the ones that talked about something from her past. Mom wrote about her friends, her boyfriend Jon, her dad. She’d describe these people, almost like she wanted me to know them. I just couldn’t figure out why. Why would Mom want me to know them? It seemed for every question I’d ask, another question would arise, making me just that much more confused.

So, as I wasn’t sure about my past, I wasn’t sure about my future, and I sure as heck didn’t know how to respond to Billy, even though I could tell he was longing for a closeness between us. I just didn’t feel I had anything concrete to offer him right now. Nothing substantial. So, I’d just continue to hold him at bay and hold myself together.

Josiah was a solid rock that I found myself relying on. Putting my unwanted attraction aside, he made me feel safe. He never pushed beyond what I was capable of giving. He seemed to read my boundary lines rather well. And for that, I was grateful. To myself, in the quiet recesses of my mind, I’d been able to acknowledge my growing attraction to Josiah. I pondered that attraction at length and likened it to how a cat might respond to catnip. Or the way gasoline responded to a lit match. It was like I had no control over these feelings. They were compulsive. I had to respond.

These feelings for him didn’t seem to have an On or Off switch. They were just there. And each day they grew. Not being around him didn’t seem to help, didn’t seem to lessen them any. Every so often I’d catch a look from him that made me think he was feeling the same things. And that just made me more confused. He had to see that I had nothing to offer him. I’d been torn apart, right down to the very core of who I was. And, even though he’d forced me to face life again, I didn’t know if I’d ever find the essence of me again. That left the question of, what did he want? What did Josiah see when he looked at me?

These were all good and valid questions. Problem was, I was way too timid to ever ask them. Way too fractured to be that bold or confident. I told myself I’d just have to wait and let Josiah make the first move — if he intended to move at all.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Picking Up Strays

 

Crimson Sage

 

I TOLD JOSIAH I needed to go to town again, reminding myself I’d need to do something about getting my own vehicle soon. Ethan overheard me and asked to come along. Josiah told him he could, but to check with Billy first. Billy not only agreed but said, “Let’s all go. Give Sally a break. Get a burger.” The other boys shouted their enthusiasm for this idea and before I knew it everyone was going.

I swallowed any consternation I was feeling as it sunk in that instead of the nice, quiet, and quick trip to town to pick up a couple things that I’d been anticipating, I’d now be getting a loud, boisterous, testosterone-fueled lengthy visit. Oh, well. At least the boys were happy, and I couldn’t fault them for their excitement.

Billy had an old school bus that he’d painted blue with the ranch name in white on the side of it. Everyone piled in, excited conversations taking place all around me. I took a seat a couple rows behind Billy, who was driving. Ethan sat behind me and Josiah sat across the aisle from him. Ethan immediately began chatting animatedly with Kelly.

I felt someone looking at me, felt the weight of it. I assumed it was Josiah and glanced over in his direction, anticipating his dark blue eyes. He wasn’t looking at me. He was staring down Rob. Rob was in turn staring at me. Hard. It was his gaze I’d felt. When he’d caught my eye, he very deliberately winked. I blinked in surprise and started to turn away, uncomfortable and embarrassed with his attentions.

I saw Josiah tighten his fist, his jaw clenched. “Watch your manners, Rob,” he growled, low.

Rob continued to stare at me, trying to hold my gaze. “I ain’t doing nothing.” His tone indicated an unspoken yet.

“Rob,” Josiah snarled at him, his voice full of warning. Rob jerked his eyes to Josiah; I saw the flash of anger, but after a moment he backed down. “Whatever,” he grumbled and looked out the window.

Josiah watched for a moment longer, then turned back to me. His face was void of expression now. Closed off. After a moment he looked away from me, glanced over the rest of the bus, which had become quiet during the exchange, and then looked out his window, too.

I faced front again, trying to keep the heat from my face. Billy was watching us from the rearview mirror, his eyes going from me, to Josiah, to Rob, and back again. I shifted my gaze out the window, doing my best to avoid all of them.

Billy pulled into the Saveway parking lot and stopped. “I see Red parked down the street, boys. Don’t do anything stupid and get the sheriff ticked off at you. Meet back here in an hour and we’ll eat. Here’s ten dollars for each of you. You younger fellas stick together. You older ones behave.”

Billy said he was going to grab a coffee and find a bench to keep an eye on the one main street in town. Ethan and Kelly wanted to go to the pet store, and I wanted to find the library before it closed. Pretty quickly everyone took off in different directions.

I didn’t see where Josiah went, mainly because I was doing my best not to pay attention to him. I’d been noticing him far too much for my peace of mind. And I was very much afraid he was starting to become aware of it. My mind contemplated his reactions to Rob as well, trying to decide if Josiah was jealous of the blond boy. Since I didn’t understand it, I determined to just ignore it.

I found the library easily enough and then spent about fifteen minutes in bliss as I perused the rows and rows of books. I’d just settled on the floor with a stack I wanted to give a closer look to when Ethan darted in, followed quickly by Kelly. “Sage!” he cried breathlessly. “Please say yes. Please!”

“They’re so cute and free!” Kelly chimed in.

“Whoa. Wait. First off, pipe down. You’re in a library. Second, what are you talking about?”

“A puppy. There’s a girl giving them away down the street. Please?”

“A puppy? But, Ethan, Billy already has two dogs. Have you asked him?”

“He said to ask you.”

Great. “Are you going to take care of it? Puppies are a lot of work.”

“Yes! I promise. I’ll do whatever you ask me to.”

“You’ll keep your grades up?”

“Promise. Please?”

I stood up and put three books back and took three books with me to check out. Ten minutes later Ethan was dragging me down the road to where a girl about fifteen or so sat beside a box full of wiggling tan and grey fluff balls. She smiled at our approach. “I hear you have puppies.” I smiled back at her.

“Yes ma’am. Five.”

I bent over and looked in the box. The puppies seemed to be a mixed breed. Part Australian Shepherd maybe, part who-knows-what. They were cute though. Really cute. Ethan had picked one up. It was a marled blue and brown color. Had one white paw and the ears stood partly up. The puppy had one blue eye, the other one golden brown. Ethan was laughing as the puppy showed its affection by licking all over his face.

“I take it you like that one?”

“Isn’t she beautiful?” Ethan asked through puppy breath.

I reached over and scratched her ears. “She is. Have you picked a name?”

“Daisy,” he replied instantly.

“All right. But you have to take care of her.”

“I will. I swear.”

“Well, let’s go get food and other supplies you’ll need.” We thanked the young girl, whose name turned out to be Maggie, and then with Ethan carrying Daisy and Kelly skipping along beside them, we walked back to the bus.

Billy chuckled as we approached him. “I wondered what your answer would be.”

“Ethan swears he’ll take care of her.”

“He will. I’ll see to it he does. He’s taken a responsibility for the pup. He’s going to follow through now. Right, Ethan?”

“Right.”

I set my books next to Billy on the bench. “I’m going to take Ethan inside to get some supplies he’ll need.”

“Here,” Billy said as he handed me a $50 bill. “This should cover most of it.”

I hesitated — I had money — Billy didn’t have to pay for everything like we were children.

“I know you can probably pay yourself. I just want to be able to do something for The Kid.”

I took a deep breath, nodded, and accepted his gift.

I grabbed a cart on the way inside and we picked out a few puppy toys, a couple bowls, a collar, and a leash. I was just bending to pick up a large bag of food, when I heard a voice at my shoulder, “I got it.”

I jumped a little, but Josiah grabbed the bag and quickly, easily, tossed it over his shoulder. I remembered all too well how that felt. How easily he’d done the same with me. I was blushing again when Josiah caught my eye. His grin told me he remembered as well.

“You caught me off-guard.”

“Which time?” He grinned.

“Both times,” I grumbled.

“I know.” He shrugged the bag on his shoulder. “Is this it?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

After I’d paid for everything and we were heading out to the bus, Ethan asked me if I wanted to hold Daisy. I took her and held her close for a moment, letting him and Kelly carry the bags. The other boys gathered around when they saw the puppy. A big arm came over my shoulder, to brush across Daisy’s back. “I see we’re picking up another stray.”

I turned around to see Rob standing right behind me. He was looking at me, not the puppy. “Soft. Cute, too. Bet she enjoys a good petting.”

I stepped away from him, not liking the tone of his voice or the innuendo in his words. Josiah moved back to my side, his presence comforting. Rob shot me a sly grin before walking over to the bus. He leaned against it nonchalantly, keeping his gaze on me. Josiah followed his movements, with his jaw clenched again.

“All right,” Billy said. “Everyone here and accounted for? Ethan, you should take her for a potty break before we get going. Load up!”

Billy drove to the Burger King and told us he was going to place a basic order: cheeseburgers, fries, and Cokes for all. He left Josiah in charge as he went inside.

I glanced over my shoulder and noticed that most of the boys were seated around Ethan, excited to see Daisy and pet her. Looking further, I saw that Rob, Adam, and Cullen had moved to the very back of the bus where they were talking quietly amongst themselves. Once or twice they’d look up at Josiah, and then glance in my direction before looking back down. Josiah just watched them silently, making no comment, giving no indication that he was in any way bothered by their actions.

It only took about twenty minutes for Billy to return with our dinner; once it was dispersed we ate on the road.

When we got back to the ranch, Cullen asked Billy if we could do a bonfire. The others joined in the plea, and soon there was a large blaze roaring in the rock-rimmed pit behind the house.

I went inside to put my purse away, and when I came back out I stopped for a moment, unsure as to where to sit. There was only one seat available, so it shouldn’t have been that difficult. Problem was, the open seat was right between Josiah and Ethan. My brother was fine, I’d have chosen to sit by him regardless; it was sitting beside Josiah that gave me pause.

After my parents had died, I’d gratefully been able to build a nice, thick, numb wall around my emotions. What I couldn’t feel wouldn’t hurt me. Ethan was the only thing I allowed inside. The only one I’d let affect me. Until I’d met Josiah. From that very first encounter by the baggage claim he’d been cracking away at my shell. Then he’d shattered it entirely when he forced me to acknowledge I was still alive, still had a life to live.

I’d been trying to ignore the stares, ignore the way his voice, his scent, his touch, his look had been prodding at me. I thought that if I closed him off I could just ignore him and be alive in my safe, numb shell. Josiah wouldn’t have any of it. And the more I responded to him, the harder it was to remain closed off, the harder it became to fight this attraction I didn’t want to deal with.

For a brief moment I debated whether I should just move quietly back inside, and I’d nearly turned and slipped away when Ethan spotted me and yelled, “Sage!”

I fought against the urge to roll my eyes and instead focused on the available seat, not the person sitting next to it. Careful not to trip over anyone, I found my way to the log chair and quietly sat down. The fire was hot, scorching me. It took me a minute or two to realize that the fire wasn’t what was heating me so thoroughly. Certainly I felt the heat from the flames, but my backside was just as warm as the front side. In fact, I’d say my right side, the side furthest from my brother, was the hottest.

I’d been staring into the flames when a bag of marshmallows suddenly landed in my lap. I looked up and glanced around at the faces. Rob caught my eye; he grinned and on the surface it was friendly, maybe too friendly, overtly friendly; there was something in his eye, some look that bothered me. I didn’t want to appear rude though, so I just nodded and quietly said, “Thanks.”

From the corner of my eye I saw Josiah’s hand tighten into a fist. Josiah had big hands — wide, blunt-tipped fingers, the nails trimmed short. I stared at his hands, noting the way the tendons and veins stood out, the coarse hair sprinkled across the backs, and the callouses on his wide palms.

Ethan jolted me out of my mental wandering when he handed me a stick to roast the mallow on. I grinned at him, thankful he’d stopped me before I began to remember the way those big hands had felt on me. I added two mallows to my stick and leaned forward, holding them above the flame for a moment, just letting them brown, and then I stuck them in the flame to finish them off.

Ethan grinned and turned to Kelly. “Told ya. She always burns them.”

“It’s not burned. It’s well-done,” I disagreed.

“That’s burned.”

“It’s how I like them. You cook yours your way. I’ll cook mine my way.”

Billy let the boys stay up for another hour and then had them turn in. “Make sure that flame is out before you head in,” he told Josiah.

I made to get up, to follow everyone inside, but Billy told me to sit back and relax. I didn’t know how to convey that I didn’t want to be left alone with Josiah, that I didn’t trust myself to be alone with him, so I just sat back in my seat and buried my hands in my pockets.

Fifteen minutes later the lights in the big house were turned out and it was silent. I listened to the crickets chirp and felt the breeze as it danced through, rustling leaves and lifting my hair. I tucked a platinum lock behind my ear and took a deep breath, enjoying the quiet, the smell of the wood, Josiah. I should stop right there.

Josiah wasn’t like any boy I’d met before. There was something distinctly rugged, rough, and untamed about him. I was used to proper jock-boys who at least pretended to follow the rules. The kind I used to be able to maneuver with a look or a promise I never intended to keep. The kind that would never make a move that I didn’t want. I very much feared Josiah was not that kind of boy. Really he wasn’t a boy. He was a man. And maybe therein lay the danger. I didn’t know what to expect from him. And I found myself wanting to know him better — and that was dangerous. He was dangerous.

Josiah should have come with a warning label, or at the very least a theme song. Bad to the Bone worked well here. Maybe it was the piercings in his brow and in his ears, maybe the tattoos on his arms, his neck, and I suspected his back, but he reminded me of a lone wolf — unpredictable and dangerous. Or maybe he was just dangerous to me. A part of me, one that grew and came alive more each day, was hoping that he was. He was dangerous, and yet I still felt safe with him. This was a different kind of danger. Stronger and much more potent.

I was tense. Tight. Trying to ease that tension, I shrugged my shoulders carefully and rotated my neck around. In doing so my eyes collided with Josiah’s blue ones. I froze.

“Be careful of Rob.”

That brought me up short. “What?”

“He’s got his eye on you, and I don’t like the look in it. Just be careful.”

“Oh-kay. Thanks. He’s not really my type or anything. Little young, too. But I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You do that. I’ll be talking to Billy and Bentley about it. They should be aware. And whether he’s your type or not isn’t the issue. He’s dangerous and you need to be cautious around him. Don’t give him any green lights, at all.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll watch out.”

“Don’t allow yourself to be alone with him either.”

After a moment I asked, “If he’s that bad why does Billy keep him here?”

“Rob has this one option. He screws this up, he’s heading to prison. Billy’s trying to give him every opportunity to turn himself around.”

I didn’t know what to say to that so I said nothing.

“You about ready?” he asked after a couple minutes of silence.

“For what?” I asked. My heart lurched at his question as my head instantly considered the possibilities. Was I ready for him? For his mouth on mine? His hands on me? My throat dried up a little at the idea and I tried to keep my breathing steady.

“To turn in?” he replied. I saw something flash in his expression, but he quickly snuffed it out and his expression cooled. “Or do you want to stay here for a while?”

I didn’t answer him. I was trying to rein in my imagination. He hadn’t meant what I’d thought he meant. Of course he hadn’t. I had to acknowledge that a part of me had been hoping he’d meant something a little less decent and a little more dangerous. Which was pure insanity on my part. I knew I should go in; I was getting too used to him, too comfortable with him and it was leading to these ridiculous fantasies. Instead I just stared into his blue eyes and let my worries fade into the background.

Josiah gazed at me intently for a moment longer, something hot flashed across his face again causing my heart to sprint once more, then he nodded his head and leaned back in his seat. Relaxed.

We sat out there for another hour or so. Twice Josiah had pulled in a deep breath, like he intended to speak, but then he’d let it out again and remained silent. I wanted him to talk, to tell me what he wanted from me, what he was after.

I looked over at him and his gaze was firmly on me. He may not have said anything out loud, but his eyes were speaking volumes. And I saw the answer to my internal question, the one I’d wanted him to talk about. But now, as I saw just what was in his gaze, I knew I wasn’t ready to respond, and I knew why he’d kept silent. I wasn’t ready. So we continued to sit in silence.

Once the fire died down Josiah stood and held his hand out to me. I hesitated before placing my hand in his. I was still craving his touch and was still fearful of it as well. After a moment I allowed him to pull me to my feet.

“See you in the morning?” he asked. His voice was like warm velvet across my skin. There were mere inches separating our bodies and I wondered if he noticed. My gaze flashed up to his and I noted the caution there. Josiah was being careful. He stepped back just a little and waited for my answer.

“See you in the morning,” I agreed.

Even though I smelled of smoke, I decided to forego a shower and try to get some sleep. My body betrayed me — my hand was still tingling from Josiah’s touch. I checked the time; it was just after 10:00 PM. Music didn’t sound good. I tried reading but was unable to concentrate enough to even know what the first page had been about. My eyes flitted around my room, seeking a distraction from this constant influx of electrical charges that Josiah sparked in me; they landed on the manila envelope. The one with Mom’s letters. Taking a deep breath I retrieved it and retreated to my bed. This wasn’t quite the distraction I’d been searching for, but it would do. I closed my eyes for a moment before I began to read.
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Josiah

 

GROWING UP IN THE system and being familiar with how the hierarchy and the almost pack-like mentality of the group-home was fostered, how it festered within the ranks of the boys, Josiah had learned early on that if you wanted to survive, if you wanted to be left alone, you had to be an Alpha — you had to learn to fight. Being an Alpha didn’t necessarily mean having your own pack, though there had been those who’d followed his lead. It meant that the others had learned to leave him alone, or suffer the consequences. Josiah hated violence, but he used it when it became necessary. And he used it with fierce determination and precision.

After graduating from the system, after being offered the honest-to-God job at the Ranch, he’d made the decision to remove the Alpha mantle; now he was a lone wolf. Still dangerous, still someone to be left alone, and now he stood alone.

Rob, seventeen with a linebacker’s burly build and inbred aggression, had been in the foster system since he was ten. He’d come to the L&F when he was thirteen; he’d been bounced around the state to various group homes and foster care for one reason or another until he and two seventeen-year-old accomplices were charged with armed robbery. The older boys were sent to prison; he was given the option of going to the L&F, or Juvie. Rob chose the L&F to avoid time behind bars. He was biding his time, waiting until he was eighteen and free of the control of the state. Some, when faced with adversity become stronger, some crumble, some are driven to success, some think the world owes them and will do everything to make sure the world pays up. And then there was Rob.

Josiah knew Rob wanted to be Alpha and that he thought Josiah was the one standing in his way. Rob wasn’t quite ready to take him on yet, but the idea was forever there in his mind — the one obstacle in his way. Having gravitated toward the rougher elements of life, Rob would have heard all the urban legends about Josiah. And Josiah could see that Rob wanted to question him, test him, and see just how tough he really was. See if Josiah was all talk, just a legend, or if he could put up. He knew Rob craved the fear and respect Josiah was given wherever he went, no matter whom he was with. And he knew that Rob hated the deep-seated fear he nonetheless felt for Josiah.

Then Crimson had arrived. Like the other boys, Rob had seen her pictures at the Ranch, knew she was the old man’s granddaughter. Josiah knew Rob lusted after her like a picture in a magazine. That he’d imagined himself being with her. Josiah had watched as Rob’s obsession with Crimson began to build. Rob clearly wanted her. He wanted her more than he wanted to be Alpha.

So Josiah had watched as the blond boy had watched her. Stalked her. Watched as Rob tried to will her responses to his attentions — fortunately she never noticed him. Rob was used to getting attention from girls at school. Josiah had seen them throw themselves at the blond boy. But Crimson never did; she never noticed him, never paid Rob any attention at all.

Josiah knew Rob wouldn’t take her indifference lightly; he also knew it was time to stake a claim. Not to Crimson – she wasn’t ready for that yet, but Rob needed to know. So Josiah had smoothly moved into what he knew Rob would feel was his territory. And just like that Josiah had silently staked a claim on the old man’s granddaughter.

At first it hadn’t seemed to matter all that much to Rob. Crimson had barely been more than a zombie when she arrived. Rob would want a response from the woman he was with and he seemed content to wait her out for a while, see how long it would take for her to snap out of her funk. Occasionally Rob had tried flirting with her, just trying to get her attention, nothing major, but he just tested the waters to see if she’d respond. Each time he did Josiah made sure he was there, standing between the two of them, blocking Rob and keeping him away from Crimson. He was aware of the hatred burning inside Rob as the blond boy watched, day by day, the way she began responding — to Josiah.

Josiah, being Josiah, recognized the real threat Rob posed. His gut reaction was to take the punk out, make an example of him, but he also knew the repercussions were so much bigger now if he was caught. Instead, he’d have to stay alert and try heading off any attempts Rob made toward Crimson, try discouraging him. Josiah hoped that Rob might wise up and decide not to buck the system and to leave Crimson alone. That was one of the reasons he’d kept Crimson with him, assigned her duties with him. Josiah wondered how long Rob was willing to wait before he tried for more.

Josiah had watched her carefully these last several weeks as Crimson came alive again. The pain was still there, but it was no longer the all-consuming beast it had been when she’d first arrived. He thought maybe she was beginning to respond to him as well, that she was beginning to notice him as a man. Josiah tried holding himself in check, keeping his desire for her under wraps. It was hard; she unknowingly tested him as they worked together. Those times he’d catch her honey eyes moving slowly across his body his stomach would clench, his mouth would dry up, and his heart would pound in his chest, keeping time with his building need. Then he’d remind himself she wasn’t ready yet.

Knowing now was the time to talk with Billy, Josiah knocked on the office door. Billy was seated behind his desk, working through the never-ending mountains of paperwork he had to fill out on each boy. The progress reports, school reports, medical and performance evaluations, the list went on and on. At the sound of Josiah’s knock, Billy looked up.

“Got a minute?” Josiah asked, leaning against the doorframe.

“Sure, c’mon in. What’s up?”

Josiah sat down in one of the chairs before Billy’s desk. He rubbed his head in a show of mild agitation, and then leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. Taking a deep breath, he looked Billy right in the eye and said, “Crimson.”

“What about her?”

“I like her, Billy.” His voice was low, quiet. “And I don’t want there to be any hard feelings between us about her.”

Billy leaned back in his chair and contemplated Josiah silently for several moments. Josiah knew Billy liked him, and even respected him, but this was Crimson they were talking about.

Billy scratched his chin thoughtfully. “All right. She’s an adult, and I won’t attempt to tell her what to do — I won’t make that mistake again. But you be careful.”

Josiah nodded. “I am. I’m not rushing anything. She’s still trying to find herself again. I just wanted you to know that I plan on being the one to help her.”

“Fair enough.”

“There’s another thing.”

“And that is…?”

“Rob.”

“What about him?”

“He’s zeroed in on her, and I don’t like it. His focus isn’t the healthy kind.”

“You think she’s in danger?”

“I think he’s unpredictable and it’s possible.”

“This is his last chance, Josiah. I’d hate to take that away from him without any proof.”

“You can’t save them all, Billy,” he said softly. “And I’d hate for her to get hurt.”

“I don’t want her hurt either. We’ll have to be more careful. Vigilant. I’ll let Red and Bentley know. You continue as you have. Keep her with you as much as possible. Rob’ll be gone by June. That’s about ten months away.”

Josiah nodded and promised to keep an eye on the situation. He also promised Billy that he’d keep him apprised of any changes. He hoped, for Billy’s sake, that things would work out all right. That Rob would toe the line. But he didn’t trust the seventeen-year-old, and he could see it coming, could see a confrontation with Rob was looming on the horizon, but now was not the time. Josiah would have to be extra vigilant and on his guard. And when the time came, he’d be ready.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

A Darn Good Reason

 

Crimson Sage

 

TWO MONTHS. IT DIDN’T seem possible that I’d been here for two months already. Two months was not that long, then again, it was a lifetime. It was hard to believe that it had been a little more than two months since my parents had died. But this was the cold, hard truth I found myself facing as I headed to the barn in search of Josiah.

Ethan had adapted much better than I had. He and Billy were close, and I was glad of that fact. Billy continued to try and reach out to me; I was hesitant of him, unsure. Maybe it was because we’d just met, but I couldn’t seem to make that firm connection. Billy was on the periphery of my emotions and trust.

I found myself looking to Josiah for guidance, however. Which sort of shot my whole, we’ve-just-met-and-that’s-why-I-don’t-trust-him philosophy regarding Billy all to heck. I’d actually known Billy longer. And yet, it was Josiah I looked to. Josiah I trusted. Josiah I turned to. And this in spite of the fact I’d been telling myself repeatedly that I couldn’t afford to let him in or let him come close despite my near-constant fantasies. To allow him to draw close meant danger; it meant I could be hurt again. Not the same kind of hurt as losing my parents or finding out the truth about my past, but painful all the same. Devastating even. There wouldn’t be any pieces to pick up. If something ever went wrong between us, Josiah would be the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. And I couldn’t afford that. For Ethan’s sake, or mine.

It was Friday so Ethan had early release. He rode the bus now with the others boys from the ranch. I wanted to drive him and pick him up, but he said he wanted to ride with his friends. So I had taken a deep breath and let him.

I glanced toward the driveway and grinned when I saw Daisy. She was lying down in the shade of the fence, her gaze focused toward the road, waiting for Ethan to come home. Ethan had kept his side of the bargain and cared for Daisy as he’d promised. Daisy and Ethan had bonded quickly and she adored him; she was completely loyal to Ethan and pretty much worshipped the ground he walked on. When Ethan was home Daisy was his shadow and constant companion.

Josiah was another one Ethan had become close to. Ethan looked up to him, copied him. Almost hero-worshipped him. But then again, a lot of the boys did, with the exception of maybe Rob and Adam, who though they really never challenged Josiah, still had a look of contempt on their faces when he was around. I nearly mentioned it to him several times, but Josiah never seemed to mind.

He didn’t take crap from anyone. He seemed dangerous to everyone. Everyone but me. Unless you were referring to my libido. Then he was plenty dangerous. I wasn’t the only one who noticed either. Everywhere we went he exuded this completely confident, almost alpha-like presence. Men treated him with respect, or he stared them down until they did. Women were intrigued by him; I saw the longing looks they gave him, the jealous looks they gave me. I couldn’t blame them really. I’d been doing my best to ignore the fact that Josiah was one of those wild, sexy beasts a girl just couldn’t seem to help herself trying to tame.

I shook my head as I spotted him. He was loading that lumber we’d bought last week into the bed of the old Chevy. It looked like we were fixing fence again today. And he looked hotter than I had any right to notice. His shirt was already clinging to his tall frame. Sweat glistened on his arms and neck. He acknowledged me with a grin once he spotted me and said, “Grab that bucket of nails and the hammer, will ya?”

I swallowed and nearly choked my throat was so dry, and told myself to get my mind off that broad back, those biceps, those lips as they grinned at me, his voice as he spoke. Turning quickly away from him, I grabbed the two buckets he indicated then carried them to the truck, keeping my eyes on the ground. Anywhere but on him.

Josiah held his hands out for the buckets. I set one down at my feet and used both hands to lift the other up to him. He took it with one hand, squatted down to make it easier for me to lift the other to him, and then stood with both, like it was easy. Like they weighed nothing. I marveled at his obvious strength and tried to calm my pulse.

I spied the keys on the tailgate, quickly grabbed those, and said, “I’m driving.”

I needed to keep my mind focused and was hopeful driving would offer that relief. Josiah didn’t say anything; he just climbed in beside me in the passenger seat. Despite the fact he’d been sweating, he smelled good — mouthwatering, really. “Where to, Boss-man?”

“We’re on the road today. Head north.”

I did as he said, and after about fifteen minutes he told me to pull over. There on the side of the road were the remnants of what had once been a fence. The whole scene, with bunches of tangled wire, the upturned earth, along with bent and broken posts scattered about looked fairly recent, like someone had just plowed through it — in a car, or truck, like they wrecked. My throat tightened for a moment and I fought to keep my emotions in check.

“When did this happen?” My voice sounded low and little hoarse to my own ears. I hoped he wouldn’t notice it.

Josiah scratched his chin and replied, “About two weeks ago, I guess.”

“Why are we just fixing it now?”

Two weeks seemed a long time to let this go. I knew we’d kept the horses up close to the house for the last couple of weeks and I was guessing this was why; I just didn’t know why we hadn’t dealt with it sooner.

“Billy thought it’d be too soon. I told him I thought you’d be fine. You’re strong.”

My gaze flew to Josiah, but he was already stepping out of the truck. I wasn’t strong, though. I was weak and afraid. Still. Any courage I managed to exude came directly from Josiah, and I wondered how he couldn’t see that. After a moment I followed him and we got to work. I tried to keep my focus on the work we were actually doing — fixing fence — and not the reason behind it.

We worked steadily for about two hours, clearing away the debris and loading it into the bed of the truck. We were both sweating now and we’d already stopped once for a water break. Today it seemed harder than ever for me to keep my mind off Josiah, to not see him as a man. Maybe because he was an easy distraction from the evidence of the car wreck we were fixing, because looking to him when I felt threatened had become habit. And maybe it was because Gracie had asked me several times about him now, ever since my slip to her a few weeks back. And due to her pestering I’d given her a pretty decent description of him and her response had been, “Whoa. He sounds hot. Like really hot. I need a pic.”

“No! I am not taking a pic of him. How would I explain that?”

“Are you kidding? Do it when he’s not looking. Duh.”

“I can’t.”

“And why ever not?”

“Because he’ll see.”

“He won’t if you do it when he’s not looking.”

“He’s always looking, though.”

I shook my head at myself now for telling her that. Gracie then dived in, wanting to know more. Claiming he must like me. I’d told her I had to go. And now I haven’t answered her texts since Monday. This morning she’d sent one that said, “Fine. You win. I’m crying Uncle. Don’t send me a pic. Why would I need to know exactly what your hottie boss-man looks like? It’s not like we’re best buds or anything.” I’d chuckled at that and sent her a pic of Josiah from a distance, as he walked away. Even if she blew it up she’d never be able to tell a whole lot about him. Her reply had been a pic of her dog’s poop.

Josiah was using the post-hole digger now and I was standing by with said post, waiting to drop it in the hole. I watched his muscles bunch and flex, almost mesmerized by their movements.

“What’s up?” Josiah asked suddenly, never stopping his work.

I jerked and felt heat, that had nothing to do with the sun, flood my face. “Nothing,” I rasped and then cleared my throat.

“You’ve been staring a hole in my back for the last ten minutes. You got something to say, just say it.”

Actually I’d been staring at him for closer to twenty minutes, but didn’t feel the need to disclose that to him. I wracked my brain for something to say, some explanation to offer for why I couldn’t take my eyes off him — other than the truth that despite my best efforts, I was extremely attracted to him. Darting a glance around, my eyes settled on the broken posts we’d pulled out and suddenly I found myself talking about my parents. How they’d died. What I’d learned in Mom’s diary.

Josiah listened silently, just let me get it all out. Every painful detail. He was quiet for several minutes once I was done. We’d finished digging all the holes by the time my tale was complete. I waited for him to look at me in horror, in pity. He didn’t. Josiah just continued working, instructing me how to hold the wire, how to keep it taut. My heart lodged tightly in my throat when, as I began to lose my grip on the wire — it’d begun slipping in my hands — he stepped up behind me, pressed against me with his chest to my back. His arms wrapped around me, gripping the wire on either side of me. Pulling it. Tightening it. His breath was on my neck, in my hair. His thighs pressed against mine.

For a brief moment I forgot what we were doing. I just stood there. Taking in all those sensations. Letting each and every one register in my body and my head.

Josiah was quiet for a moment then he said, “Tighten that down some Crimson, or we’re gonna have a serious problem here.” His voice was low and a little rough sounding in my ears.

What? What was he saying? Josiah then nudged my arm with his shoulder. The arm he meant me to use. The one I needed to use to tighten the wire that was slipping. Oh. Yeah, right. The wire. He stepped back after I’d finished that and without a word turned to the truck. He lifted the small ice chest out, set it on the ground, opened it, and tossed me a bottle of water.

We both drank deeply, heavily, not stopping until we’d each finished a bottle. He shot me a grin and said, “Lunch.”

We found a spot, under a scrubby pine, and sat down to eat. I was nearly finished with my sandwich when he said, “It’s got to be a good feeling… knowing someone wanted you despite the pain they experienced on your behalf. No one ever wanted me until Billy came along.” He paused a moment and took a drink of water. “I hated everyone. Especially my parents. They never wanted me, did what they could to get rid of me, and when Billy told me he wanted me, I called him a liar.”

This was one of the first times Josiah had told me anything about himself. I knew he’d gone through the program. Had graduated from it. But I hadn’t known what brought him here. I looked around taking in everything as far as I could see. I could just glimpse the top of the house, the barn. As I let my eyes trail along the fencing, down the drive, down the road to where we worked, it occurred to me that Billy might have done all this, gone so far out of his way to help those who needed help because he’d been unable to help his own daughter.

“It must be because he’d turned his back on Mom,” I told him, indicating with a nod the ranch around us. “I think he was trying to make amends, do the right thing.”

“He was. He is. You need to forgive him. He loved your mom. He thought he was doing the right thing at the time.”

I didn’t want to talk about me anymore. “What are you, his lawyer?” I snorted.

“An observer. He wants you, too. He loves you, Crimson.”

I knew I was the one who began this conversation — I’d spilled my guts, shared my awful past with him — but I no longer wanted to talk about Billy or my past. I looked away briefly and then right back at him. Josiah’s eyes were on me — those piercing blue eyes. I abruptly changed the subject, needing to be on firmer ground, “What are your tattoos anyway?”

Josiah grinned, his gaze intently fixed on me, then asked, “Are you trying to get me to take my shirt off?”

I blushed and stammered, “No! I… I just wondered is all. Keep your clothes on.”

Josiah chuckled darkly and then was quiet. He was on his feet in an instant, his tall frame dwarfing mine. He lifted his arms above his head and in one smooth motion, peeled his shirt off. I stared at him in fascination. He was more beautiful, more rugged, more untamed than I’d imagined. My eyes roved slowly over him, his chest, his arms, his shoulders. He was fairly muscled — not body-builder hard, where everything looked direct and intentional, proportionate. He was an artful display of a working-man’s roughened and toughened body. Cut. Chiseled. Rugged. Beautiful. A sprinkling of dark red hair curled across his chest.

On each pectoral plane, right above the nipple, a sun was tattooed in shades of black and yellow. The center of each sun had some sort of design in it — I couldn’t tell what it was until I got to my feet.

Josiah stood still. He didn’t move, even as my fingertips lightly grazed over his skin. My stomach tightened as I realized the center of each sun was a scar. My gaze flickered up to his in question.

“Courtesy of my mother, for my fifth birthday. I’d asked for a cake. She burned me instead.”

I swallowed back nausea, my throat tight. I steadied my breath and looked at his arms, his neck. Josiah turned around. Wings. Wings were tattooed across his back and shoulders. The tattoo began just to the outside of his spine; the leathery wings were extremely detailed in shades of black and gray and blue. The wings had hooks. Claws? I’m not sure what they’re called, but those claws curled up the back of his neck and around to just under his ears. At the points just over his shoulder blades were two more burn marks; these were bigger, more defined. The tattoo artist had done an amazing job incorporating the scars into his work. Gently I grazed one fingertip along the wings, up his neck then down to the scars.

Josiah glanced over his shoulder at me; his eyes sparking with some inner turmoil, some heat. “Those were from Dad. He wanted to get me something, too.”

“That’s sick,” I whispered past the lump in my throat. How could anyone do that to his own child?

“Billy helped me get the ink done when I turned eighteen, to mark myself over their ugliness, with something of my own choosing.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. Why do people always say they’re sorry, even when they’ve done nothing wrong?

“I told you, it’s gotta be nice to know you’re wanted. I was born to both my parents — who never cared a crap about me. The state had to take me away from them. A stranger took me in. You were born to a mom who loved you and wanted you. Circumstances took that away from you. I learned to live, to survive. You will, too.”

“It’s hard,” I said, my eyes drifting over the muscles under that ink.

Josiah turned to face me. Now my eyes were staring at his chest. “I know,” he said. “Giving up is easier. But giving up is for cowards. You’re not a coward. You’re a fighter — you just never knew it before.”

Though I already knew the answer, I asked the question anyway, “Are you a fighter?”

“I learned to be.”

“Will you teach me?”

“I will.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” His voice was soft, almost gentle, but with a piercing quality to it, reaching deep inside me, bringing me to the brink.

I felt like I was on a cliff, on the edge of a precipice, like a huge abyss opened before me and right now I couldn’t even see the bottom. His voice pushed me closer to that edge, pressing me on. I wanted to take that step, to listen to the urging and trust him, but I had to know something first. “Why?” I whispered. “Why are you helping me? Why did you wake me up and make me choose?”

Josiah stared at me for one long moment, his blue eyes gazing into mine. They flickered down to my mouth before returning to my eyes. “Because you needed to know you were still alive. Because I saw something I recognized in you.” He paused then said, “Because if you didn’t wake up, I’d never be able to do this.”

Josiah stepped closer to me, our bodies a whisper apart; my eyes focused on the suns on his chest. He raised his hands to my shoulders, trailed them up my neck, to my jaw, my mouth. He grasped my chin and lowered his head to mine. His lips were firm, gentle, hot, and a little dry — they possessed mine effortlessly. His hands moved around to the back of my head, wove themselves through my hair, gripping me, holding me.

Whoa. I was definitely alive. In this moment I was glad I was alive. My world, my awareness, my focus narrowed to him — his mouth on mine. The feel, the taste, the texture of him. I kissed him back, let my hands travel over his shoulders and feel his strength. Josiah gave that strength to me; he enveloped me in it, surrounded me with it. I completely trusted him.

Several slow, delicious minutes later he lifted his mouth from mine, pulled back, and pressed his lips to my forehead. His breath was as unsteady as mine, his heart raced in his chest. I closed my eyes and just breathed him in.

“That’s… that’s a good reason to be alive,” I whispered after I’d caught my breath. Josiah’s chuckle rumbled in my ear, then he stepped back.

“I’ve been waiting a while to do that.”

“I’m glad you finally did.”

“Me too,” he chuckled again. “Fair warning — I plan on doing that often.”

“Duly noted,” I breathed.

“Good.” He smiled as he kissed my lips gently then said, “Let’s finish this up, get back to the house.”
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Josiah

 

BILLY HAD WORRIED ABOUT Crimson, if she’d be able to do this job, if it’d be too much for her. Josiah reassured the older man that she’d be fine. The wreck had been cleared away; the only evidence was the broken fence-line. Crimson had come such a long way, and Josiah felt she was strong enough to handle it.

Chase McFee, one of the locals from Salmon who had graduated the same year as Josiah, had, after a night of drinking, attempted to drive himself home. He’d lost control of his little Honda and had torn through the fence; thankfully no one else was injured in the accident. Dazed, he’d been able to climb out of the car, and after several minutes had made his way down to Red’s house and crying, confessed to the whole mess. Chase was arrested; Red called Billy to let him know. He also arranged to have the wreckage towed away. Billy told him he’d take care of the fence.

Normally fixing the fence was a job for Josiah. As the ranch foreman it was his duty to take care of those types of things, but Billy knew that Crimson worked with Josiah so he asked him to put it off for a while. When two weeks had passed, Josiah told Billy he intended to fix that fence.

“You sure she’s ready?” Billy had questioned him. He could hear the concern in the man’s voice.

“She’s ready. Crimson can handle this,” Josiah reassured him.

“Maybe she needs more time…”

“She’s ready, Billy.”

Josiah watched Crimson carefully as they pulled up to the crash site. She’d seemed a little distracted that morning, and he’d noticed her face had been a little flushed. Josiah had caught her looking at him several times and wondered what was going through her mind. Now, as she took in the torn and broken fence, her brown eyes widened, and for a moment the blood drained from her face. She asked what had happened, her voice low, and a little raw with emotion.

Josiah wanted her to relax, so he stayed calm, nonchalant — this was just another duty to perform, no need to worry, no excitement here. He scratched his chin, casual-like and told her it had happened a couple weeks back. Immediately Crimson snapped her focus from the wreck itself to the reason behind allowing the fence to remain unrepaired for so long. She knew that wasn’t normal for him. After he explained Billy’s reasoning, Josiah gave her a much-needed dose of confidence. He told her he thought she was strong enough to handle it. Then he quickly stepped out of the truck, leaving her no choice but to follow him.

They worked for several hours and Josiah could feel her eyes on him like a physical touch. Like her small, gentle fingers were grazing over his back, his neck, his shoulders. Tension was building. Josiah felt explosive. He tried working off that extra energy through the job he was performing, but he could still feel her eyes on him. He wanted his hands on her. He just didn’t know if she was ready yet. Yes, Crimson had made great strides. She was no longer the walking dead. She was alive, but was she alive enough to handle him? That he didn’t know yet, so he’d have to rein it in and wait.

Finally, when Josiah couldn’t take the tension any longer, when he’d been contemplating throwing down the post-hole digger, pushing her up against that truck, and taking her mouth with his, he simply asked her, “What’s up?” If he was going to control himself, she was going to need to redirect her thoughts, or at least her eyes.

And then suddenly she was telling him everything. All her pain, all her fears, all her worries. Josiah already knew the gist of what she was sharing with him from Billy, but he was relieved that she was now able to articulate her own feelings in all this, and that she trusted him enough to open up about it.

Josiah let her talk. He didn’t interrupt, he didn’t question; he just let her get it all out. As she talked, he continued working; the only comments he made were instructions to her for the work they were doing. After she finished talking, he saw her shoulders lift as that burden left her, and then after a few more minutes she sagged again, anticipating his reaction, his horror at the truth of her life. While Crimson’s past was a painful and confusing one, it wasn’t the worst he’d heard or experienced, so he just kept working.

Crimson was helping him hold the wire as he stretched it tightly and nailed it off. All of a sudden it began slipping through her grip; Josiah moved swiftly to assist her. A loose wire can be dangerous; he’d seen people cut up pretty bad from a snapped line as it rebounded back. He took a firm hold of the loosening wire, one arm on either side of her, and there she was, her little body pressed up against him. He could feel her against his chest; his arms were nearly around her, and it felt so dang right. She belonged there and he never wanted to let her go. As he inhaled, her lemon, vanilla, and sunshine scent twisted his gut with need and desire. And then she’d begun to relax into him, to accept him. He could see the flutter of her eyes, hear the catch in her breath, feel the softening in her stance.

Josiah knew if they didn’t pull it together right then, he’d be lost. “Tighten that down some, Crimson, or we’re gonna have a serious problem here,” he warned her.

He had to nudge her arm gently to get a reaction out of her. It was like she’d just melted and melded into him.

Once Crimson became aware of her surroundings again, of what they were doing, she took a firmer grip on the wire, and in doing so pulled away from him. Josiah, relieved and frustrated at the same time, quickly stepped back. He nailed the wire down as fast as he could then turned to the truck, in desperate need of ice water. A shower would have been ideal, but he’d have to settle for the water bottles sitting in the small ice chest. He tossed one to Crimson, and they both took a moment to collect themselves. He leaned against the truck and watched her as she took long sips of the cold water, her shirt clinging to her in all the right places.

Josiah decided he wasn’t ready to get back to work, not just yet, not when he might find a need to put his hands on Crimson again. So they took a lunch break. He knew he needed to distract his mind, get it off Crimson and her body. Because he could still feel her pressed against him, and it was driving him insane. He reflected on what it was she’d shared with him, reminding himself she was still damaged, still hurt. And then, because she’d been so open with him, he decided to let her in, let her see a little of his own personal, hellish past.

Josiah knew that Crimson tended to steer away from anything having to do with Billy. He could see she was uncomfortable around him. But, he also knew that Billy desperately loved her and regretted his actions in the past regarding her. He told Crimson about Billy, how Billy had helped him, how Billy had saved him. And as he spoke, he watched the walls come back up. Crimson tried making light of the situation, tried to shift the focus from her and Billy, and their lack of relationship. In doing so, she’d inadvertently brought the conversation right back to Josiah and herself.

“What are your tattoos?” she asked, quickly shifting gears, seeking a diversion.

Josiah grinned to himself; he knew she was reaching for anything to pull her away from her thoughts, but now he was cornered. He’d tried, tried to let it go, but her diversion fueled his desire, fanning the flames until he felt devoured by it. He kept his gaze focused on her — his blue eyes held her golden, honey-brown ones. Maybe it was time she was made perfectly aware of his feelings for her, made to face her attraction to him.

“Are you trying to get me to take my shirt off?” he asked. He kept his voice low, gentle, but there was a world of weight in it.

And Crimson saw it for what it was. She responded. He saw it in her eyes; saw it in the blush staining her cheeks. She quickly tried denying her desire to see him undressed, stammered, and stuttered. Josiah felt the raw, male animal in him growl in anticipation. He chuckled and swiftly stood to remove his shirt.

He watched as Crimson devoured him with her eyes. It was like she was touching him. Everywhere her eyes landed he burned. And then as she stood up and stepped close to him, barely a breath separating them, and lightly touched his chest; he’d barely been able to stand still. What he wanted to do was rub against her, to pull her into him and wrap his arms around her. To take her mouth and possess it. Instead, he held himself absolutely and perfectly still. When her eyes caught his, he saw the questions in them. She’d seen his scars, had touched them gently, hesitantly.

He explained about his mother and saw the horror, the sickness in Crimson’s eyes. He also saw the flash of anger. That fury sparked something inside him. She was protective of him. And that gave Josiah peace. He turned around, let her see his back. It was a beautiful work of art. Dragon wings were tattooed there in intricate detail. He’d picked a dragon because the fire that was meant to break him had only made him stronger. Dragons were not conquered by fire; it was their weapon, their defense.

Josiah turned back around so they were facing each other. Crimson kept her eyes on his chest. Those golden brown orbs just moved enticingly slow across his skin. She tried, once again, to veer off from where he wanted to take her, or maybe it was just that she was trying to slow things down. She asked him why. Why was he helping her? Why had he made her wake up and make a choice?

Josiah knew where his answer was going. He knew he was going to kiss this girl. So, as he told her his reasons, he stepped closer to her; he brushed against her and felt her slight tremor. He traced his hands gently across her shoulders, those shoulders that drove him crazy, reveling in the softness under his palms, feeling the smoothness of her skin, savoring it. He trailed those hands up her neck, acknowledging just how small she truly was. Traced her jaw, ran his thumbs over her lips, priming them just a little before he took them.

He moved his hands into her hair, weaved his long fingers through that soft platinum thickness, and fisted them there, holding tight, but not too tight. He wouldn’t hurt her. He hoped and prayed she wouldn’t be frightened, that she would accept his advances, because he honestly wasn’t sure how he was going to pull it back if she said to stop. When his mouth, hot and dry, finally touched hers, tasted hers, he thought he’d died. She was so sweet. So hesitant and willing. So trusting. He felt that trust like a physical touch and refused to do any damage to it. He clamped down tightly on his desire and released her mouth, pulled back then gently placed a tender kiss on her forehead and returned to the job at hand.

Together they made quick work of the rest of the fence. Josiah had to put forth extra effort to stay focused on the job at hand and not on the woman working alongside him. He could still feel her, still taste her. And he wanted more. He’d kept this fire carefully banked and under control, but that simple kiss, his mouth on hers, had stoked the flame and now it burned. Hotter and hotter.

Quietly he observed her, making sure Crimson wasn’t upset by what had happened between them, that she was all right. She seemed to be. Twice she’d caught his eye and a blush crept across her face, and then a smile curved her lips.

Josiah pounded the last nail into the wood and tugged on the wire to see how tight it was. “It looks good,” he said. “Let’s grab that last bit of debris and the tools and call it a day.”

Crimson nodded as she began lifting a broken post into the truck bed. Once all the supplies were loaded up and all the broken pieces of fencing, too, they headed back to the ranch.

 


CHAPTER SIX

Alpha and Dangerous

 

Crimson Sage

 

BY THE TIME WE’D arrived back at the house Ethan was already home, playing outside with Daisy. We sat in the truck for a moment, just watching them. “Josiah?” I asked after a moment.

“Yeah?”

“Are we going to tell anyone… about us?”

“That depends. Did you not want to?”

“I’d like to keep this private for the time being. Ethan is just finding himself here, and I don’t want to supply him with any distractions. Is that okay?”

“It’s okay. I’m not sneaking around though. I won’t be made to feel like we’re doing something wrong. We’re not.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. I just don’t want to confuse him. And what about Billy? What do you think he’s going to say?”

“I’m pretty sure Billy already has a pretty good idea of how I feel about you.”

“He does?”

“I’ve done my best to keep everything under wraps, mainly because you weren’t ready, but Crimson? I’ve had my eye on you long before you arrived here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We’ll talk about it later. Just know that Billy shouldn’t be a problem and we’ll keep things under the radar for the time being, so as not to confuse Ethan, but if it comes up, then I’m going to be straight with him.”

“Thanks.”

“Seeing as how we have an audience right now, I won’t kiss you. We’ll have a bonfire tonight, and I’ll figure something out, because I definitely want to be kissing you again. Soon.”

I blushed at that and nodded, opened the door, and stepped out. Ethan ran up and threw his arms around me.

“Hey, Sis.”

“Hey, Kid. School okay? You have homework?”

“Just a little.”

“Well, I’m going to jump in the shower then you boys meet me at the table so we can get it done.”

“Ah, c’mon! It’s Friday! I have all weekend to get things done.”

“Well, you’ll do it now and then have all weekend left to enjoy your free time.”

Ethan grumbled good-naturedly then ran to tell the other boys. Normally I find taking a shower to be a calming experience. But today I couldn’t seem to get Josiah out of my mind. I remembered everything. The texture of his lips as they pressed against mine. The taste of him. The heat in his hands as they roamed my neck and shoulders. The way my body responded to him, the way it craved him. No, this was not a calming shower.

Thirty minutes later as I entered the kitchen, my mind was still replaying that kiss. But the sight of those boys seated at the kitchen table, just waiting for me, brought my wandering mind to a halt. I hoped they didn’t notice the heat that stained my face as I sat down and prepared for our lesson.

I was really impressed with these boys. They’d remained dedicated and had put in a lot of effort. This was our second week working together and already I’d had notes from their teachers letting me know how well they were doing. We worked on math, going over basic algebra. I told them to not look at it like math, but rather like they were detectives and each problem was like a crime scene that offered so many clues that would allow them to solve it. This seemed to help, because they embraced it rather than fighting it. It certainly made tutoring them easier. I made a “crime” board, and for each assignment we completed we added a “solved/case complete” badge to it.

After dinner we all gathered outside for the bonfire. Billy let them stay up an extra hour due to their efforts and how well they were all doing in school.

I listened quietly to the conversations taking place around me and smiled to myself at their antics. The boys had changed and grown so much. They were braver, and each had a newfound sense of accomplishment in their schoolwork. Work that had been difficult, if not impossible before we’d begun working together, was now easily understood and completed. I couldn’t help the pride that welled up inside me.

Josiah had told me that most of them had stories similar to his; abusive parents, negligent parents, no parents at all. My heart healed a little, softened a little toward Billy as I realized where his heart lay here. He really did love these boys and desperately wanted them to succeed.

At 10:00 Billy called it a night, had them turn in. Josiah stayed me, with a light touch to my wrist. I settled back in my seat and waved Ethan off, told Billy goodnight. It bothered me a little to see how he reacted to that. The way he stopped and his breath hitched a little. The way his eye caught mine and I saw relief and gratitude in them. Tonight was the first time I’d said it to him; usually I just responded; I never initiated.

Josiah and I silently watched as the lights in the house were slowly turned out and it became dark and quiet. The fire had burned low; Josiah stood up and added another log to it. Soon the flames were rising up again. He sat back down beside me, scooted his chair a little closer to mine. He reached out for my hand and just held it, slowly rubbing my palm with his thumb. We sat that way for roughly an hour, not speaking, just enjoying the fire, the night, each other’s company and companionship.

With each pass of his thumb across my skin, my heart pounded deeply in answer. I wanted him to kiss me again, but I could see, could sense his hesitancy. I guess it wasn’t hesitancy so much as control. He was in complete control of himself. I couldn’t deny the part of me that wanted to see him lose a little of that control. When the flames were once again down to ashes, Josiah squeezed my hand gently, released it, and stood up again.

I watched him, trying to get my pulse to calm down, as he used the hose to douse the ashes and put the fire completely out. There was a three-quarter moon shining just above the tree line, so we weren’t in complete darkness. Josiah stepped toward me and held his hand out. I took it, gripped it, and he swiftly pulled me to my feet and against him. His arms wrapped around me and his mouth found mine. He growled a little, just a gentle rumble in his chest, but I felt it and I liked it.

Josiah wasn’t like any boy I’d ever kissed or known before. He didn’t allow me to set the tone or the pace. Josiah was entirely in charge here, yet he wasn’t forceful. I never felt like I was out of my element, or that I couldn’t stop things if I felt the need to. Josiah was just confident. He knew what he was doing. He knew what he wanted to do to me, and he knew what I wanted him to do. Josiah also knew when to draw the line and back off.

He nibbled my mouth, lightly tasting, brushing his lips across mine. His hands moved slowly up my back, holding me to him, wrapped into my hair. He ran his fingers through it, letting the pale blonde strands slither through his fingers. Now he cupped my face, ran his thumb over my lower lip, touched my tongue, kissed me again.

I was dazed. Dazed and fluid. I felt like I could just slip into a puddle on the ground. My eyes wouldn’t focus; my heart was pounding out a heavy, steady rhythm. I swallowed and he gently kissed me again. Josiah stepped back, took my hand, and kissed my knuckles.

“You’d better go inside. Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I leaned up on tiptoe and kissed his jaw. “Goodnight, Josiah.”

He watched me as I entered the house. I made my way carefully through the darkness, had just begun climbing the stairs, when I heard a noise above me. Looking up with a gasp, I saw Rob standing there. He was taking up most of the stairway, leaving me little room to get by.

“Rob! Jeez. You scared the snot out of me!” I whispered at him.

Rob didn’t say anything. Just stood there and stared at me. I felt a shiver tickle the back of my neck. “I was thirsty,” he finally said. “Real thirsty.”

“Well, okay. I’ll see you in the morning I guess.”

He didn’t move aside; as he stood now I’d have to rub against him to get past him.

“Excuse me,” I said, looking him in the eye.

Rob grinned and shuffled minutely to the side. Only by tightly hugging the wall was I able to make it by without touching him. I could feel his eyes on me, on my body, and quickly climbed the steps to get away from him. I’d just reached the top when he said, “Sweet dreams, Sage.”
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OUT BEHIND THE BARN, Josiah had created a small patio area for himself; he’d leveled the ground and paved it in large flat stones he’d dug up around the ranch. He’d dug out a small fire pit and built rustic log benches and lounge chairs that were grouped around it. We were seated on one. Or, Josiah was seated on one; I was seated on him.

Josiah slowly inhaled, the sound whispering in my ear, causing delicious shivers up and down my spine. My breath caught a little in my throat, and I tried to calm myself down. It was a useless endeavor because his hands were slowly sliding up and down my thighs. His mouth lingered at my shoulder where he’d lowered the collar of my shirt, leaving it bare. He seemed to love that spot and I loved what he did there.

It was just after 8:00 in the evening on Wednesday. The boys had already gone in for the night and Josiah had texted me and told me to come over. He met me on the back patio of the ranch house and we’d walked over, hand in hand. I’d never been to his room above the barn. Had never been out back here with him before either.

Yesterday he’d surprised me with roses — red roses. I’d never had a boy do romantic things like that before. Especially without the expectation of some sort of payment. A touch. A kiss. Josiah wasn’t like that. Even now, with me on his lap, his hands travelling my thighs, my back; his mouth on my neck, my shoulders, my lips, he’d never once attempted to grope me. He was careful to skirt those areas, those private areas. He never made it obvious that was his intention, or even his goal. It was more like he respected my body and he wasn’t going to trespass. I appreciated that. There was no pressure in his touch. Just pleasure.

He turned me, pulled me back against his chest, my back toward him. His arms wrapped around me. He threaded his hands with mine, lifted them up together, watching the way the firelight played on our skin. We sat quietly for a while. Every now and then he’d kiss my neck or graze me with his teeth. I was content to sit this way, except my bladder, which had been mildly complaining about the amount of coffee I’d consumed earlier, was now screaming madly. I tried shifting my position, but nothing helped and I could no longer ignore it.

“I’m going to have to get going,” I told him reluctantly.

“It’s early still, barely after nine. Stay for a while. At least until ten.”

“Um, well, at least let me run back to the house for a minute.”

“For what?”

I blew out my breath and said, “Bathroom.”

Josiah laughed quietly and said, “I don’t use the bushes out back, ya know. You can use mine.”

“Oh. Um, sure. I just… you’ve never… I’ve never been up to your loft before.”

“Come on,” he said as he stood up, me still in his arms.

He set me on my feet, took my hand, and led me inside. I asked him about the fire.

“We won’t be inside that long. Too risky.”

I blushed at the heat in his voice, the spark in his eye.

Josiah’s loft was open and spacious. There was a small corner kitchenette area, with a short bar and two bar stools that served as a table. He had a couch covered in some kind of Navajo print and a coffee table with several books scattered on it. In one corner stood a TV and DVD player. On the opposite side of the room stood his bed. A large, uncovered window was situated between the bed and the couch. I could see the moon as it rose above the trees. I tried not to stare at his bed, but I couldn’t help the way my eyes kept being drawn back to it.

“The bathroom is right through that door.”

Josiah had to say my name to get me to notice where he was pointing, what he was saying. My eyes had been glued to his bed and I just hadn’t heard him. To the right of the bed was the door where he was pointing. I blushed, shook my head, and quickly walked toward his bathroom.

When I came out, Josiah was standing in the kitchen area, his back to the sink, his eyes on me. He held a glass of water, then after a moment, his eyes still glued to mine, he downed the rest of the water and set it down on the counter beside him. He grinned a little and I shivered at the animal-like quality of it.

“I figured it was safer over here. We should get back outside. Quickly.”

I swallowed and moved toward him. I looked down and my eyes strayed to the coffee table and something on it caught my eye. Sticking out from under one of the books was the bottom portion of a photo. I recognized it. It was a picture of me, taken about a year ago. I’d been standing in my front yard, goofing off for the camera. Dad had taken the picture. I was in a body builder pose, my arms curled up, flexing to show my biceps. I was laughing.

I held it in my hands for a minute, felt the tears prick my eyes. I looked to Josiah. How had he gotten it?

“I asked Billy if I could have it. I never thought I’d actually meet you,” he said. “I have another one, too. You’re at the beach. Billy gave them to me — last year.”

“But, why? Why do you have it?” I was confused. My emotions were confusing me. His possible reasons were confusing me.

“Your smile. You had so much life in that simple smile. Looking at it made me happy, peaceful. I just wanted a little of it, to keep and hold that happiness here. It made me feel a little less lonely.”

I stared at him. Josiah was never weak. He was never needful. He was so strong, so self-contained, self-assured. I was having a hard time picturing him needing something as simple as a picture to make him feel better. He approached me, gently grasped my hand, threaded his fingers with mine, our palms rubbing enticingly together. The abrasiveness of his skin against the softness of mine.

“Yes, Crimson. I needed that sunshine. Needed it. I still need it.” He pulled me against him, rested my head against his chest, ran his hands over my hair, kissed the top of my head. I heard the way his heartbeat picked up, the way it throbbed in his chest, echoing mine.

“We need to go back outside,” he growled softly, yet firmly in my ear. “Now.”

I set the picture down and let him lead me downstairs. The fire had burned low by the time we returned.

Josiah still held my hand. I moved aside to allow him to close the barn door and suddenly found myself pressed against the side of the barn. His mouth moved over mine, his hips held me in place. His hands were in my hair then moved down and around my back, squeezing gently, tightly. Josiah’s mouth left mine to travel down my neck, to focus on his favorite spot, that sensitive juncture where my neck and shoulder connected. He kissed then lightly bit me, holding on for a moment causing a thrill to rock through me before letting me go. He pressed his lips against my forehead then pulled back after a moment. “I’d wondered how dangerous it would be, having you in my place.”

“And?” I gulped.

He kissed my jaw, my neck, my mouth again. “Very dangerous. Too dangerous. We should probably forego the remainder of the fire. I’m hot enough as it is and I don’t want to forget my limits.”

I grinned at that, liked that I could affect him like that. That I wasn’t the only one having a hard time with this attraction.

He kissed me again and this time nipped at my lip. “Good lord, you need to go back to the house… I’d walk you back, but we may not make it.” Josiah gently pushed me away from him, toward the house.

I nodded and whispered, “Goodnight.”

“Text me when you get to your room.” His dark gaze smoldered at me.

I quickly walked across the open field, past the pond and a small grouping of Birch and Aspen. I’d nearly reached the patio when I heard a sound behind me. I thought Josiah had changed his mind and chuckled as I turned around. “I thought you said it was too dangerous?”

My heart lodged in my throat as Rob stepped up to me out of the shadows.

“Oh, it’s dangerous all right. He left you all primed and ready. Guess I’ll have to take care of business for him, seeing as he’s not man enough.”

I barely had a chance to respond before he reached for me, and then suddenly he was gone and I stumbled backward, landing on my butt. I heard a deep thud and Rob cursed loudly.

Josiah stood over him, his fists tight, shaking. “Touch her again and I’ll kill you,” he growled furiously.

Rob got slowly to his feet, wiped the blood from his lip, and looked at Josiah with hard, hateful eyes. “Yeah? What’s she to you?”

“Get your sorry butt in the house, and up to your room, or I’ll be waking Billy. You’re already breaking protocol just being outside.”

“I didn’t even touch her. And you hit me. I can file charges against you.”

“Go ahead. Let’s call Billy now, and you can file a formal complaint.”

“I got time. I’m going. When you get tired of him, you come and see me,” Rob told me, letting his eyes travel down my body, hesitating on my chest.

Josiah growled again and stepped toward him, but Rob beat a hasty retreat. He tossed another grin over his shoulder as he entered the house, closing the door behind him. Josiah quickly turned around and helped me to my feet. I was shaking. Trembling. He wrapped his arms around me.

“Are you all right? I should’ve killed him. Answer me, Crimson. If he hurt you I will kill him.” Josiah’s voice was harsh with emotion, and I felt the tears spill over my cheeks.

“I’m… I’m not hurt.” I tried to draw a deep breath, but couldn’t seem to get it past the lump in my throat.

Josiah lifted me, cradling me against his chest and began walking back toward the barn. “You’re staying with me tonight. I don’t trust that bastard. Billy’s going to hear about this. I want him gone. You’ll be safer with me. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH WATCHED HER SLEEP. Crimson lay on her side, knees curled toward her stomach, her tiny hands fisted. Her hair was splayed out over his pillow. One foot peeked out from under his blanket. Her breathing was slow, settled, and deep. He could smell her. Lemon and sunshine and vanilla.

He hadn’t been able to sleep. First he’d lain awake, intensely aware of her just a few feet away from him. As the moments passed, each one seeming to stretch like hours, he fought an internal battle with himself. He wanted her and as he watched her sleep his desire continued to build. He knew he had to rein it in, bring his raging desire under control. To distract himself he thought back to earlier when Rob had made his move.

Fury twisted his gut, tightened his jaw; anger throbbed in his veins. Silently he’d stood up, moved away from the couch and into his little kitchen. After getting a quick drink of water he lowered himself to the floor and did several sets of pushups, hoping to work away some of that fury. When that didn’t work, he silently slipped from his loft and made his way down to the barn where he had a weight bench and barbells.

For two hours he worked out, sweated away his anger and frustration. Periodically he’d step to the barn door and look out toward the house. His eyes would connect with the second story window that housed Rob, and the fury would rock through him again.

Finally he returned to his apartment, locked the door behind him, and headed for the shower. He emerged from the bathroom wrapped in his towel, his skin still damp. His blue eyes travelled over Crimson’s slim form, where she was curled in his bed. Thoughtfully, he dried himself off and then headed back to the couch.

He doubted he’d sleep much tonight. Regardless of the workout he’d had, he was still a live wire. Crimson was just feet away from him and his body fully recognized that. He wanted her. Bad. But Josiah wasn’t a selfish jerk. She wasn’t ready. Especially after what had happened tonight. He’d have to wait and just be patient.

First thing in the morning he planned to discuss what happened to Crimson with Billy. The old man needed to know what Rob had done. Josiah settled back into the corner of the couch. His blue eyes stayed on Crimson. He’d watch over her. He’d keep her safe. Josiah inhaled and her lemony scent assailed him again. His mouth watered. It was going to be a long night.
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Crimson Sage

 

ALL THINGS CONSIDERED I didn’t expect to sleep well at all, but I was a little surprised when I rolled over and the sun was shining brightly through the large window. Josiah was seated on the couch, coffee mug in hand, his eyes on me. So many emotions were swirling in their blue depths I didn’t know which one to address first. Amusement — most likely at my messy hair. Anger — still left over from last night. Desire — I was in his bed, after all. Caution — he was being careful with me. Possession — again, I was in his bed.

“Good morning,” I whispered. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Some. You?”

“Surprisingly I slept pretty well. Your bed is soft. It smells like you.”

Josiah took a slow, deep breath at that and then let it out just as slowly. He shook his head a little.

Cautiously I continued, “I was thinking… I don’t want to tell Billy. It would break his heart to know about this. You threatened Rob. I’m sure he’ll stay away now.”

“Crimson… I think we should tell him. I’m obligated to tell him. Rob attacked you.”

“Really he didn’t. He made innuendos, but you stopped him before he actually did anything. Let’s just let things be for now. I promise I’ll be careful around him.”

“I think this is a mistake. I’m not okay with this.”

“Please?”

Josiah looked hard at me for a moment and then nodded, his lips in a tight line. I knew he didn’t like what I was asking him to do, and I understood his reasons, and a small part of me even agreed with them, but I still didn’t want to deal with this right now. It was just too much on top of everything else. Josiah made me promise to let him know immediately if Rob tried anything with me. I agreed, relieved that he was allowing me to keep last night between us.
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Josiah

 

WHEN CRIMSON OPENED HER honey eyes in the morning, Josiah was still seated on the couch. He’d risen to get some coffee, but otherwise had stayed in place, just watching her. He’d imagined being in that bed with her all night long, telling himself he had to wait. Wait until she was ready. When Crimson told him she didn’t want to tell Billy about what had happened, Josiah cautioned himself to remain calm. He tried talking her into it, but he could see she was determined in her thinking. Crimson promised she’d be extremely careful around Rob and would tell Josiah if he so much as winked at her.

Josiah agreed to her request, but he wasn’t happy about it. He didn’t know how he was going to keep his hands off Rob. He didn’t know how he was going to keep his hands off Crimson. He decided he’d just have to be that much more vigilant. For Crimson’s sake, Josiah hoped Rob left her alone. Unfortunately he was certain Rob would only understand the language of the Pack. He knew the streets, the violence, and that was the only thing he would heed.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Beauty and the Beast

 

Crimson Sage

 

FOR NEARLY TWO WEEKS Rob stayed away from me. I’d catch him looking, but that was it, and I could hardly fault him for just looking at me. I did my best to ignore his looks and stares. Once or twice he would position himself in a spot where I’d either have to squeeze past him or go out of my way to avoid him. Those times were nerve-wracking because he was always careful to do it when Josiah and Billy weren’t around to see it.

I needed to run into town one afternoon — for girl things. I figured while I was there I’d swing by and pick Ethan up on my way home. If I timed it correctly he’d just be getting out of school when I was finished with my errands. I got the things I’d come for and quickly returned to the truck. I had my keys out and had just checked the time on my cell phone, making sure I wouldn’t have to hoof it before Ethan’s school let out. I reached for the handle, and out of nowhere a hand grabbed my arm and spun me around. My back was pressed painfully against the door handle and Rob was pressed against my front. “Now I got you alone, we need to get some things straight.”

I tried making my voice firm. “Get away from me.”

He chuckled darkly. “Not just yet. I like this.”

“I’ll tell Josiah,” I told him, trying for bravado.

He tightened his grip on my arm, leaned closer; I could smell tobacco on his breath and it made me gag, “You do that. Your saintly boyfriend already has a rap sheet. Bet ya didn’t know that, did ya? He gets one more infraction for assault and he’s facing hard time. And I’d let him beat me, just to see him locked away.”

I looked around, desperately hoping someone would see us and come to my aide. One man, he looked to be around forty or so, had paused beside his car, was watching us.

Rob winked at him, kissed my cheek and said, “I’ll see you tonight, Babe. Love you,” before walking quickly away.

I leaned against the truck and tried to get my fear under control. I was shaking so hard I almost fell. The man who’d been watching us, had shrugged at Rob’s comment then gotten in his car and driven away. I turned carefully and climbed into the truck. I sat still for just a moment then remembered Ethan and quickly started the truck, revved the engine and took off down the road.

Glancing at my cellphone again, to check the time, I knew I was too late — Ethan would have left on the bus already. Still, I drove to the school anyway, just to make sure. The buses were already gone. Tears kept forming in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I needed to get myself under control and figure out what to do.

My first reaction was to tell Josiah, but I truly believed he would kill Rob, and then it would be my fault if he went to prison. My next choice would be to go to Billy, but that would be telling Josiah, in a roundabout way. I couldn’t risk that either. I could call the police, but again, same outcome. Josiah would learn of it and hunt Rob down. No, what I had to do was pull myself together and learn to stand on my own two feet and protect those I cared about. Maybe I could learn to protect myself as well and get some pepper spray or something.
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON SEEMED OFF. Like maybe she had something on her mind, or something was bothering her, but she was holding it all inside. Josiah wanted her to open up to him, but he wouldn’t press her. He’d be ready when she finally turned to him; when she needed a shoulder, an ear, or advice, he’d be ready.

He wanted to do something for her, something she’d never expect, something that would blow her mind. Josiah watched her surreptitiously as she worked beside him, something he found himself doing quite frequently. He watched the way the sun danced across her skin, lighting it in a golden glow. He saw the sweat trickle slowly down her neck, and watched as she wiped it away, rolled her shoulders — those amazing shoulders of hers — and continued painting. She looked hot. Not just attractive, not that kind of hot, but warm, like she could use a swim to cool off. His blue eyes flicked to the pond, then up to the house. No privacy here.

If he managed to keep the boys away from the pond, they’d be in the upstairs windows with binoculars. A flash of inspiration had him telling Crimson he’d be right back. Josiah turned away, jogged back to the barn, and headed up to his loft. He grabbed a couple bottles of water from his small fridge. After setting those on the counter, he dialed a number on his phone.

“Jake,” he said when the phone was answered. “Hey, buddy, I need that favor. Can you leave me your key for the pool?”

“The pool?” Jake asked. “You going swimming?”

“Yep.”

“Why not just use the pond?”

“Not enough privacy.”

“What do you need privacy for?” Jake chuckled.

“It’s more of a date than leisure time.”

“You don’t say.” Jake chuckled again, clearly enjoying this conversation. “Anyone I know?”

“Not likely. Just leave the key under that potted plant by the side door. I’ll make sure things are locked up nice and tight when I leave.”

“All right. It’s just you and your date, right? No secret wild party going on, right?”

“Naw, man. It’s just me and her. Promise.”

“All right. I’ll make it happen. Have fun.”

“Thanks,” Josiah said as he snapped his phone shut.

He checked the time before sliding the phone back in his pocket — it was just before 3:00. The public pool closed at 5:00 on weekdays. Josiah made his way back to where Crimson was still painting. He grinned as he handed her the bottle of water. They painted for another hour and a half, getting over half the fence completed.

Crimson straightened up and stretched. They’d finished the front side and just the back remained. She drank the rest of her water then checked her phone for the time. Josiah slipped up behind her, sliding his hands around her waist, pulling her back against his chest.

He nuzzled her ear and said, “Let me take you out tonight. I want you — away from prying eyes.” He watched as the blush touched her cheeks, could hear her breath catch a little at his words, and grinned. Crimson smiled as she turned in his arms and asked when.

“Now. Let’s call it a day. We’ll get cleaned up, head to town in about an hour. How’s that?” he asked her.

Crimson agreed. And when he asked her if she had a suit, though she was confused, she agreed to bring it. He managed to keep the satisfaction off his face and simply grinned at her. After Crimson headed back to the house to get ready, Josiah ran up to his loft and jumped in the shower. He didn’t bother shaving, left a bit of scruff on his jaw.
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Crimson Sage

 

I WAS CAREFUL THAT night not to indicate in any way that I was scared of Rob, that he had gotten to me, or that anything at all had taken place. I didn’t want to alert Josiah that something was wrong, and I didn’t want to give Rob the satisfaction of knowing he’d unnerved me. After everyone went to bed that night, I stayed up and searched for local self-defense classes, anything I thought might help me deal with this situation. Unfortunately all I saw were martial arts/exercise classes, and that wasn’t what I was looking for.

I began to wonder if there was some way I could approach Josiah, convince him to teach me some things, without letting on the reason why. I’d have to do it in such a way that he wouldn’t suspect anything and yet be willing to teach me anyway. My opportunity came when Josiah suddenly slipped his arms around me from behind, gently pulling me back into his embrace. We’d been painting a stretch of fence by the corral; it was still warm enough during the day that the paint would dry without any problems.

“Let me take you out tonight,” he breathed in my ear. “I want you — away from prying eyes.”

I smiled at that and turned in his arms. “When?”

“Now. Let’s call it a day. We’ll get cleaned up, head to town in about an hour. How’s that?”

“Okay.” I smiled back at him.

Josiah nipped his teeth along my neck and said, “You have a suit?”

I cocked my head at him. Suit? He grinned and said, “Swimsuit.”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just bring it.”

“Anything else?”

“That should cover it.”

He seemed a little smug and I wondered just what he had in mind. It was warm during the day, but the evenings were cold now with the changing seasons, and I didn’t relish the idea of a swim in icy waters. But I trusted him, and so I did what he asked.

He told Billy we were running into town for a Coke and would be back before midnight. Billy only chuckled and told us to be careful.

Three of the younger boys were milling around when we left, one of whom was Ethan. He waved us off and gave me a cheeky, knowing grin. I knew the time was fast approaching when we’d have to tell him about our relationship. In my heart I felt that he was ready and would be okay with Josiah and me as a couple. At any rate, he didn’t seem bothered by the idea, and I knew he truly liked Josiah.

“You hungry?” Josiah asked once we were on the road. “We could eat first if you want.”

“I’m game for whatever.”

Josiah chuckled wickedly and said, “Be careful now.”

I grinned at that and allowed him to take my hand in his. He drove down the highway, and then through town, taking his time, shifting with our hands entwined. After several minutes he pulled to the side of the road, behind a big warehouse and turned to me. “Do you trust me?”

I looked at him, saw the gleam of excitement and heat in his eyes, and nodded silently. Josiah reached into the glove box and pulled out a faded blue bandana. I cocked an eyebrow at him and he grinned. “Trust me.”

I grumbled a little, but because I did trust him, I allowed him to blindfold me.

“No peeking,” he warned me.

“Fine.”

We drove for only a couple more minutes and soon he parked and turned the car off. “Hold on a sec. Just wait here.”

He was out of the car, the door slamming behind him. I wondered what he was doing and was thinking of peeking when he opened my door and took my hand, helping me out. It was a little disorienting, not being able to see where I was going, but I took a shaky step forward letting Josiah guide me through the darkness. I heard a door open and then a sudden gush of warm, wet air blew over me. The scent of chlorine was strong as it filled my nostrils. My lip began trembling as I realized where we must be.

Josiah walked me forward, brought me to a stop, and gently pulled the blindfold off, and I saw the pool water before me. He’d brought me to Salmon’s indoor pool. I looked at him. “How?”

“A favor from a friend. He owed me. We have it for the next three hours. Just us. Just you, me, and the water.”

Josiah showed me where the locker rooms were, and I quickly changed into my suit. As fast as I was, he beat me back out to the water. He stood near the edge, his gaze on the ladies’ locker room, watching for me. Slowly I walked up to him, letting his eyes move over me. It wasn’t like Rob; Josiah didn’t make me feel dirty and in need of a shower. His vivid blue eyes worshipped me.

My eyes were busy, too. Josiah wore a pair of grey trunks. His legs were lighter than his chest and neck — a working-man’s tan. They may have been lighter, but they were every bit as muscled as the rest of him, and they were covered in dark red hair. As I looked up at him, I suddenly found myself feeling a little frisky, so when I was a couple steps away from Josiah, I launched myself at him, tackling him, which caused us both to tumble over the edge of the pool and into the water.

I was gratified to hear his startled yelp as the water closed over us. We both reached the surface at the same time. I saw the evil grin on his face and before he could reach me, I’d kicked and moved away from him. Josiah tried to catch up to me, but soon gave up and headed for the side, content to watch me swim.

I was in heaven. My body responded to the workout like I’d never left the water. After several laps, I began to feel the effect my extended absence from the pool had on my body, especially in my arms and legs.

I pushed myself harder and did another five laps. Finally I stopped, my eyes searching for Josiah. He was sitting on the ladder, just watching me. I swam for him, a little slower now that I was feeling my workout.

“Josiah… I… thank you. I can’t thank you enough. I forgot how much I missed this.”

“You’re welcome. I was glad to do it.”

“How long have we been here?”

“We’ve got time yet. Unless you’re getting hungry?”

I was treading water in front of him. “I’m feeling it now. I feel like I could eat a horse.”

“Glad there’re no horses around, then.” He laughed as he climbed up the ladder then offered me his hand.

I was a little shaky as I climbed up to him and was grateful for his assistance. He pulled me to him and reached for my mouth. “Crimson?” he said between kisses.

“Yeah?” I whispered back.

“There’s just one more thing…”

“What’s that?” I breathed, my head swimming in desire.

“Well… this,” he said, just before launching us back into the water.

This time I shrieked, totally caught off guard. He was laughing when my head breached the surface again. I moved toward him, intent on dunking him, but as soon as I was within arm’s reach, the fire in his eyes caught me. He slid me slowly toward him, the water caressing me like silk. His hands were hot on my waist beneath the surface.

Strong fingers splayed across my stomach, feeling the muscle there, skimmed around to my back. Moved up my spine in a slow, tantalizing motion, wrapped around my shoulders, cupped my neck, dragged my mouth to his. Josiah kissed me slowly, making each touch, each nip, each taste of his lips seem somehow like the most intimate of touches, and yet pure and innocent at the same time.

I clung to him, my arms tight to his hard shoulders, my mouth on his, my legs wrapped around his waist. Breath came in short, sharp gasps and I was feeling lightheaded. I became aware that Josiah was pulling away from me, slowly. He’d lean back then reach for my mouth again.

“We should… uh, we should stop…” he mumbled between kisses to my face, my mouth, my shoulder.

Suddenly he ripped himself away from me, swam away several feet, his back to me, his shoulders tight with tension. I silently made my way to the side, gripped the metal ladder, and carefully pulled myself out of the water.

“I’m going to shower and change.” My voice was hoarse, even to my own ears.

Josiah turned to me and nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Before he got out of the pool I’d turned away, walked to the locker room. My shower didn’t take long and Josiah was waiting for me when I came out. I could see he was back in control.

He drove us to Smokey’s Burger Hut after locking up the pool. Smokey’s was a drive-in, fifties-themed joint. We found an open booth near the window and ordered the house guacamole-bacon burger, which was to die for.

We ate in silence for the most part, too hungry to carry on a conversation. Once we had some food in us, I sat back, sipping on my mint-chocolate shake. I studied Josiah, watched him as he ate. And as I studied him I couldn’t help but notice the way people around us were responding to him. There was still that unnamed respect that men showed him. And there were still the heated, interested stares from women, too.

Josiah was doing his fair share of staring also. His deep blue eyes traveled over my hair, my jawline, my collarbone. I blushed under his gaze and Josiah flashed a wolfish grin. Just as I’d worked up the nerve to bring up the idea of learning some kind of self-defense from him, someone stepped up to our table.

I blinked and looked up, noting the official dress, the badge of the sheriff. Remembering what Rob had said about Josiah having a rap sheet, I worried the sheriff was here to give Josiah a bad time. Instead he stuck his hand out, greeted Josiah like they were olds friends.

“How’s it going, Joe?” the sheriff asked.

“I’m doing well, Red. How’re things here in town?”

“Troubling.” Red shifted his eyes to mine; the look in them was warm, friendly. “You’d be Billy’s granddaughter? I’m Red, Sally’s brother, and your granddad’s other partner.”

“Sage.” I nodded, gripping the hand he held out to me.

“I knew your mother. She was one of the finest people I ever knew. You look like her.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.

“What’s troubling, Red?” Josiah asked, attempting to get the sheriff to focus on him instead of me.

Red studied me for a moment longer, then turned to Josiah. “Had a girl attacked last night. She was walking home from the store.”

“Attacked, how?”

“Attempted rape. A car came along, scared her attacker off, thank God.”

“Any suspects?”

“Not as yet.”

“She able to give a description?”

“Just that it was a man, she thinks white.”

“Who is she?”

“Maggie Tyler.”

At the sound of that name, my head jerked. Maggie, that was the name of the girl we’d got Daisy from.

“Is Maggie about fifteen, blonde hair?” I asked.

Red nodded at me, his lips pursed in thought.

“She’s the one we got Daisy from,” I told Josiah. I turned back to the sheriff and asked, “Is she all right?”

“She will be. Obviously she’s pretty shook up. Her daddy’s on the warpath. Wants the animal that did this dead or behind bars.”

“Can’t blame him for that,” Josiah said, taking my hand.

Red focused on our entwined hands and then suddenly grinned at me. “You know you’ve got the tiger by the tail, don’t you?”

“I’m not worried. He seems to be tame,” I replied.

“He is. You’ve got yourself a good man. I’d hold on to him if I were you,” Red said then tipped his hat at us and headed for the door.

I stared after him for a moment, wondering at the respect I heard in his voice. It wasn’t what I’d expect from a law enforcement officer toward someone with a long rap sheet. It was puzzling at the very least.

“You think I’m a tiger, huh?” Josiah teased, bringing my gaze back to him.

I blushed at his question and said, “You do come across as a little untamed, yes. Though, it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“You feel free to handle me any time you want.” The wolf was back in his eyes, causing my pulse to race once again.

I glanced out the window trying to break the tension Josiah was making me feel. I swear he could make ice melt with those eyes. A young woman caught my eye; she was blonde, like Maggie. I felt sick to my stomach now, as I thought about her and what had happened.

“Maggie… That’s so awful. I hope they catch whoever did that to her. She was so sweet.”

“She still is sweet. What that animal attempted to do to her hasn’t changed that fact. And I hope her dad finds him first. Save the taxpayer.”

“It made me think…”

“Think what?”

“I’d like to learn some kind of self-defense. Maybe get a can of pepper spray or something.”

Josiah studied me carefully for a moment and then slowly nodded his agreement. “I can teach you some things. I’ll ask Red where I can get you a can of that spray. I’d like you to postpone your trips to town unless I can go with you. At least until this is brought to a close one way or another.”

I was so relieved he’d agreed that even though I chafed at having to be escorted to town, I was willing to accept his request. I nodded.

“You done? It’s nearly eleven. I told Billy I’d have you home before midnight.”

“I’m ready.”
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH LAY IN HIS bed, propped against the wall, cellphone in hand. He’d dropped Crimson off at the big house about thirty-five minutes ago. He’d showered then slid on some knit shorts before climbing into bed. Lemon and vanilla wafted up from his sheets assaulting his senses, tightening his muscles, creating a deep and burning longing. A need.

He took a deep breath and growled softly. He was waiting for Crimson to text him when she was in bed. She’d told him she planned to shower again, too. Josiah had nearly run out of patience when his phone buzzed. Lifting it, he smiled at her message, “I’m in bed. Thanks for tonight. I miss you.”

“I’m in bed, too. And I miss you. I can smell you.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“It’s a good thing. You’re just driving me crazy is all.”

“Lol. Sorry, Josiah.”

“No worries. I just wish you were here. Right here. Right next to me. Right now.”

“I’m blushing.”

“I’d like to see that.”

“Lol. Oh my…”

“You know I’m not kidding, right? I want you.”

“I know…”

“Good night, Crimson. Sleep well.”

“Good night.”

Long after Josiah and Crimson ended their late night texting he lay awake thinking about her. About what had happened earlier that evening. About Maggie — hoping she was all right. Hoping her attacker would be caught and brought to justice before anyone else was hurt.

It made him sick to think of anything like that happening to Crimson. She’d asked him about getting pepper spray. He thought that was a good idea. He liked the idea that she’d at least have the option of defending herself. He’d talk to Red in the morning, determined to keep her safe.
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Crimson Sage

 

FIVE DAYS LATER JOSIAH and I were working in the tack room, sorting out old stuff, determining what needed to be repaired or replaced, when he said, “I’ve got that can of pepper spray for you.”

“Oh, good. Thank you.”

“When we stop for the afternoon, I’ll run up and grab it for you.”

We worked for another two hours and then called it a day — I needed to get cleaned up before the boys got home, so I’d be ready to begin their tutoring. I was very pleased with their progress. Two of them, Ryan and Kelly, had brought their grades up so much that they were now caught up with the rest of the class; and the other two weren’t far behind. I was proud of them, very proud.

After my shower, I grabbed a water bottle and went to sit out on the front porch and wait for the boys to get home. Daisy ambled over and sat beside me, her amber and blue eyes focused intently down the driveway, watching for Ethan. Five minutes later Josiah joined me and leaned against the railing beside me.

He handed me the can of pepper spray. I began to read the information written on it, wanting to learn how to use it. Beside me, Daisy whined loudly and I figured the bus must have dropped the boys off. I was still reading the instructions when Josiah cursed mildly under his breath and said, “Crimson.”

His tone of voice brought my eyes jerking up to his. Josiah was looking down the driveway. I followed his gaze and it took me a moment to see the problem.

Ethan was bleeding, holding his sweatshirt to his nose. Kelly walked beside him, his hand on Ethan’s back. My heart stopped for a moment, then I leapt up and ran to him. Daisy beat me there; she was alternating between whining and growling, her worry for Ethan evident.

“What happened?” I gasped when I reached him, my hands going to his shoulders to stop him so I could look closer at him.

“Nothing, I’m fine,” he grumbled, shrugging out of my grip, trying to walk past me.

I was stunned by his brushoff and tried again. “Ethan, you’re bleeding. What happened?”

“I said nothing. I’m fine.” Ethan shoved past me, patted Daisy on the head, and continued into the house.

I stood there, not sure just what to do. I walked back toward the house, my steps heavy. Josiah stood at the bottom step; he reached for my shoulder. “Let me try, Crimson. I’m a guy. He might talk to me.”

I nodded and sat down, before my legs could give out. What happened? Why is Ethan treating me like this? Doesn’t he know I’m worried about him?

I was still sitting there, my mind still tied in knots over what had happened, when Josiah returned. Without a word he took my hand and led me away from the house, in the direction of the barn. I was in such a fog it didn’t occur to me to protest. We were just passing the Chevy when I pulled back, bringing him to a stop.

“What happened? What did he tell you?”

Josiah ignored my question and asked one of his own. “Has Rob bothered you at all since that night? Besides the looks?” His voice was hard, not accusatory, just hard. Angry. Worried. I stared up at him.

“What? Josiah, what happened to Ethan? Are you saying Rob did that?”

He studied my face for a moment then he pulled out his cell phone and clicked it on. He held it up for me to look at. At first I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, but then as I took a closer look, really focused, I realized it was Josiah and me at the pool. Kissing. Passionately. Shocked, I looked at him.

“Where did you get this?” I whispered.

“Some boys at the school were talking about you. Saying… things… about you. And me. They teased Ethan, called you names, ran you down. Ethan defended you, called them liars. They then sent him the pictures, as evidence. He attacked the boy who sent it to him. Ethan’s been suspended for the rest of the week for fighting. Billy’s going to the school to talk with them. We’ll need to tell him about us.”

“Oh my word,” I breathed. “What did you say to him? What did Ethan say to you?”

Josiah pulled me into his arms, rested his chin on my head, rubbed my back soothingly. “I told him the truth. That I was in love with you, that I loved him. That I’d never do anything, or let anything or anyone hurt you.”

I pulled my head back to look at him. He’d just said he loved me. Josiah said he loved me.

He kissed my forehead. “I do. I’m in love with you. And I will protect you. I’ll make sure you’re safe. Ethan, too.” Josiah pulled me close again, just held me for a bit.

After a few minutes he took a deep breath and said, “Ethan said he understood. Said as long as I watch myself and treat you right, he’d let us be.” Josiah chuckled at that. “He wants to see you. He’s sorry for how he acted, wants to apologize.”

Ethan was sitting at the table when we came in the back door. He stood up when he saw me and we embraced.

“I’m sorry, Ethan.”

“No, I’m sorry, Sage.”

“I love you.”

“I got suspended. Billy said he was going to the school to talk with them tomorrow. He’s taking me with him.”

“I’m going, too. I want to know who took the pictures, who is spreading them around.”

“We’re both going,” Josiah said. “I’m getting to the bottom of this one way or another. Then there’ll be hell to pay.”

Our meeting didn’t go as well as expected. The principal, Mrs. Kenzy, was appropriately dismayed to find out about the pictures. We ended up finding out that four different boys were involved in distributing the pictures, but they all claimed they weren’t the ones who took them, that they’d been sent to the boys by someone else. They were, of course due to privacy issues, unable to say who that someone else was. All four of the boys were suspended for a week. Unfortunately, due to school policy, Ethan’s suspension was not lifted — fighting was not tolerated, for any reason.

Ethan thought that was cool; he enjoyed his time at home. Daisy enjoyed it as well. He and I talked about my relationship with Josiah; I explained my reasoning for not telling him sooner. Ethan understood, just wished I didn’t feel the need to protect him so much.

“You’re all I have left, Kid. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Sage,” he said. “You have Billy, too if you’d let him in.”

“I know. I guess maybe I just don’t know how.”

“Maybe just go talk with him. You need to tell him what’s going on with you and Josiah, anyway. He’s in his office. FYI.”

“All right, Kid. I’ll go talk with him.”

Ethan smiled at me, gave me a fist bump, and then put up with me pulling him close, kissing the top of his head. Like Ethan said, Billy was in his office; I found him behind his desk, going over some paperwork. I knocked gently, leaned on the doorjamb.

“Sage, come in,” he said. Billy gathered the papers together, stacking them neatly and then placing them in a manila folder.

“I don’t want to interrupt you.”

“You’re not. What can I do for you?”

“I… uh… wanted to talk to you about something.” I wasn’t sure exactly how to broach the subject of me and Josiah.

“Sure, whatever you need.”

I came inside and sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

I smiled nervously. “Josiah…”

“Sage, stop,” Billy stated. “Look, regardless of what I think about him or you, you are an adult and so is he.”

“What do you think of him?” I couldn’t help my curiosity. Rob had said he had a rap sheet, that he was dangerous, that he’d go to jail. If that was true, how could Billy have him here?

“I think the world of him. He’s a fine man. He’s like a son.”

“And his rap sheet?” I whispered.

“Rap sheet?” he chuckled. “He told you he had a rap sheet?”

“No,” I shook my head. “Someone… someone else did.”

“They were just messing with you then. Josiah hasn’t had any problems since high school. He’s been a model citizen, and an able, reliable employee. I haven’t told him yet, but I intend to name him as a partner on the ranch.”

I sat there, stunned. Rob had been lying. Of course he’d been lying. He was a snake. I should’ve known that, should never have believed that about Josiah.

“I’ve been aware of your attraction to each other for a while. So long as he treats you right, and your relationship doesn’t interfere with the ranch, I have no qualms about the two of you. I trust him. I trust you.”

“Okay. Well, thanks.”

I stood up to leave, but he stopped me. “You got a minute?”

“Sure.”

“Come with me.” Billy led me out of the house and around to the garage. I’d never been in the garage before. It was always locked up and the windows were papered over. Billy’s keys jingled as he found the right one to unlock the door. He pushed the door open and flipped a switch to the right of the door. Lights flickered on and off for a couple moments before catching and staying on. In the center of the room was a car of some kind, covered in a brown cloth tarp.

Billy turned to me. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while. I’m not sure just why I held on to it, but I guess if you don’t want it…”

He pulled the tarp off, and once the dust settled I was able to see more clearly. The car was older, white, a convertible.

“It’s a ’67 Pontiac Firebird. It was your mom’s.”

It took a moment for the shock of his words to penetrate my mind, and then the tears began to fill my eyes. It had been my mom’s car. Billy was giving it to me. Turning, I threw my arms around him. Billy was briefly startled, and then his arms came around me; he held me, let me cry, and awkwardly patted my back. When I’d pulled myself together some, he opened the driver’s door for me then left me alone, said he’d let Josiah know where I was.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH STOOD IN THE barn doorway; his dark gaze focused on the boys playing hoops in the backyard. On one boy in particular. He still didn’t have any idea how Rob had done it, but he’d have bet money the little blond punk was the one who’d taken and disbursed those pictures of Crimson and himself. He ground his jaw in agitation. He was restless. Angry. He wanted to crush something. Preferably that piece of crap, Rob. They’d be tangling soon — he could feel it.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Good Friends

 

Crimson Sage

 

BILLY TRACKED JOSIAH DOWN, told him he was needed in the old garage. Josiah arrived a little breathless, not sure what to expect. To his shame, the first thing he’d noticed was the car, then me, then my tear-streaked face. I couldn’t help but grin and hiccup over his obvious admiration of the Firebird. His eyes roved quickly over the frame, taking in every little detail; as he came around to the driver’s door he knelt down beside me, took my hand in his, and asked what was wrong.

Josiah’s concern started a fresh round of crying. He pulled me up, lifted me into his arms, and then sat down, me on his lap. He let me cry, let me get it out of my system, let me use his shirt to wipe my tears. After a few minutes, he gently brushed the pads of his thumbs across my eyes and asked again what was wrong.

“This was my mom’s car,” I whispered thickly through more tears. “Billy just gave it to me.”

“Bit overwhelmed, huh?”

“Yeah, it was just so unexpected. And generous. Did you know he had this?”

“No, I’ve never been in here before. He’s always kept this place locked up nice and tight.”

“I don’t even know how to feel about it. I mean, I’m so thankful. But, it’s painful, too, ya know?”

“I do, and that’s what I’m here for. I’ll take the pain. He’s not trying to hurt you, you know that, right?”

“Of course.”

We sat together in silence; Josiah rubbed slow soothing circles on my back. My emotional level began to recede and in its place I felt a sliver of excitement flicker to life inside me. I have my mom’s car! She’d have driven this when she was my age. Billy’d had it all this time.

As I thought about my mom, I remembered a picture she’d had. She kept it in the top drawer of her dresser. She’d been sitting on the hood of this car, wearing denim shorts, a bikini top, hair pulled back in a ponytail. Sunglasses on. Her smile had been infectious. I remembered that I’d asked her about it. Mom had looked at the picture, studied it for a moment, and then brushed it off, said it had just been her first car; she wasn’t sure just why she’d kept the picture.

“Billy give any indication if this thing runs?”

“No. He just told me what kind it was, said it had been Mom’s”

“I can take a look at it if you want. See what she’ll need.”

“Would you? Josiah, thank you.”

“Crimson… kiss me.”

Josiah pulled my head around to meet his. His mouth was soft, gentle. Tender.

“I’d do anything for you. I hope you know that.”

He kissed me again, let his mouth linger over mine in an agonizingly slow dance, before pulling back. He ran a finger down my nose and then tapped my needy lips and grinned.

Then he held up a set of keys, kissed my nose, and said, “Billy just told me to make sure I locked up after we were done. I’ll pop the hood, see how she looks, see what I might need, then we’ll get to work on her tomorrow.”

“We can’t tomorrow. It’s Halloween.”

“Right… the day after then. Let’s take a look. Go ahead and pop the hood,” he said as he stood up and set me on my feet.

I reached up and pulled his face down to mine and kissed him hard. “Thank you. For being here. For being strong.”

“I’ll always be here, always be strong, for you.”
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BILLY DIDN’T ALLOW THE boys to go trick-or-treating, but he did take them every year to the school Halloween/Harvest party. Ethan dressed as a vampire, and I dressed as an elf from the Lord of the Rings. Josiah flat-out refused to dress up, but he did go with us. Even though he was there as chaperone, we managed a few quiet minutes to ourselves away from the boisterous crowd, either in a darkened corner or outside when Josiah walked around the gymnasium to make sure no one was messing around. He enjoyed my legs encased as they were in the dark, stretch material, and played with the ties on my shirt, grazing my collarbone and neck, driving me insane.

Josiah and I cheered Ethan and Kelly on as they competed in a pie-eating contest, and then again as they played a couple rounds of bowling with pumpkins. The atmosphere at the school was electrifying, the excitement palpable. I’m sure the boys had too much candy, punch, caramel apples, and pumpkin pie, but they only got to do this once a year, so I was glad Billy made a point to take them.

Throughout the night, my mind kept straying back to Mom’s car. I was eager to get busy on it, to start her up, to hear her run. I woke up early the next morning and went out to the garage. After unlocking the door, I turned the light on and went to sit behind the wheel. I didn’t need to adjust the seat — our legs were the same length. I gripped the steering wheel and stared through the windshield. Everything was dusty; I’d have to do a thorough cleaning on it, inside and out. I reached over and opened the glove box. Several papers and pictures fell out. Quickly gathering them, I shuffled them back together in a neat stack and began going through them.

Josiah found me there about an hour later; he’d brought coffee and a toolbox.

“Thought I’d find you here, and I doubted you’d stopped for coffee.” He leaned down to kiss me as he handed me the steaming mug.

“Thank you.” I smiled at him through our kiss.

“Whatcha got there?” He nodded at the papers on my lap, the passenger seat, the dash.

“I found these in the glove box. They’re letters, pictures of Mom’s. A couple are phone numbers, written on a napkin. I guess she was popular.”

“If she looked like you then I can see that.”

I blushed under his gaze. I held one of the pictures out to him. “Look at the date on this one. This was taken the year before I was born.”

Josiah took the photo, studied it. There were three girls in it. Mom was in the center, one friend on either side of her. The car was parked in the background. Mom was blowing a kiss at someone.

“She was cute, but you’re hotter.” He handed the picture back to me, and then turned to open the big garage door. “Let’s get busy.”

Josiah worked for several hours on the Firebird. He changed the oil, the filters, sparkplugs, checked all the wires for corrosion, and changed the battery. While he worked, I got Windex and leather cleaner and began cleaning the inside. I gathered all the papers, the pictures, even any leftover trash, and put them aside to take in later. I wanted to ask Billy about the pictures — get names, dates, and locations from him — and share them with Ethan.

I was in the backseat, wiping the seats down, rubbing the cleaner in, giving the red leather a shiny, healthy glow, when my cell phone rang. Suddenly One Direction’s What Makes You Beautiful was blaring at me, alerting me to Gracie’s call. I saw Josiah’s head pop up, his eyebrow lift in curiosity.

“Hey, Gracie!” I grinned at him as I answered.

“You’re sounding awful chipper. What’s new?”

“Hold on a sec,” I said as I snapped a quick selfie of me in the car and sent it to her.

Her reply back was, “Has that hot boy finally got you in the backseat of his car?”

“Dork. No, this is my car. He’s under the hood. I’m in the backseat, cleaning.”

“Too bad he wasn’t under your hood in that backseat. That’d be something to get excited about.”

“Psht. You’re such a pervert. Listen! Get this — Billy gave me Mom’s old car. From when she lived here. It was her first car, and it’s mine! Can you believe it?”

“Whoa. That’s pretty awesome.”

“Right?”

“Well… now the reason I called won’t be all that cool. Dang.”

I chuckled at her now dejected sounding voice. “What’re you talking about?”

“Well… I told Mom and Dad I wanted to come see you. So, if you’d be so kind as to swing into Boise to pick me up, I’ll be there on the 22nd.”

“No way!! Are you freaking kidding me?? You’re coming here? Gah!! I’m so excited. I can’t wait to see you.”

“Me, too. Then I can get a firsthand look at your hottie bad boy.”

“How long can you stay?” I asked, ignoring her comment about Josiah.

“I gotta be back on the thirtieth. But, I’ll be there through Thanksgiving. We can make pies again, like we always do. Can’t break tradition just because you live in another world now.”

I laughed at her description of Salmon. She’d looked it up online and was dismayed it was so small. Knowing how she felt about small towns, I was beyond thrilled she was coming out to visit me. I reminded myself to tell Billy about her impending visit when Josiah and I went in for lunch. Billy had no problem with it, said it’d be nice to have her.

Josiah worked extra hard and got the car ready before Gracie was due to arrive; he made sure the tires were safe, the brakes in good shape. He said she had a nice, healthy sound.
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IT WAS COLD; I could see my breath in the air as he rolled the Firebird out of the garage. Everyone was gathered around. Billy and Ethan stood, one on either side of me, eager to see and hear. Josiah stepped forward and handed me the keys.

“It’s all you now, Crimson.”

Cautiously, I slid behind the wheel, closed the driver’s door. Josiah climbed in next to me on the passenger side. I took a deep breath and then turned the key. The Firebird rumbled to life, sputtered a little then caught, her engine roaring loudly for a minute before idling quietly. I let my breath out in a rush. I looked out the window and saw Billy wiping a tear from his eye. Everyone was cheering.

“Put her in gear. Let’s take her down the road a bit. See how she goes,” Josiah told me.

Moving the gearshift, I turned the wheel and drove the car slowly around the house and down the driveway.

“We’ll need to get the plates renewed, but I think you’ll be set. She’s a nice car, Crimson. She suits you.”

“I think so, too.” I smiled. “Thank you so much for getting her running, Josiah. Just, thank you.”
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JOSIAH BROUGHT ME INTO town the next morning and I was able to get new tags for the car. Thanksgiving was just two weeks away. The boys were all anxious to be out of school for break. Gracie would be arriving soon. I was counting down the days, not realizing before just how much I’d been missing her. Josiah and I left early in the morning on the 22nd. He drove us to Boise in his car; I didn’t know how mine would do, and didn’t want to risk breaking down and leaving Gracie stranded at the airport.

We arrived in Boise just before one o’clock, and decided to get something to eat before we went to the airport. After we finished eating, I glanced at my phone and saw we still had some time to spare so I talked Josiah into taking me to Barnes and Noble. He was content to let me peruse the shelves; he held my hand, or kept a hand at my waist, a finger in my back pocket. He let me know when we had a half hour until her flight arrived. I made my choice and purchased two books.

We waited for Gracie at the baggage claim, and I couldn’t help but remember the first time I’d seen Josiah standing here. I glanced up at him over my shoulder; he stood behind me, his arms wrapped around me; his eyes were already on mine. Josiah grinned, his thoughts in accordance with mine.

He leaned down slowly and pressed his lips to mine; one hand was splayed across my stomach, his fingers gently clutching, the other moved up to cup my cheek; his thumb brushed over my lip. He meant it to be simple, soft, a tender reflection of his inner feelings, but as his mouth, warm and firm, moved gently over mine, I reached up and pulled his head closer to me and he deepened the kiss. Without lifting his mouth he turned me to face him and tugged me closer.

“Um… excuse me. Come up for air, Sage. At least to say hi…” came a voice near my shoulder.

Josiah growled a little, warning the intruder to back off. I recognized that voice though, so I reluctantly pulled away from him and spun around to be grabbed and pulled into Gracie’s embrace.

“Holy crap! I’ve really missed you,” she said.

I held her at arm’s length to get a good look at her. Then I pulled her back and held her tightly. Tears were falling and I just couldn’t seem to stop them. “Gracie, I’ve missed you so much. It’s so good to see you. I can’t believe you’re here…”

“Uh-huh. You’d still be attached to lover-boy there, if I hadn’t interrupted you. Security was getting ready to call the fire department.”

I laughed at that and was able to stem the flow of the tears before I performed the introduction between Josiah and Gracie. I could see her evaluating him; she didn’t bother to hide the fact that she was scanning him from head to toe, deciding exactly what she thought. As much as Gracie enjoyed a cute face, a nice body, she didn’t let those things blind her to their faults. She wanted to see how Josiah and I were together, how he treated me, if he was making me happy. I knew she’d reserve final judgment until she’d seen what she needed to see.

We gathered her bags, and Gracie didn’t travel light. In addition to her carry-on, she had three additional bags, one of which she said was shoes.

“A girl needs shoes, Sage. Just because you’re out in the sticks, doesn’t mean you should stop wearing shoes.”

I grinned at her and Josiah took my hand; we headed out to the car. Gracie took the backseat, choosing to sit right in the middle, just to be able to keep an eye on Josiah and me I’m sure. We stopped for dinner and then headed back to the ranch.

For most of the drive I sat with my back to the door, so I could talk with Gracie better; Josiah rested his hand on my leg, as that’s what he could reach. Occasionally I’d catch him glancing at her in the rearview. I could see he was puzzled by our friendship.

Gracie and I were day and night different. I’m quiet, have a slender build, and though I have my own sense of style, I’d never be in the same ballpark as Gracie. She was loud, in both her voice and personality. Her rich chestnut hair was cropped to her chin and was as straight as could be. Her makeup was always perfect. Her fashion sense was generally right out of the latest magazines.

I’d puzzled about it myself a few times. Gracie and I were different, but somehow, we just clicked. We fit. And as I helped her lug her over-packed and heavy bags up to my room, I had to remind myself how much I loved her.

It was well after midnight before we finally fell asleep. Gracie told me she would wait until her second night here before she’d make me dish on Josiah. I felt a small amount of relief at that statement.

The next morning we surprised everyone by making French toast. It was something Gracie and I used to do when she spent the night, and it just seemed fitting. Besides it was nice to give Sally some time off from kitchen duty.

Josiah came in, his eyes seeking mine before he even reached for coffee. I was a little confused by the look in his eye. He studied my face, looking for something and somehow seemed relieved to find it there. Before he even went to the coffee pot, he walked right up to me, and in front of everyone he took my face in his hands and kissed me. Vaguely I heard the catcalls, the whistles, the clapping hands. Then I heard Gracie.

“So… this is a thing with you? The kissing? It’s like it never ends. How do you all deal with it?”

I grinned because I knew she was only kidding, but I caught a look in Josiah’s eye. Like he was worried I might take her teasing comment to heart, like I might change my mind about him. It made my heart clench — I needed him to know that would never happen. I squeezed his hand and laughed at Gracie and said, “Jealous much?”

“I am.” She sighed theatrically.

I grinned up at Josiah and asked if he was hungry. He kissed my forehead and went to get his coffee.
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Josiah

 

GRACIE WAS NOT WHAT Josiah had been expecting. She was the opposite of Crimson in so many ways. He wondered about their friendship, how it worked out. He didn’t have any close friends; he was dependent on himself alone. And he was a little worried about her. What her impression might be of him, what her influence might be with Crimson. Gracie looked like she came with a high price tag. And maybe she’d look down on someone like him, think her friend could do so much better. Josiah wouldn’t disagree with her on that point; Crimson could do much better, but he didn’t plan on encouraging her in that thinking.

On the drive home from the airport, Josiah could feel Gracie’s eyes on him. She sat in the back seat, behind him, just watching. He didn’t feel condemnation from her, or even judgment, but she was definitely taking his measure. He decided that even if she did try and steer Crimson away from him, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. Josiah decided to wait and see what the morning brought. Crimson and Gracie would have had an entire evening together, to talk and discuss their relationship.

When he entered the kitchen the following morning, his eyes sought Crimson’s, searching for any changes in their pale-brown depths. He felt the relief melt through him, like hot honey, as the only thing he found in her eyes was the same warm heat she always had for him. He was so relieved that he forgot everyone else around them, forgot the boys, forgot Billy. He stepped up to Crimson, took her face gently in his big hands, and kissed her soundly.

It was the sound of loud jeering that brought him back into reality. Blinking, he lifted his mouth from Crimson’s and gave her a satisfied, wolfish grin, hoping she wouldn’t be upset by his public display of affection. Crimson reached out and took his hand, gave it a squeeze, reassuring him and causing his heart to swell in affection and pride. Josiah kissed her forehead and then headed for the coffee pot, feeling much relieved and on top of the world.

Later that morning he told Crimson to take the week off while Gracie was there visiting. He wanted her to have ample time with her friend.
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Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH RECRUITED ROB AND Adam to be his helpers so that I would be free to spend my time with Gracie while she was in town. I was relieved in a two-fold way. I was thankful to spend that time with Gracie, and it was nice not to have Rob hanging around all day long, too. Gracie and I stayed in the house for the most part, baking and watching movies, reading books, or just talking.

On her third afternoon here, it began snowing lightly and she had a wild hair to go out in it. So we bundled up and walked around for an hour or so. I showed her the barn, the horses, my car. I could tell that despite the fact that Salmon was remote and the ranch even more so, Gracie was enjoying her stay. She took several deep breaths, relishing in the cold, fresh air.

We were standing on a small knoll; the ranch house was about a hundred yards in front of us. I’d just finished telling her all I’d learned about my past. Gracie knew me so well, knew I didn’t want to hash it out anymore, knew I just needed acceptance.

“It’s so quiet out here,” she breathed.

“It takes some getting used to.”

“I like it. I didn’t think I would. I thought I’d feel too exposed out here, too isolated. But, I don’t.” She was quiet for a minute then said, “I’m glad you’re here. I hated it at first, hated you’d moved so far away from me. But I think this place is good for you.”

“I’m glad I came, too. Glad Billy invited me.”

“Glad you met Josiah.”

“Yeah, I’m glad about him, too.”

Gracie chuckled, as though what I said was an understatement. And I guess, really, it was. I was way more than glad. I was euphoric. I was at peace. I was energized. I was in love.

“I hear hot chocolate calling… and maybe brownies,” she said, and so taking my hand in hers we headed back to the house.

Gracie and I went to bed a little earlier than our normal after-midnight time, the night before Thanksgiving. Of course we stayed up and talked. Gracie had fallen in love with Daisy, being a dog lover herself, and had asked Ethan if she could sleep with us for one night. Ethan had reluctantly agreed, but Daisy seemed fine — especially as Gracie made sure to bring some of Daisy’s treats to my room. And I had to admit, there was something rather comforting about having a dog in the room with me.

“So… Josiah,” she started.

We were lying side by side in my full-size bed, bundled under three thick blankets. The snow was still falling and the moon was a shadowy glow peeking in the window. The snowflakes brushed lightly against the frosted glass; we could hear it on the roof as well.

I turned my head to look at her and waited for Gracie to finish her thoughts on Josiah. I found my defenses rising — I didn’t want her badmouthing him.

“He’s not what I expected,” she admitted quietly. “Not your usual type.”

“No, he’s not,” I agreed.

“There’s something rather untamed about him.”

“I know. And I’m sure he could be very untamed if he wanted to, but he’s always been careful with me. He’s never made me feel anything less than completely confident in him.”

“You sleep with him yet?” she asked after a minute of silence.

“I haven’t changed that much.” I rolled my eyes silently; amazed it had taken her this long to ask.

“Still clinging to your innocence, huh? Gonna be a virgin and all when you get married?”

“That’s still the plan.”

“And, he’s cool with that?”

“We haven’t talked about it.”

“Say what? That boy? That hot stud who can’t keep his eyes or hands off you or his tongue outta your mouth. That boy hasn’t tried to get in your pants?”

“Gracie. Please. Josiah isn’t like that.”

“So, is he a virgin?”

“I don’t know… we haven’t talked about it.” I leaned up to look at her. “This is something important to me — for me. I don’t know how Josiah feels about it… I don’t know what his beliefs are. I…”

Daisy had been lying on the rug beside the bed when she suddenly jumped up and growled softly. I turned to look at her; she was staring at the door. We watched the door for a moment; I put my hand on Daisy’s head, to calm her so I could hear. After a brief moment of silence, we distinctly heard the bottom step near my door squeak. Daisy began growling again and ran to the door.

I quickly scampered out of bed and tiptoed quietly to the door, pressed my ear against it. I listened carefully, but didn’t hear anything. I took Daisy’s collar and quietly opened the door and peered into the dark hallway. I didn’t see anything or anyone, so I pulled Daisy back and silently closed the door again. My heart was pounding. My pulse was racing. Someone had been outside my bedroom door. I didn’t have any proof as to who it was, but I had a pretty good idea.

“That was weird and a little spooky,” Gracie said after I’d climbed back in bed. “Please tell me I’m not staying in a haunted house.”

“No, it was probably just one of the boys, getting up to get a drink of water or something.”

Gracie wasn’t all that convinced by my explanation, but she didn’t make any further comment. We soon succumbed to sleep. Daisy would alert us if anyone came back.
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THANKSGIVING WAS A BEAUTIFUL affair. We ate too much food, watched football, laughed, and talked. I’d expected to be sad and maybe a little depressed, but I wasn’t. Whether due to Gracie being here, or because of Josiah, or Billy, I just felt good. Peaceful. And I was thankful for it.

I watched Ethan closely for signs of sadness, but he seemed emotionally sound. At one point during the afternoon, I was seated next to Josiah on the couch watching the game, and Ethan sat down beside me. His gaze was focused on the screen. A little bit of cool whip was stuck to his chin, and I couldn’t help but smile. Daisy ambled over and sat at his feet. I turned my gaze back to the television and then felt Ethan take my hand. He squeezed it gently, just held it.

Josiah tightened his arm around my shoulder, in a one-armed hug; I looked up at him and he smiled, his lips lifting at the corners, a twinkle in his eye. He leaned over and placed a kiss just above my ear, inhaled slowly and then just as slowly let his breath out. My eyes rolled back in my head just a little, and then my head dropped to his shoulder. He tucked his chin over me, and slowly the food coma began setting in, and next thing I knew Gracie was shaking my knee. “You guys gonna sleep the rest of the day right there, or what?”
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON WAS CURLED UP asleep on his bed. Josiah stood there, looking down at her, studying her. Enjoying her. Her tanned legs beckoned him where they peeked out from beneath his sheets. The moonlight spilled in, blanketing her in its glow. Her blonde hair was spread out across his pillow. Her shirt had slid down off her shoulder, enticing him.

Silently Josiah removed his shirt, leaned over, and slowly knelt on the bed. Her scent ripped him, enflamed him further as he drew closer to her. His mouth found her thigh, and he inhaled, drawing her into himself. Slowly he kissed her, moving enticingly upwards.

Crimson moaned softly in her sleep, stretching cat-like. Her golden-brown eyes flickered open and he watched as the fire began to build in them. She rolled to her back, reached for him, pulling him closer. Josiah growled in anticipation. His mouth found hers; they tangled and danced…

Crimson was shaking. Pulling away from him. He blinked; his eyes opened against the glare of the bright sunshine. Gracie was leaning over Crimson, shaking her awake.

Just a dream.

He’d just been dreaming. His dark eyes glared at Gracie in irritation.
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Crimson Sage

 

I BLINKED GROGGILY AND tried to remember where I was and what day it was. Somehow I’d slid over, closer to Josiah. My back was against his chest; he had one arm wrapped around me, across my chest. Our hands were joined; we’d both fallen asleep.

“Come on now, you love birds, we’re fixing to get a snowball fight going and we need all hands on deck.”

“Seriously, Gracie?” I grumbled, “I was having a really great dream.”

“Yeah, well, by the look Josiah is shooting at me right now, he was too. Now get up. Go get changed, or I’ll drench you in snow right where you sit.”

I groaned and complained under my breath as I moved to comply with her request. Josiah stood and in silence helped me to my feet. He kept one hand at my waist, to steady me as I swayed; his fingers gripped me lightly. Gracie gave me the stink-eye before turning around and heading outside.

“Don’t even think about going back to sleep. I mean it.”

Still grumbling, I turned toward the staircase. Josiah allowed me to move away from him; his fingers grazed along my skin until we were at arm’s length then his hand gripped mine and jerked me back to him. His mouth found mine, and he kissed me like he was drowning and I was oxygen, clung to me like I was his life raft. I sensed an almost desperation in his touch. An urgency. Josiah kissed me breathless. As suddenly as he’d begun, Josiah ended our kiss.

“I was having a good dream, too.” He looked at me through his lashes, his lips curled in his sexy, wicked grin, and my stomach clenched around all the butterflies wreaking havoc there. I chuckled nervously and waited for him to release me.

Josiah kissed my forehead and let me loose. “I’ll wait for you. Go on.”

I ran up the stairs, trying to get my pulse under control. You’d think after all this time, getting used to the way Josiah kissed me, that I’d be better at controlling my responses to him. Instead, he still managed to stun me over and over again. And as I wriggled my snow gear on, I reflected that my reactions were not a bad thing.
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JOSIAH’S BIRTHDAY LANDED ON Black Friday this year. He thought it was a fitting day for him. I was determined to get him to see himself in a better light. Less black, at least. Since I’d met him, he’d turned my life a nice glowing, golden red. He filled me with heat. With warmth. Before I met him, I hadn’t thought I’d ever feel warmth again. I talked Billy into taking us into town for pizza and ice cream to celebrate.

The Pizza Palace didn’t offer one of those birthday packages where the staff come and sing Happy Birthday to you and you get a free slice of cake. So I had Gracie pick up a cake at the grocery and we all sang Happy Birthday as loudly and as off-key as we could. The other patrons joined in as well, and soon we’d incorporated the entire establishment into our party. I was pretty sure that no matter what happened to us in the future, even if we didn’t last, Josiah would remember this birthday with pleasure. Knowing someone went out of their way to show him he was treasured.

For Josiah’s birthday I gave him a gift certificate to the tattoo parlor he preferred, called Grey Sky Designs — he’d been talking about getting another one — he’d sketched out a sweet anchor and compass tattoo that he wanted to get on his left forearm. Billy gave him money toward getting his car painted, and Ethan and the other boys had pooled their resources and gave Josiah a Ford baseball cap with a blue ‘65 Shelby on it just like the one on Josiah’s poster. Even Gracie got in the spirit and gave him a picture she’d snapped of him and me; she’d had it framed and everything.
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JOSIAH AND I TOOK GRACIE to the airport the day after Black Friday. She and I cried as she stood in line at the security checkpoint. We promised to come see her as soon as we could. Tears were still falling from my eyes even after we were on the road and heading home. Josiah held my hand and let me cry. We stopped on the way back and got milkshakes; it was becoming our thing when we went to town.

“What do you say about a swim later tonight?” he asked as we pulled into the driveway.

“I could use one, that’s for certain.”

“I’ll pick you up about eight, then?”

“Sounds perfect.”
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH LIKED GRACIE. She was funny and interesting. And she loved Crimson very much. Josiah thought she accepted him, even approved of him. And that pleased him.

Thanksgiving was… well, it was the first time Josiah had felt like he had a family to celebrate with. He’d celebrated the holiday before, here at the ranch — been included in the festivities; Billy had always made him feel welcome. But this year, it was Crimson who made the difference. It wasn’t just that Josiah was welcome, but that he was wanted.

Crimson made him feel needed and wanted. She was the tie that held him, the glue that bound him. And yet she acted like he was the thing she needed. He caught the looks, the need and longing in her eyes. Heard the peace and relief in her voice. Felt it in her touch. He wished she knew just how much he needed her as well.

 


CHAPTER NINE

The Cravings of Life

 

Crimson Sage

 

LAST YEAR I’D THOUGHT my body had been made for one thing — water. Swimming was the ultimate high for me. I was like a fish in water; I was home there. I still loved water, craved water. Craved the challenge, the resistance, the way I was able to push my body past all my preconceived ideas about its limits. But, in these last several months I’d discovered another craving my body had been made for — Josiah. He brought a whole new realm of challenges, a new level of resistance, a new way to push myself, a new home.

My eyes searched for him as I completed my last lap. My breath was coming in shuddering gasps, some of which I was certain was due to the amount of food I’d consumed a few days ago. Josiah sat on the side of the pool, his feet in the water. I slowly made my way over to him; his eyes were already trained to mine.

“How d’you feel?” he asked as I glided closer.

“I can feel it. I need to stay more active, I think.”

Josiah chuckled and said, “I’ll see what I can do to help you with that.”

I blushed under his gaze, and my pulse sped up.

“You done? Wanna get going?” he asked.

“Sure,” I replied as I reached for the ladder.

I climbed out, and Josiah handed me my towel. I changed quickly, taking less than ten minutes to be back at his side. He eyed my still-damp hair critically.

“You got a hat?”

“No, I’ll be fine,” I assured him.

“Here, take mine,” Josiah said he pulled the black beanie from his head and handed it to me.

It smelled like him, like his spicy shampoo. I tried to be inconspicuous as I sniffed at his scent. His low chuckle alerted me to the fact that he’d noticed. I quickly stuffed my hair into the hat and after a heated once-over he led me out to his car.

When we arrived back to the ranch, it had started to snow again. “It’s only ten. You wanna come up for coffee or something?”

I blushed a little, thinking about my recent conversation with Gracie. I couldn’t help but wonder what he had in mind. Josiah caught my slight hesitation; his eyebrow lifted; I read the questions in his eye.

“Sure,” I agreed. “That sounds good.”

“You sure, you’re sure?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Just… making sure.”

“Okay.” I chuckled.

Josiah opened the door to his loft, flipped on the light, held the door for me. “Make yourself comfortable,” he said.

I walked to the center of the room and stopped. My eyes shifted between the couch and his bed.

“You want something other than coffee to drink? Tea? Water?” he asked, pulling my gaze to him.

“Coffee sounds good.”

Josiah turned to his stove; he grabbed his silver tea kettle, filled it with ice-cold water from the tap and turned the burner on high. When he turned back around I was still standing in the same spot. “Crimson?”

“What would you say if I told you I needed a shower?”

Josiah quietly studied me for a moment or two. I could see several thoughts racing around in his head. Finally he said, “Towels are in the cabinet next to the sink.”

“That’s it?”

“Do you need something else?”

“No, I mean… You don’t have any other thoughts about me showering at your place?”

“I’ve got plenty of thoughts about it. I’m trying not to think too hard on them.”

“So… you won’t think I’m making a play? Or think I’ll want you to make a move? Or, that this is a prelude to sex?”

“Not if you don’t want me to.” Josiah slowly walked toward me, his deep blue eyes never once leaving mine. When he stood before me, he lifted his hands to my shoulders. His grip was gentle, but firm. His thumbs rubbed back and forth, causing shivers to run up and down my spine.

“Crimson,” he said. “You can trust me. You want to lock that door, I won’t be offended.”

“Josiah, I…” He stopped my words with a gentle finger across my mouth.

“Shh… I want you, make no doubt. But, I see the line you’ve drawn. I’m not crossing it. I promise.”

“It’s just… I’m a virgin.” I closed my eyes as I blurted that statement out.

I heard his slow, deep intake of breath, felt it when he released it again. Felt the way his body stilled, locked down for a moment. His shoulders, his arms, became tight, rigid.

“I guessed as much,” he admitted after a moment then leaned forward placing kisses along my cheekbone, across my eyes, down my nose, to my mouth. “Will you be disappointed if I’m not?” he asked against my neck.

I shook my head no.

“Go get your shower,” he stated, stepping back from me. “We aren’t having sex tonight. Even if you begged. So don’t bother asking.”

I chuckled as he nudged me toward the bathroom; the teapot was just beginning to whistle as I closed the door behind me. When I was finished, Josiah was seated on his couch; he’d turned it to face the large window. The moon was full tonight; snow still sifted gently down. I had my hair wrapped in a towel and I’d snagged his brush from beside the sink. My coffee sat, still steaming, on the coffee table — he must have warmed it for me. I sat beside him. “You mind if I use your brush?”

“Not at all.”

I pulled the towel from my head, and began carefully brushing through the tangles. With my hair being so pale blonde I’d learned early on that showering after a swim was vitally important to prevent it from turning an ugly shade of green. Josiah watched me for a minute or two and said, “How was my shower?”

“Nice.”

“I’ll bet it was. I did my best… not to imagine you in it… I’m not perfect though.” He chuckled darkly at himself, at his weakness. “I’m afraid I’ll be picturing you there from now on, clothed in steam…”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I remained silent. Josiah moved suddenly and climbed behind me, took the brush and began gently working through my hair. The action was at the same time both relaxing and exhilarating.

“Why?” he asked me out of the blue. “Why are you still a virgin? What’s your reasoning?”

“Who says I have a reason? Maybe it’s because no one has asked me before.”

Josiah gently pulled my head back, lifting my face up to his. He lowered his mouth to mine and spent a few minutes kissing and nibbling me.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “I don’t think so. I’m sure you’ve had plenty of opportunity. You’ve made the choice to remain innocent, and I’d like to know why.”

He released my hair and I lowered my head, stared out the window.

“It’s the way I was raised,” I said finally. Josiah continued brushing my hair, the bristles massaging my scalp, relaxing me. “My mom believed it was important. She’d been a virgin… all the way up until someone stole that from her. I only learned that last bit about her after she’d died, when I read her journal.

“She’d told me, back in junior high, to respect myself, to respect and honor my future husband and the vows I intended to say to him, by remaining a virgin.

“I remember asking her, ‘Won’t he think I’m inexperienced? I’m going to get married and not know how to please my own husband. I won’t even know what I’ll like. He’ll be disappointed in me.’”

I felt Josiah’s hands as they tightened, clenched in my hair; the brush stilled for just a moment before he continued. “No man in his right mind could be disappointed in you, Crimson. I’m dead serious about that.”

“You’re not disappointed that we won’t be having sex?”

“Disappointed? No.” I saw him shake his head from the reflection on the window. He chuckled darkly suddenly. “Do I want to have sex with you? Yes. You bet I do — more than you can possibly imagine. Am I disappointed in you because you have a standard and morals? Heck no.”

“Thanks,” I whispered.

“No, thank you. I wish I could offer you a similar gift. I can’t. But I would if I could. And, the way I look at things is, you didn’t say never. You only said not until you’re married. That’s a workable goal, an attainable goal.”

My hair was by now free of tangles and nearly dry, so Josiah sat beside me again.

“Will Billy be angry, do you think if I stay here, on your couch tonight?” I asked as he pulled me into his shoulder, arranging a blanket over us.

“Guess we’ll find out — and I’ll be on the couch. You’ll be in my bed. I’m starting to like you there. I have a vivid imagination, and I’ve been remembering you there from last time. It’ll be nice to have the reality for a change, at least to some extent.”

We sat there for a couple more hours. I drank my coffee slowly, just savoring the moment, the time with Josiah.
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON IS A VIRGIN. Innocent. Pure. And he could be her first, her only, he hoped. Josiah sat and chewed over that information for a while as he watched her sleeping in his bed. Her admission had caught him a little off guard, especially as she responded to him with such passion. Absently he pulled on the small black hoop in his right eyebrow, just thinking, absorbing all she’d shared with him. A feeling was growing in his chest — a strong and powerful feeling of possession and protection.

She was in his bed. Again. And again he liked her there, wanted her to remain there. His vivid dream flashed in his mind, stirring him, teasing him without mercy. He wanted to be there with her. Even though he’d guessed, maybe deep down he’d known somehow, that she was a virgin, he was still a little shocked by her admission to him that she was, in fact, innocent, had never been with a man before. Not that he thought she looked impure, or anything even remotely like that; she could have been with a dozen guys and would still have looked as beautiful as she seemed to him, as wonderful and as, well, pure. It was more that he’d never met anyone over the age of fifteen who had claimed to be. It was not something he’d ever run into before.

He imagined her strength of character was immense. To stand by that self-imposed rule really took a lot of integrity and a strong will. He was impressed. Immensely impressed. And thankful. So very thankful. The world tended to snicker and chide at people like that, like her, people who lived differently from them. Like somehow their standards and morals were personally offensive. And yet, she’d stood firm. Resolute. She blew him away.

He wished he had something of equal value to offer her. But, he’d squandered that gift a long time ago. And there was nothing that could be done about it now. He could offer and show her respect though. He could honor her decision. Not make things more difficult for her, not make unfair demands of her. Josiah wanted something else as well. Wanted to give her something else. His innocence was long gone; he searched through his mind for something else of value he could offer, aside from honor and respect. After an hour, as he continued to watch her sleep, he reached the conclusion that he could give her whatever knowledge and skills he had. No matter what it was, if she wanted to know it or learn about it, if he knew it and had that knowledge, he’d offer it to her. Freely.

He decided he’d start today…
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Crimson Sage

 

EVENTUALLY I MUST HAVE fallen asleep; I don’t remember anything else, not falling to sleep, not how I arrived in Josiah’s bed, not until I woke up, with the sun shining through the window, reflecting brightly off the snow. I rolled over, my eyes searching for Josiah. He wasn’t anywhere. I sat up and glanced to the bathroom; the door was cracked open, but the lights were off. Josiah’s loft wasn’t that big, so it didn’t take long to realize he wasn’t there. I checked the time and saw it was after nine.

Crap. I must have been really tired. I thought as I scrambled out of bed. I quickly washed my face in the bathroom sink and then returned to his bed and made it. I was just searching for my shoes when I heard steps outside his door. I heard the lock turn and then the door opened.

Josiah stepped inside, carrying two plates. “Good morning.”

I was suddenly shy for some odd reason. Blushing, I mumbled, “Morning.”

“I brought breakfast.” Josiah set it on the bar in front of one of the stools. “Coffee’s still hot. Sit down I’ll get you some.”

I did as he asked and watched him as he moved about the tiny kitchen. After a moment he sat next to me and we began to eat. “Billy say anything?” I asked him between bites.

“Yeah.”

I blushed again. “Well? What did he say?”

“He said to give you this and to tell you he installed a lock on your door, for added privacy.”

“What?”

“Billy installed a lock on your bedroom door, for added privacy. He asked me to give you the key.”

“Yeah, I heard that part. Did he say why?”

“Nope.”

“Did he say anything about where I stayed last night?”

“Nope.”

“Do you think he will?”

“I’m not worried about it.”

“You’re not?”

“No, are you?”

“I don’t know. I mean… I’m an adult and all, but I’d imagine he’d have an opinion about this… and you and me.”

“I’d imagine,” Josiah agreed. “Look, I told you before — we’ve done nothing wrong. I won’t act as though I have. You shouldn’t either.”

“Okay,” I agreed; no reason to worry about it, really. “What’s on the agenda today?”

“You. Me. And Trigger.”

Trigger, I knew, was one of the ranch horses. I wondered what Josiah had in mind for us today that involved the horse.

“Um… okay. What are we doing with him?”

“You’re going to learn to ride him.”

“What? Nuh-uh. I’m not riding that horse.”

“Crimson,” he said, his voice soft and reasonable. “You’re going to learn to ride today.”

“I don’t want to learn to ride.”

“That’s because you never have. Once you try it, you’ll love it.”

“No, it’s because I just don’t want to ride horses.”

“Are you chicken?”

“No.”

“I think you are.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully.

“I. Am. Not,” I ground out.

“Prove it.” He locked his eyes with mine.

I glared at him. How did he always manage to get me to bend to his will? He’d maneuvered me into a corner and now I was trapped. And he knew it.

“Fine. Whatever. But if I get hurt, it’s all your fault.”

“You won’t get hurt,” he reassured me.

“So you say.”

“So I know.” He was confident.

“Again.” I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

“I told Billy you’d be gone all day, with me.”

“Look, if I’m going to play cowboy with that horse, I refuse to do it where the boys are going to see me land on my butt.”

“Already taken care of. You’ll ride behind me, until we get to a place I know and you’ll learn there, away from prying eyes.”

At first that sounded like a good plan. Then, I wondered if that was truly a wise decision. What if I fall off and need medical attention? I bit my lip and watched as his eyes followed the movement.

“I like that lip the way it is, Crimson,” he said. Josiah reached out and ran a thumb over said lip, then leaned in and gently kissed me. He kissed me slow and easy and deep. My head whirled and I couldn’t remember what I’d been worrying over. It was hard to stay focused when his mouth moved over mine, his tongue touched and tasted, his teeth nipped playfully.

“No fair,” I breathed.

“Very fair. This is all I get to do. I’m going to make sure I do it well. And often. And you have a mouth that was made for kissing.”

“I trust you.”

“I know.” He grinned. “Let’s get going.”

I helped him clean up our breakfast and then went to brush my teeth with a borrowed toothbrush. Josiah gave me one of his hats and a sweatshirt. Both had his scent, and I loved it. He then handed me one of his jackets. Between his clothing and the looks he kept giving me I doubted I’d feel the frozen air at all.

Josiah must have already been to the horse barn, because when we got there Trigger was standing outside his stall, already wearing his saddle and bridle. Josiah mounted first and then offered me his hand so that I could climb up behind him.

Instinctively I wrapped my arms around him and leaned into his back. Trigger sidestepped a little nervously, and I remembered hearing or reading once that horses could smell fear on people. I tried to calm myself down by breathing deeply and in doing so caught another enticing whiff of Josiah. My fears eased and I was able to relax enough to enjoy the ride with him.

The snow wasn’t that deep, maybe a foot or so; some areas were deeper than others. Trigger didn’t seem to have any problems with it. He seemed eager to go and moved out willingly into the crisp white morning. As close as I could tell we rode for over an hour, following some unseen trail that only Josiah and Trigger seemed to know about. We rode across a small creek that I was sure fed into the pond back behind the ranch house. Josiah then took us through a narrow canyon that ran for maybe thirty feet. It was much cooler in there, in the shade of the towering rocks and cliffs. The wind was brisk as it blew over us and I couldn’t help but shiver. Josiah dropped a hand to my thigh and rubbed it encouragingly.

“We’re almost there.”

“Okay,” I breathed against his shoulder.

The canyon opened into a small valley that was, for the most part, free of snow. Against the far wall stood the remains of an old log cabin. Most of it had caved in at some point, but it looked like someone had cleared some of the debris away and built a small fire ring. I saw wood that had been cut and stacked near it. Josiah rode right up to the cabin and then stopped.

“I found this old place a few years back. Billy said I could check it out, see what I could find. I’ll get a fire started and then we’ll get busy with your lesson.”

Josiah was in his element out here. As I sat back and watched him expertly start the fire, with minimal effort, it occurred to me that he seemed to be in his element no matter what he was doing. I’d watched him in many varied activities, from fixing fence, to automotive repair, to tractor driving, to teaching me how to drive a stick, to starting a fire, and now to teaching me how to ride a horse. I found myself trying to peg him, to classify him, but I was unable to.

Josiah was a puzzle. A delicious puzzle. He wasn’t a cowboy — no Wranglers, no western boots, or cowboy hat. Yet he was comfortable with horses and ranch life. He wasn’t a farmer either, and yet he knew his way around farm equipment and crops.

I carefully looked him over now as he showed me once again how to mount Trigger. Today he wore faded blue jeans that sat low on his hips. The material hugged his butt, not to the point of being indecent, maybe just to the point of being obscene. Obscene because he looked so darn good in them. The denim was neither too tight, nor too loose. His dark, red hair was hidden under a deep grey beanie and his muscles were covered in a couple layers of flannel and knit.

He was rugged. Like Gracie had said, he was untamed and just the thought of him caused me to shiver in excitement.

Josiah wasn’t a jock, but he was fit enough and clean enough he could have passed for one. He wasn’t punk or biker, but with the piercings, the tattoos, the moody eyes, and the muscle he could’ve been. Josiah, I decided, was his own class of man. His own breed; he was one of those rare guys who were supremely confident in themselves as men, completely and thoroughly at ease in their maleness.

He caught me looking at him. Those blue eyes sharpened, focused on mine. “You play dangerous, Crimson.”

I drew in a deep breath and shook my head. “Not really, I was just deep in thought.”

Josiah dismounted, dropped the reins, and stepped up to where I’d been standing, warming by the fire, warmed by watching him. “And, what were you thinking about? There’s heat in your eyes.”

My breath caught. Here, again, he was completely at ease with himself as a man. Completely at ease with how a woman should respond to him. Another facet of him to consider and solve. “I was just trying to figure you out.”

“And what conclusion have you reached?”

“That you’re your own breed. You’re not like anyone I’ve known before.”

Josiah studied me quietly. His blue eyes strayed from mine, slowly moved down to my mouth and focused there for a minute before continuing downward, to where my heart was now pounding in my chest, as if he had x-ray vision and could see it thundering there. His gaze flicked back up to mine and he said, “I don’t think you’re ready to know me completely yet. We’ll both have to be patient. Let’s get you on that horse before I run out of patience.”

I hated to admit it, but Josiah had been right. Riding a horse was fun. Trigger was patient, responsive, and well behaved. Josiah was instructive and informative. It didn’t take me too long to discover that riding horses had its own rhythm. At first, after I was in the saddle by myself, I felt a little unstable. Like I might slide off one way or the other. With Josiah absent, I had nothing to grab on to except the saddle horn, which didn’t feel as reliable as Josiah had. But, after several minutes, I was able to adjust and move my body in the correct patterns.

We stayed there in the little valley for another hour. Josiah had me saddle and unsaddle Trigger. Then we mounted again; this time he rode behind me as we headed for home. About twenty minutes after we’d left the mouth of the canyon, we came to a clump of bare white birch trees. Josiah had his chin resting on my shoulder, his arms around me. I was maneuvering Trigger around the trees, just skirting them, when Josiah went from relaxed to alert in the span of a half a second.

“Hold up,” he said, sitting up straight.

I pulled Trigger to a stop and Josiah slid down from behind me. He quickly made his way to the trees, scanning the area.

I watched him in silence, wondering what had triggered his attention and agitation. Josiah scouted around, his gaze on the ground. He walked down our back trail a little ways, then turned and came back to me.

“Josiah, what’s wrong?”

“I think someone may have followed us out here.”

“Who?” I asked, looking around.

“Not sure yet.”

The tone of his voice gave me the impression he did know. I looked at his face as he prepared to mount the horse; his blue eyes were hard, flinty. His jaw set. His nostrils were flared. Josiah was definitely irritated. I wondered if he suspected Rob. I couldn’t imagine why Rob might have followed us today, but then again, I couldn’t figure out who else might have been interested in what we were doing either.

A couple times on the way back, Josiah had me stop and he’d get down to check something out, then without a word he’d remount and we’d be on our way again. Other than those brief stops, we rode the rest of the way back to the ranch in silence.

Josiah and I unsaddled and tended to Trigger, and I gave the golden gelding an extra scoop of grain for all his efforts.

“Hey.” I nudged Josiah’s shoulder where he stood, leaning against the open barn door. “Everything all right?”

“I want you to promise me something, Crimson.”

“What?”

“Promise me you’ll let me know if anyone here bothers you. Rob especially. You’re a beautiful woman on a ranch full of pubescent male youths and testosterone-fueled young men. Things can happen. If any of the boys here is in any way inappropriate, whether by word or by action — I want to know about it.”

“Do you suspect one of them of following us today?”

“Those tracks I saw led back here. Someone from the ranch followed us and spied on us.”

“Who?”

“I have my suspicions, but no proof.”

“Is that why Billy installed the lock? Did you ask him to do it?”

“No,” he shook his head.

I studied Josiah for a couple moments, trying to decipher the look in his eyes. We heard the back door slam shut and we glanced toward the house. Billy stood on the patio and waved us over to him.

“Crap,” I said weakly. Josiah chuckled, took my hand, lifted it to his lips, nipped me with his teeth as he winked, and then led me to the house.

“What’s up, Billy?” I asked as we got closer. His eyes looked worried or anxious about something. I wondered if we were about to get a reaming for where I’d stayed last night.

“Something happened,” he began. “Ethan…”

I didn’t wait for him to finish. I raced into the house, yelling for Ethan, fear tearing through me. I heard the pounding of someone following me. I could hardly breathe past the lump in my throat. I was starting to see spots, my panic over Ethan’s safety making me lightheaded and dizzy. I skidded into the living room; my eyes flashed around the room then landed on my brother who was calmly seated on the couch. His right arm was bound tightly in a black brace and sling.

I grabbed the wall next to me, almost falling in my relief to see he was in one piece. Josiah’s strong arms encircled me, held me up, held me against him.

“Ethan,” I breathed. “What happened?”

I can always tell when Ethan is lying. His eyes won’t quite meet mine. And as I looked at him in concern, needing to know what happened, and that he was all right, I noticed that he looked right through me. His grey eyes focused on the space between mine, and my heart clenched tightly in my chest.

“Just clumsy, I guess. Fell outside with the guys. Slipped in the snow.”

I drew in a breath, about to question him, to call him out, but Josiah stopped me with a pressure to my side where his big hands were holding me. Reluctantly I pulled my gaze from my brother and looked up at Josiah. His deep blue eyes told me to wait, to let Ethan’s explanation stand for right now. I nodded slowly, and he kissed me just above my ear.

“Well, Kid,” I said calmly, “next time… be careful, all right?”

Ethan sagged a little in relief, and said, “Yeah, I will. I promise.”

Kelly sat beside my brother and he caught my eye and nodded. Daisy sat at Ethan’s feet, practically wrapped around him. She’d picked up on the tension and the fear, and she was on high alert. I let Josiah lead me back out to the patio where Billy was waiting for me. Josiah leaned against the railing, pulled me into his arms and we faced Billy.

“What happened?” Josiah asked quietly, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Kid won’t say. Just that he slipped outside.”

“Bull crap,” I spit out.

“That’s how I figured it, too, Sage.” Billy took a sip of his coffee then said, “I was in the kitchen, getting more coffee. The boys were all outside, throwing snowballs and the football around. Then, I heard raised voices. They seemed angry, but I couldn’t tell who was doing the yelling. I finished what I was doing and was just heading back out when I heard The Kid scream. I hoofed it out to where they’d gathered out by the barn. Ethan was on the ground. Kelly was on his knees beside him — in a defensive position. The others were grouped around him.

“I asked what happened and I got silence. I asked Ethan and he said he’d slipped and fallen. I got him to the clinic. Left Sally here with the boys to keep an eye on things. Bentley had a meeting in town. I got back only just before you two arrived.”

“Someone followed us, today. I’m guessing, while Sally was in charge of things, one of them slipped away and followed us — well more Crimson, than me.”

“On foot?”

“Horse.”

“It’d have to be one of the older boys then.”

“I figured as much,” Josiah said. “Question is, why would one of them follow us, and does it have anything to do with what happened to The Kid?”
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Josiah

 

NOW MORE THAN EVER, Josiah wanted to take the fight to Rob. He spoke with Billy again about his concerns; Billy agreed dishearteningly but he maintained that without proof or evidence they didn’t have a leg to stand on. He said they’d just have to be more vigilant, keep Rob under surveillance.

Josiah decided it wouldn’t hurt to make Rob aware of the added scrutiny. He found the seventeen-year-old the following day, loitering inside the barn. Josiah walked right up to him, crowded him, forcing him to step back.

“You so much as think about touching her, or Ethan again, and you’ll answer to me,” he growled at the younger man.

“You threatening me, Josiah?”

“I’m warning you, you piece of crap.”

“I ain’t scared of you, man. You know you can’t touch me and I know it, too. So back the heck off.”

Rob stood tensed and ready. Josiah held his gaze, not backing down. Rob grinned and stepped casually around Josiah. He paused at the barn door and over his shoulder said, “Tell Sage I said hello.”

 


CHAPTER TEN

Forgiven

 

Crimson Sage

 

THE SNOW ONLY LASTED a few days then a change in the weather brought with it warm winds that melted the ice and dried everything out. Billy said not to get too excited, this was only a lull in the weather — more cold, and snow, and ice were certainly coming. Either way, I enjoyed the break. For a week the temperatures hovered just below sixty during the day and just above freezing at night. Of course we had the wind to deal with. For the most part it was just a mild breeze, but then we had a couple days where the wind kicked up, reaching speeds upwards of sixty miles per hour.

Josiah grumbled about all the extra work the wind was creating for him, but I reminded him that I’d be helping, so he wouldn’t be alone doing that work, and besides, all that extra wood made for more bonfires. And I liked bonfires, especially with Josiah beside me to share them.

Josiah swung the ax, embedding the head deep in the tree trunk with a loud thud. He left it there and turned to me, a wickedly exciting gleam in his blue eyes. I was sitting on the tailgate of the Chevy. Josiah had been chopping the wood while I loaded it in the truck. I was caught up with my part and had been waiting on him. Without taking his eyes from mine he removed his gloves and tossed them on the ground; he stretched a little, letting his muscles move enticingly, knowing how it affected me. I couldn’t keep the heat from my cheeks or the hitch from my breath. He stepped closer and moved between my legs, slid his hands up my thighs, moved them around to my hips, and gripped me there. His fingers flexed firmly, then he jerked me to him.

“We don’t need all that wood to make a fire,” he rumbled against my mouth, his voice low and rough, his lips hot and a little dry.

I couldn’t stop shivering. Not because I was cold. I was so far from cold it wasn’t even funny. How was it even possible to shiver like this when I was burning up? Josiah created his own special kind of fever in me.

“Every time I look at you, every time I smell you, feel you, taste you, I’m on fire.”

I slid my hands up his back, feeling the smoothness of his skin, the firmness of his muscles, reveling in the way he responded to my touch. Today his beanie cap was navy blue and a close match to his eyes. My hands moved to the back of his neck and I gently eased the cap off, running my fingers through his dark ginger hair.

“You are pretty hot, Ginger.”

Josiah reared back a little, to get a better look at me. My eyes trailed over the dark stubble on his jaw.

“Ginger?” he asked.

I chuckled. “That’s what I called you, at first, when I didn’t know your name, in my head, at least.”

“I see.” He leaned down and kissed me again, tugging gently at my bottom lip. I felt that stubble now, an abrasive caress against my skin.

“You don’t mind, do you?” I breathed.

“Not particularly.”

“You don’t think it sounds too feminine?”

“As long as you don’t think I’m feminine, then I guess I’m fine with it.”

“And if I did?” I teased him.

Josiah gently pushed me back down on the bed of the truck.

“Well, Little Red, I’d have to convince you real hard that I wasn’t,” he said as his gaze moved over me. I watched him as he watched me. Felt it like a physical touch as his eyes slid over me.

Any other guy I’ve known would have taken advantage of me in that position. At the very least they’d have copped a feel and groped me. Josiah never did. Not one time had he allowed his hands to brush against me anywhere that might have been considered a personal and private space. I marveled at him, that he respected me so fully. That I could trust him so completely.

“Wait,” I said, raising up on my elbows. “Little Red? How do you figure that? My hair is blonde — far from red.”

“You’re my Little Red. Little, because compared to me, you are. And Red, because of your name. Crimson — Red.”

I’d never had a nickname before, not from a guy at least. My parents had called me Tadpole, because of my love for water. But never had a guy given me a nickname. I liked it. I couldn’t keep the stupid grin from my face. Josiah correctly interpreted the look on my face.

“I take it you don’t mind?”

I shook my head silently at him, positive that stupid grin was still on my face.

“You like it?”

“Yep.”

“All right, Red. Let’s get busy. I keep telling myself I need to keep my hands off you, but it’s getting harder and harder.”

We worked another couple of hours chopping and loading the wood from six trees that had fallen in the windstorm. It took three pickup loads to get it all moved. Josiah and I tossed the wood from the truck, and the boys stacked it in neat piles. I looked around for Ethan, but didn’t see him anywhere. Kelly was closest to me so I asked him. “You seen Ethan?”

“Yeah, he’s watching the tube.”

“He all right?”

“Seems to be,” he shrugged as he reached for more wood.

I’d asked Ethan several times about his arm, how he’d fallen, how it’d gotten broken, but each time he would vaguely brush aside my concern and reiterate that he’d just fallen. I stared in the direction of the front room, where I was sure he’d be sitting; five days ago he’d discovered Billy’s collection of The A-Team on DVD and had been steadily moving through them. My eyebrows were drawn in concern; Josiah nudged my shoulder and said, “Go on in. Check on him. I got this.”

“Thanks,” I said as I hopped down from the truck.

I took a minute in the kitchen to make sure I was calm, to not give away my suspicions about him. I stuck my head around the corner. “Hey Kid. I’m making more coffee. You want some?”

Without turning to look at me, Ethan said, “Nah, I’m good.”

I frowned in silence and quickly finished my coffee before joining him on the couch.

“How’s the arm?”

“Fine.”

“Not bothering you?”

“It itches a little.”

“I hear that’s normal,” I agreed.

Ethan’s response was more silence. For a couple minutes I watched him as he watched Hannibal, B.A., Murdock, and Face bring their plan together. My eyes took in his curly, slightly shaggy, light-brown hair that was right on the cusp of needing a cut and looking adorable. Ethan’s grey eyes were sharp, intuitive, and a little haunted. Absently he stroked Daisy’s head where it rested in his lap. I grinned grimly and tried to think of a way to get him to open up to me about what had really happened.

A furious, sick feeling had settled in my heart that he was maintaining his silence for my protection. Ethan was generally a peacemaker, not wanting trouble. That was why his getting suspended had been such a big thing for me — it was just so unlike him. He could get along with most anyone. And now this thing with his arm. His vague answers, his refusal to meet my eyes, all made me doubt what he’d told me. And yet I had this gut feeling that to push him might put him in more danger. Ethan was obviously standing between me and someone else, trying to protect me; I was sure.

I wished there was some way I could get him to understand that I could take care of myself, and besides, I had Josiah firmly in my corner, in Ethan’s corner too, for that matter. Turning back to the TV, I was content to watch it with him in silence. When the current episode was over, as Ethan was skipping to the next one I said, “Hey, Kid? You know I love you, right?”

Ethan glanced in my direction, and nodded.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you, and Josiah won’t let anyone hurt me. You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” he whispered.

“If you ever need something, you can always come to me, or to Josiah.”

“’kay.”

“You need anything before I head back out?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Ethan grinned at me. I tried not to notice that the grin didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I really like this show. It’s pretty good.”

“Yeah, it is. You take it easy. I’ll see you later.”
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CHRISTMAS WAS TWO WEEKS away and the tutoring was finished. I still helped the boys with their homework, but only as they needed it. I knew I was going to have to find another job. I mentioned it to Billy and he told me again that it wasn’t necessary. I knew he meant well, but I wanted to work. Josiah had things on the ranch handled fairly well. It was obvious to me that my help wasn’t really needed there. I went with him mainly to have something to do and to spend time with him. I started scouring the want ads looking for any kind of employment.

Salmon was a small town, so the pickings were slim. I just figured I’d keep looking and maybe something would come up after Christmas.

Three days before school let out for the Christmas holiday it began to snow again. I was happy and annoyed at the same time. This time the snow was sticking. Standing on the porch, my hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee and Josiah’s warm, strong arms wrapped around me, I contemplated the big, fluffy, white flakes.

“You need to learn to drive in it at some point. May as well be now.”

Josiah’d been trying to talk me into learning to drive in the snow. I’d been fervently praying this would be a mild winter and that the need to learn to drive in the snow wouldn’t be necessary until next year. That maybe the little bit of snow we’d already had would have been it. I sighed deeply as I realized that prayer wasn’t being answered, at least not to my satisfaction.

“Come on, Crimson. Now’s the perfect time. The boys are at school, no one around to make you uncomfortable.”

I groaned in response.

“You’re scared,” he stated quietly. I shrugged silently in response. “Crimson, I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”

I grumbled a little more and let him lead me down the steps and out to the Chevy. I climbed up behind the wheel and sat still for a moment, just staring glumly out the windshield. I had a sudden inspiration. “Wouldn’t you rather we go up to your loft and make out? No one’s around to bother us…”

Josiah studied me carefully. I saw the heat beginning to build in his blue eyes and thought for just a moment that I’d succeeded. At least until he said, “You must be scared to use that sort of tactic to distract me. And any other time I’d take you up on that offer, but this is important. You need to know this.”

I let my head drop forward onto the steering wheel. Then taking a deep breath, I pushed in the clutch and started the engine. Driving in the snow wasn’t that different from driving in any other condition, all things considered. I had to start and stop a little slower, take more time, but other than that, there really weren’t too many differences.

Of course Josiah had me practice sliding and how to correct those. I’ll admit the spinouts and donuts were fun. He had me drive to town, and even though it was barely above freezing we still got our milkshakes. As I drove slowly back to the ranch I’d been thinking and decided to share my thoughts with Josiah.

“I need to talk with Billy.”

“About what?”

“About… everything, really.”

“Everything?” he questioned.

“Yeah. About my mom, me, the accident… you.”

“Everything,” he agreed.

“Yeah.”

“You want me to be there?”

“I think it’d be easier to have you there, but I also think it’d be best if I talk to him on my own, ya know?”

“I’m always here for you.”

“I know.”

My opportunity came two days later. Billy asked me to drive him into town while the boys were in school. He needed to pick up some prescriptions and he thought it’d be good practice for me. We drove the Chevy again as it was the safest in the snow. We were just a few minutes from town when I worked up enough courage to begin a conversation that was ripe with emotion for both Billy and me. I glanced over at the older man; he was staring out the window like he was deep in thought.

Taking a firmer grip on the steering wheel, I said, “Hey, Billy?”

“Yeah?” he said as he glanced over in my direction.

“What happened? Between you and Mom?”

Billy took a deep breath and then let it out just as slowly. “Ignorance and pride,” he sighed quietly. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I just wanted her to not hurt anymore. I had nothing against you, Sage. At that time, I never really thought a whole lot about that being a baby. The pregnancy was just the evidence of the… pain Terri’d already suffered.

“I didn’t know how to respond when she said she wanted to keep the guy’s baby. I couldn’t figure it out. Nothing made sense.” Billy rubbed his eyes tiredly.

“She felt that I was as much a victim as she had been,” I softly explained.

“Yeah, I know. She wrote and told me about it later on. I asked her to come home, but… your momma — she was a proud one. And tough. Always had been. Took after her momma. She had to be. So it was my ignorance. I should have known better. About the pregnancy, about her feelings, her pride. I should’ve known better. My ignorance, her pride.”

I chuckled a little. Mom had always been strong and proud. She stood on her own two feet, had no problem speaking for herself. I don’t know what she was like before her rape, but after she was strong. Really strong and tough.

“I’m not mad, Billy,” I said quietly. “And if you need it, I forgive you. Really, there’s nothing to forgive. I don’t blame you.”

Billy cleared his throat and sniffed a little, nodded his head, and took another deep breath. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, barely more than a whisper. “Thank you.”

“I’m not mad at you, but I’ve been pretty mad at her. All of this, my existence, you, my real identity… I just wish she’d told me herself. That’s been hard. I’ve been so confused.”

“I can imagine. I know she’d intended on telling you. She told me that. It was just hard for her to talk about. She’d been afraid of hurting you, that was all. She’d been protecting you for so long, it was hard to know when to stop.”

“Yeah, she mentioned that,” I replied as we pulled into town.

“You seem to be adjusting all right. Especially lately.”

I blushed lightly and said, “Yeah, I am.”

“Josiah. He’s a fine man. That boy has come a long way, and you’d be hard pressed to find someone better,” he stated.

As we pulled into town he said, “Just swing into the Saveway and I’ll run in. I’ll be back in a moment.”

After I dropped Billy off at the front door I found a parking spot and waited for him. He was only gone about fifteen minutes, but I still had plenty of time to think about all we had shared. When Billy climbed back into the truck, I started her up and headed back for home.

“Did you ever suspect anyone? When Mom was…?”

“At the time, to me, because she was my baby girl, everyone was a suspect. Terri gave as best a description as she could, but it wasn’t much to go on.”

“Do I… do I look… like anyone she knew then?” This thought had bothered me a lot. Had I been a constant reminder of her attacker?

Billy looked over at me. His older blue-green eyes slowly slid over my face, lighting on several features, finally he met my gaze and sighed. “You’re a lot like she was. Same facial features, same frame. Your hair is lighter and your eyes… your eyes are different.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You’re thinking about someone, aren’t you?”

Billy tightened his jaw, ran a hand through his thinning hair, and said, “There was a boy. He was a friend of Terri’s boyfriend, Jon. He had eyes like yours. And his hair was that same shade of pale blond.”

“You think it was him?”

“I don’t know, Sage. I guess it doesn’t really matter much now. Terri’s gone.”

“What was his name?”

“Lance. His name was Lance McDaniels.”

Josiah was waiting for me when we got back. Billy headed inside to do some more paperwork; it seemed like there was always some form to fill out on one of the boys. I told Josiah I’d be right back and ran upstairs to my room; I had an idea. Mom had boxed up lots of pictures that I hadn’t gone through yet. I wondered if that guy, if Lance was in any of them; if I might recognize him because he looked like me. I gathered up the box with all the photos and headed back out to Josiah.

He arched a thick brow at me when he saw the box, but after looking at me carefully, he must have seen something in my eye, because he just took the box from me. He held it easily under one arm, then took my hand in his and led me to his apartment. I went to his couch and sat down. Josiah placed the box on the coffee table in front me.

“How about some coffee?” he asked quietly.

I nodded and bit my lip, my gaze on the box; I was a little scared of what I’d find. What if I did find a picture of Lance, and he did look like me? And what if I didn’t? As my mind went over everything in my head, I was vaguely aware of Josiah as he made our coffee. It seemed just moments later when he sat down beside me. He sat the coffee down and waited.

“Crimson,” he said; his deep, rough voice softly caressed over me. “Hey, why don’t you tell me what it is that we’re looking for?”

I blinked my eyes and looked up at him. I saw the concern, the emotion in his dark blue eyes. I took a slow, deep breath and said, “We’re looking for someone who looks like me.”

Josiah studied me silently. I saw the speculation, the awareness, the understanding. “Someone who looks like you.”

“Yeah,” I whispered looking down at my hands where they rested in my lap. “He’ll have my color hair and eyes. His name will be Lance.”

“You think he might be…?”

“Yeah.”

“Crimson, look at me.” When I didn’t, Josiah gently took my chin in his grip and turned me toward him. “I’ll help you look, but I don’t care what we find. You are and will remain the most beautiful person in the world to me. I need you to know that.”

I felt the tears slip from my eyes and I quickly wiped them away, and nodded.

“All right, let’s do this,” he said as he reached for the box and slid it closer to us.

“Billy said Lance was a good friend of Mom’s boyfriend, Jon. So I figured there might be a picture of him together with them.”

We went through every photo in the box. It took us over an hour. There were several photos that had Jon and Mom in them, but none with a pale-haired boy — I wondered if that was significant. There was one photo that made me wonder. Mom and Jon were standing close together, their arms around each other. They were smiling. The picture had been torn. About one-third of it was missing. In the part I had, there was a shadow of someone else standing there with them, but the image was the part that had been torn away. I stared at that picture for a long time.

Josiah reached for the photo; gently he tugged it from my grasp and set it down on the coffee table. Then he pulled me to my feet. Blinking, I looked at him.

“You’ve been staring at that picture for close to an hour. Let’s take a break. C’mon, I’ve got a surprise for you.” He kissed me gently and led me down the stairs.

When we stepped outside I saw that the sun was going down; the sky was lit in beautiful shades of pink and coral, violet and orange. I hadn’t even realized how late it had gotten. I must have missed dinner, missed Ethan getting home. I felt bad about that.

Josiah led me to the horse barn. Waiting in front of it was Trigger; the big gelding was hitched to a sleigh — a real, honest-to-God sleigh. I stopped in happy surprise and turned to Josiah.

“It’s the perfect night,” he shrugged. “Gorgeous sunset, beautiful woman at my side. It’s not too cold. We’ve got a few thick blankets, and I packed us a couple sandwiches and some hot chocolate.”

“When did you do this?” I asked, my eyes taking it all in.

“You were pretty focused on those photos,” he chuckled. “You never even noticed when I left. I just thought… well, I thought your mind could use a break. You know, just relax a little and we’ll look at it again tomorrow with fresh eyes…”

I threw my arms around Josiah and said, “I don’t deserve you. You’re so good to me. Thank you, Josiah.”

“No, thank you. And, it’s me who doesn’t deserve you. Besides, I’m hoping this will give me some brownie points and I’ll be able to steal a few kisses from you tonight.”

I smiled at his teasing and let him help me into the sleigh. After we were settled and the blankets were wrapped around us, he urged Trigger on. It was by far the most romantic night of my life. And yes, I let Josiah steal a few kisses — I may have stolen a few from him as well. And the shadow, along with the missing person and part of that photo were relegated to the back of my mind.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH SAT ON HIS couch, deep in thought. He’d already taken Crimson back to the main house; she’d texted him when she was upstairs. It bothered him that she was in that house with Rob so close, but he reasoned that she’d be essentially safe with Billy. And he was always no more than a text or phone call away. After he’d put Trigger away and had the sleigh back in the shed, he’d gone upstairs and showered. Now, he sat there, holding a steamy cup of coffee and that photo, the one that had held Crimson’s attention for so long. His chest was bar e and already dry; he was still wrapped in his towel, but didn’t even notice the chill in the room.

As he looked at the picture, Josiah wondered if indeed the reason it was torn was because Crimson’s mom hadn’t wanted to see her rapist. And, if that was the case, and Crimson did resemble him, how hard must it have been for her to see Crimson each and every day? He thought it was interesting that if Lance had been Jon’s best friend that there weren’t any pictures of him. It made him wonder. Then again, it could have been a girl in the photo, maybe someone her mom had been friends with until that friendship ended; it was hard to tell from the shape of the shadow. It could have been anyone, and it could have been no one. Either way, he loved his girl and hated seeing her upset over this. And, even if she did, in fact, look like the man who’d raped her mom, she was still the most beautiful and precious thing in all Creation to him. And nothing could ever change that.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mistletoe

 

Crimson Sage

 

A WHITE CHRISTMAS SEEMED almost cliché, but that’s what we ended up with. Everyone stayed up late on Christmas Eve watching all the Christmas classics on television before we stumbled up to our beds with sleepy eyes. Ethan wrapped his arms around me on the upstairs landing and whispered, “Love you, Sis.”

“Love you, too, Kid.”

Josiah called me at 12:01 to wish me a Merry Christmas. He told me to come to the window and look outside. Even though I’d just fallen asleep, I couldn’t be angry with him for waking me up. I grinned as I stumbled out of bed and quietly made my way to the window. I rubbed the fog from the glass and peered out into the snowy night.

A glowing message, written in candle light that spelled out the words I love you, waited for me in the snow. Josiah stood in front of the message just below my window. In his arms he held a large bouquet of red roses. My eyes welled up with tears as I took it all in. Josiah pointed to the back door and I nodded to him. I quickly grabbed my robe and slid on my slippers before heading downstairs. Silently I crept to the backdoor; Josiah waited for me on the porch.

My fingers were all thumbs as I struggled with the doorknob. Finally I had it open and threw my arms around him. Josiah held me tight. “Merry Christmas, Little Red.”

Hiccupping through my tears, I whispered, “I love you, too.”

“Think Billy would mind if you stayed over?”

I raised my head to see if he was serious and the light in his dark blue eyes made them burn with a blue fire. “I promise my intentions are pure. Your virtue is safe with me. I’d just like to spend this time with you. In a few hours this house will be full of noise… I’d like you to myself for a little while,” his voice slid over me as he nuzzled my neck and tugged at my jawline with his teeth.

I looked down at my outfit. “I’m not really dressed…”

“Yeah, I was trying not to notice that,” he groaned into my hair. “Run up and grab something to wear tomorrow. I’ll wait. Don’t worry about changing now. Just hurry. I have another surprise for you.”

I ran back up the stairs as quickly and quietly as I could manage. I needed something, a jar or large glass to put the roses in. I scanned my room and came up with nothing, then headed to the bathroom. Thankfully I’d left a mason jar I’d used for iced tea a couple weeks back on the floor. I rinsed it out and filled it with cold water, then put the roses in it, taking a moment to smell them again. I set them next to my bed and stepped back to admire how they looked. Then I grabbed a clean pair of jeans and a sweater in a muted shade of red and then my snow boots. I turned out my light and then locked my door behind me. I carried everything back out to where Josiah was waiting for me, planning to slip my boots on down there so I wouldn’t wake anyone up clomping down the steps. The door squeaked quietly behind me as I stepped out. Before I could put the boots on, Josiah swung me up into his arms and said, “I’ve got you.”

“You can’t carry me all the way to the barn. I’m too heavy!”

“Please. Soaking wet you’re about as heavy as a feather. Besides, I like you here.” Josiah lifted me closer to his chest, holding me tight and stepped off the porch into the snow.

“Should we blow those candles out?”

“Nah, they’ll be fine. Took me forever to light them; besides there’s nothing to burn out here.”

Josiah wasn’t even breathing hard when we reached the barn. I thought he’d set me down, allow me to climb the steps to his loft myself, but he didn’t. He carried me all the way to the top. When we reached his door he stopped. “Okay, now you need to close your eyes.”

“You have a thing with my eyes. You’re always asking me to close them,” I teased as I did as he asked.

I heard the door open, and then felt Josiah shift as he carried me into his room. He kicked the door shut behind us and took a few steps forward. I pictured his room and guessed he’d stopped in the middle. I felt the rough caress of his jaw as he nuzzled my neck, ear, and jaw. “All right, Crimson, you can open your eyes now.”

My eyes opened and then my breath caught in my throat. A warm glow surrounded us — the room was lit with several candles, of varying sizes and colors. There were more roses, several vases of them set around the room. But, it was the mistletoe that caught me. I couldn’t count them all. Mistletoe hung from the ceiling all across his little apartment. I don’t think there was a spot I could stand where I wouldn’t be under it.

I couldn’t help the tears or the smile. Josiah was really like a dream come true, and I hoped I never woke up. He was tough, rugged, strong, and enough to set my body on fire. He was capable and confident. Compassionate and thoughtful. He was safe and trustworthy and he knew how to stoke the fire inside me. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve him, couldn’t fathom what he saw in me. I’d been such a broken mess, and yet he treated me like I was a rare gem, like I was priceless and highly valued. Even when I felt like I had nothing to give him, he gave to me until I overflowed and was able to give back. I never wanted to let him go. I wanted to stay with him forever.

Josiah didn’t wait for me; he set the pace, taking my mouth easily with his. He kissed me that way for a while, slow and deep. Tasting and nibbling. Effortlessly stoking that fire. Without breaking the kiss he let my feet slide down, but held me tightly to him; his hands gripped my waist, my hips. The heat in his touch burned me through my clothing.

We were both breathing heavily when he finally pulled back. His blue eyes searched mine then he grinned. “Surprise,” he whispered.

I chuckled as I leaned up to kiss him again. Josiah held still and let me. Even standing on my toes he was much taller than me. He must have sensed my frustration at our height difference because he gripped me and lifted. My extra clothes were dropped on the floor and Josiah stumbled as he moved, carrying me forward with him.

Suddenly he stopped again and raised his head. I saw the indecision in his gaze and looked around us. He was torn between heading for his bed, a delightful and dangerous option, or playing it safe and choosing the couch. Not to say that the couch didn’t hold its own set of dangers, but when compared to Josiah’s bed and the heat already burning between us, the couch was definitely the lesser of two evils.

Josiah caught my eye and grinned again. He took a deep breath, settling himself, bringing himself under control, and then he lowered his head to mine, rested his forehead against mine. “You may kill me,” he grumbled good-naturedly.

“Yeah,” I breathed shakily. “Same here.”

Josiah set me down and my feet touched the floor. I felt a little off balance and held his hand until the room was no longer spinning. I glanced up at the ceiling and laughed quietly.

“What?” he asked.

“Oh, I was thinking that for both our sakes I should find a safe zone, but by the looks of things there isn’t one.”

“You’re safe with me, Crimson. I didn’t bring you here to seduce you.”

“I know that,” I replied as I placed a hand on his arm, loving the way he felt, his warmth and strength. “But, I also know it’s hard on you. I mean, it’s hard on me, so I can only imagine how hard this is for you.”

“Hard is an apt description.”

I blushed under the heat in his gaze.

“Come on, Crimson,” Josiah said as he took my hand. He led me to the couch and we sat down. He laced our fingers together; his thumb rubbed the back of my hand in slow, soothing motions. “I just want to sit here with you and enjoy the evening. We’ll go to the big house in a few hours and celebrate Christmas, but this, this here, this is our time.”

I snuggled into his strong, warm shoulder. My eyes blinked heavily, and I was surprised that I could even be tired right now. Moments ago every nerve ending I had was firing in excitement, and now I was so relaxed I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes open. Josiah must have noticed because I heard his low chuckle, felt him gently squeeze me. His lips brushed against my temple and his voice rumbled in my ear. “Go to sleep, Crimson. I’ve got you.”

“No, I’m good.” I tried to fight against the pull of exhaustion.

Josiah chuckled again and said, “Hold on.”

He stood up, and went to blow out the majority of the candles in the small room, leaving just one lit. He grabbed a blanket from the bed and rejoined me on the couch. With his arms wrapped around me, his heartbeat strong, steady, and comforting in my ear, it didn’t take long for sleep to claim me.
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON SMELLED GOOD. Lemon, vanilla, and sunshine — even in the middle of winter. Her warm body was pressed up against him. Enticing. Comforting. Driving him completely insane. Josiah wanted her. Bad. But he’d wait. For her. For the right time, the right place, the right reasons.

He shifted carefully, settled more fully into the couch, easing Crimson closer to him. Molding her body to fit the length of his. He didn’t trespass. No, he wouldn’t do that to her, but he couldn’t help imagining when she’d say yes and truly be his. Heart, body, and soul.

Of their own violation, his lips skimmed her temple, then the inside of her wrist as he entwined her hand with his, lifting them to his mouth. Crimson mumbled under her breath, said his name, said, I love you on an exhale, and snuggled closer still, wrapping her arms around him.

At the sound of her voice Josiah had frozen, trying to determine if she was still sleeping. When her breathing once again evened out, he relaxed and let sleep claim him.
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Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH WOKE ME SLOWLY, tenderly. He began at my hand. His lips and teeth trailed lightly over my knuckles, my palm. He inhaled the scent at my wrist and continued up my arm, to my shoulder, where he spent considerable time, then to my neck, then my mouth. “Good morning, Beautiful,” he breathed against my lips.

I moaned and stretched a little. It was very nice to be woken up in this way. Sleepily I grinned at him and then reached up to touch his face. “Good morning,” I whispered back.

“Merry Christmas. Again.”

I giggled at that. “Merry Christmas. What time is it?”

“Almost seven.”

“What time will everyone be up at the house?”

“They usually get the ball rolling pretty early. In fact, I’m sure they’re already up, just getting their coffee and breakfast. I didn’t know if you wanted to shower or not…”

“Are you saying I stink?” I teased him.

“Not hardly. You smell like you always do. Like lemon and sunshine and desire.” Josiah leaned closer to me, his focus on my mouth; his lips just grazed mine. Then he inhaled and pulled back. “But, we need to get over there, so I’ll stop right here.”

He stood and pulled me to my feet. “Go on, get ready. I’ll wait.”

I grabbed my clothes from his bed — Josiah must have picked them up from the floor while I was sleeping — and headed for his bathroom. Deciding not to shower after all, I quickly washed up and brushed my teeth. I dressed in record time and simply added some mascara and lip balm to complete my look. Glancing in the mirror, I wasn’t super impressed, but figured it would have to do.

Josiah waited, leaning against his little bar. Then, taking my hand, we headed to the big house. Most of the occupants were seated around the table when we stepped through the backdoor. I tried to ignore the knowing and questioning looks, but couldn’t seem to keep the blush from staining my cheeks. Josiah grabbed a couple mugs and filled our cups. We sat together at the table and when I looked up Billy caught my eye.

“Merry Christmas.” he grinned.

“Merry Christmas,” I replied and then feeling like an explanation was needed, said, “Josiah… woke me… a little earlier this morning than the rest of you.”

“Mmm hmm,” was his response as he sipped his coffee. “I wasn’t asking. We all saw the message in the snow. Nice touch, by the way,” he said now looking at Josiah.

“I thought so, too.” Josiah grinned.

Ethan passed a plate of pancakes down to us, a grin on his face. I quickly glanced around the table before dropping my eyes. Most of the looks were friendly. Rob’s was anything but. Hostility broiled there and I felt a trickle of fear slither down my spine and subconsciously slid a little closer to Josiah. My hand, resting on my thigh, now balled into a fist. Josiah noted my tension and gently took it in his and smoothed my fingers out, easing my anxiety. He lifted my hand to his mouth, placing a gentle kiss across my knuckles, letting his lips linger for a moment. Then he lifted his eyes and faced off with everyone present, sending a clear message that he had staked a claim and no one had better even think about crossing the line.

We finished up and then everyone crowded into the great-room. The tree had mountains of presents around it. Josiah and I found a spot together on one of the oversized chairs set back a little from all the action near the tree; he sat on the chair; I sat on his lap. Billy read us the Nativity story then led us in singing a few carols before we began to pass out the presents. Once that was accomplished we began the long process of opening all the gifts. Billy had it down to some semblance of order. We started with the five youngest, they opened their gifts first then we went on to the next five youngest and so on.

I watched as each boy unwrapped his presents, saw the light in their eyes, the happy smiles on their faces. Billy, Red, Sally, and Bentley had all chipped in to get them gifts. Some of the boys’ families had sent gifts as well. I was impressed with the personal attention given to each of them, based upon their needs and wants. Soon there were mounds and mounds of discarded wrapping paper piled around the room. And as each boy began to use and explore whatever gift they received, the volume in the room increased.

While I sat, basking in the glow and the euphoria around me, taking it all in, Josiah handed me a small box wrapped in muted silver paper with a deep red bow. I glanced up at him, his blue eyes held mine. “Merry Christmas, Little Red.”

Taking a slow, deep breath, I smiled at him then carefully pulled off the bow and then, trying not to tear the paper, unwrapped the gift. I stared at the black box for a moment feeling a warmth flood me. Taking another slow, deep breath I lifted the lid. Nestled inside, on a bed of gold velvet was a pair of garnet earrings. They were hoops and reminded me of something Victorian or maybe bohemian in their design. I ran a finger gingerly across the stones, a smile lifting the corner of my mouth. I sniffed back a couple tears and turned to Josiah. “Thank you. They’re beautiful. I love them.”

Josiah helped me put them on then leaned away from me to get a better view.

“What do you think?” I asked him.

“I think I love you,” he replied.

I smiled and said, “I think I love you back,” then handed him a large black and grey striped gift bag.

I turned a little on his lap so that I could see him open it. Josiah pulled the tissue paper out and reached inside the bag. He pulled a deep blue sweater and a beanie in a similar shade from the bag. “It reminded me of your eyes, Ginger.”

He gently lifted me from his lap, and then stood up to try his sweater on. I watched as he lifted his arms to pull the grey sweatshirt off and saw several enticing inches of his exposed abdomen before he lowered his arms again. He caught me looking and flashed a wolfish grin at me. The sweater looked amazing on him. His eyes were deep bright pools in his face. He dragged me to him and growled, “Thank you. I love it.”

“There’s more. Keep looking,” I encouraged him.

Josiah gave me an exasperated look then dug further into his bag and pulled out a bottle of cologne — one that I thought would smell amazing on him — and a small box that held a new pair of hoops for his ears. These were a deep metallic blue.

“This is too much. You shouldn’t have done this.”

“You’re worth it.”

We settled back on the chair and he pulled me closer. “I think you’re worth it too, so don’t get mad, but I kinda got you something else.” Then he reached down beside the chair and pulled another box wrapped in the same way as the first, though this one was bigger. I hesitated before opening it and Josiah said, “Go on, open it.”

This time I quickly pulled the paper off. I laughed quietly as I gazed into the box, my grin spreading across my face in pleased satisfaction. It was evident that Josiah and I had been on the same wavelength when shopping for each other. We both chuckled as I lifted the slate grey sweater from the box, with its matching scarf and beanie. The scarf and beanie were in a brilliant shade of burgundy striped over slate grey and were soft to the touch. There was also a bottle of perfume.

“I’ve been imagining you with this scent… you should go try your sweater on.”

I agreed and quickly stood up. I ran up to my room and removed the sweater I’d been wearing and then slipped the new sweater on. It was as soft as cashmere and felt like a warm hug as the material slid over my skin. It fit like a glove. I was impressed; Josiah did a great job. When I returned to the great room most everyone was finished with their presents.

Josiah had the bottle of perfume open and taking my wrist sprayed some of the perfume onto each wrist. He then rubbed his thumb enticingly over the area and lifted each one to his face to inhale. His eyes closed in pleasure and I heard the low rumble of his growl. “Mmm… you smell amazing.” He pulled me close for a quick, hard kiss before he released me and let me step back.

I’d given Billy money to get each of the boys a $5 gift card to the Java Shack, so as I stepped back into the room they all yelled thank you to me. Their thanks almost didn’t register to me in the onslaught of Josiah’s actions, but after a moment I became aware of the expectant silence behind us and turned to smile at the room. I heard the chuckles and whistles and blushed through all of it.

“Dang, you look hot, woman,” Josiah whispered in my ear as I sat down with him again.

Ethan came over and gave me a big hug, thanking me for the t-shirt with the A-Team logo on it that I’d found him and the iTunes gift card I’d given him. I tried not to blush too much while Ethan was hugging me. But it was hard with Josiah there, holding me like he was, and looking at me like he was. Josiah had bought Ethan a sweatshirt with Mr. T on it that said, “I pity the fool!”

“These are so awesome. Where did you find them?” Ethan asked us as he looked over his new shirts.

“Amazon,” we said in unison and then laughed.

“You guys are hilarious,” Ethan laughed. “Thanks again, I really love my shirts.”

Billy came over to us next; he wanted to thank Ethan and me for the John Wayne print we’d gotten for him. “Thank you, it’ll look great in my office.”

It didn’t take long to clean up the mountains of wrapping paper and ribbon from the living room floor. Everyone pitched in and hauled bags to the dumpster. There was an almost tangible atmosphere of peace, and love, and happiness in the air.

Josiah and I stood on the back porch watching the younger ranch boys as they frolicked and played in the snow. Daisy ran around, barking and leaping, chasing after Ethan and Kelly. I turned into Josiah’s chest, sliding my arms around him, loving the feel of him, the warmth, the firmness of his muscles, the way he always welcomed me. My lips pressed against his neck, enjoying the way his pulse leapt and the way he smelled. “Thank you. For everything. You made today beautiful.”

“You make every day beautiful.”
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH SAT ON THE wooden steps of the back porch and watched as Crimson, Ethan, and the other boys worked hard to build a snowman. After all the wrapping paper had been cleaned up and the great-room was back to normal, Sally set the table for Christmas dinner — it was more lunch than dinner, really. She’d cooked and carved a ham. There were fresh baked rolls, sliced cheeses, and mouthwatering sides. Everyone ate more than they should have and decided to work off some steam by building a snowman.

It was tradition for the ranch boys to build a snowman. Last year’s model had stood nearly six feet tall and Crimson was determined to top that. Right now, there was more snow on them than on the man they were attempting to erect. He laughed as Kelly and Ethan, in the process of bringing more buckets of snow to where Crimson was working, suddenly tripped, and the bucket of snow, somehow, haphazardly landed on her.

She sputtered in good-natured anger, wiping the snow from her face and hair, and then launched herself at her brother.

“It was an accident!” yelled Ethan as he laughed and tried fighting her off.

“Sure it was, you little twerp,” Crimson growled as she smeared snow on Ethan’s face.

Josiah rose and made his way over to them. The other boys were standing around, not sure just how to help their fallen comrade. After all she was a girl, and just where did you touch a girl that wouldn’t get you in trouble? Josiah decided to step in and give aid. In one move he’d wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her off her brother. He swung Crimson up in his arms and held her there.

“Run, Ethan, while you have the chance. I have her and she can’t move.”

Laughing, Ethan rolled away from them and jogged several feet away where he knelt and began assembling snowballs.

“Cheater!” Crimson cried.

“That wasn’t a fair fight. I just thought I’d even things up. You want to wrestle with someone, woman, you wrestle with me.”

“Oh yeah? You think you’re man enough to take me?”

Crimson had meant the comeback in complete innocence and humor, but Josiah had to take a firm grip on the raging inferno her words had lit inside him. After several slow, deep breaths, he allowed her to slide to her feet.

“Be careful. Words like that could be taken as an invitation. And I’m weak enough to fall for them.”

Crimson chuckled lightly. “You’re not weak. Not at all.”

“With you, I am. I’m trying to be what you need me to be — patient, honorable. But, especially at times like these, it’s difficult.”

“I’m sorry, Jo—” Crimson never finished her sentence; she was cut off by a snowball to the face. Turning they saw the boys had drawn battle lines, with them on one side and Crimson and Josiah on the other. “Oh, he’s dead now,” Crimson grumbled as she sank to her feet to gather more snow.

“We need to move. We’re sitting ducks out here. C’mon!” Josiah yelled as he pulled her back to her feet and ran toward one of the large trees. “We’ll need to take shelter here, regroup, and then go on the attack.”

“I’m all for storming the keep,” Crimson growled, glaring in the direction of the boys who were now talking smack at them.

“Let’s make a few snowballs, just so we have some ammo, then let’s go get ‘em.”

“Deal,” she said as they touched knuckles.

What took place next would go down in the ranch history books as the Epic Snow Battle of 2014. Crimson and Josiah were greatly outnumbered; there shouldn’t have been much of a battle at all. But, Josiah was a force to be reckoned with. With their plan firmly stamped in their minds, the two began to move. They came at the boys from two different directions; snowballs whizzed through the air, most missing their intended targets.

Josiah flung the balls of snow at their opponents, trying to knock them off balance and rattle them a bit. It was exactly what they deserved. Several times he caught snowballs aimed at him and flung them back. Eventually the boys had run out of ammo and quickly gave ground, running in every direction to escape his aim.

Crimson was a little stealthier. She held back and waited for the boys to be distracted before making her move. While Josiah was busy throwing whatever snow he could get his hands on; Crimson snuck closer and began stomping the snowballs the boys had stored for use. And what she wasn’t stomping into wet mush, she’d steal and use against them.

Eventually Billy called them all in for dinner. The great snowball fight of 2014 was over. And both sides declared themselves the victors.

Josiah stayed at the big house until late that night. When it was nearing 11:30 he turned, whispered in Crimson’s ear, “I’m gonna go. You staying here tonight?”

“Yeah, I probably better.”

“Okay. Make sure you lock up. See you in the morning, Little Red,” he said as he kissed her lightly, letting his mouth linger over hers for the briefest of moments.

“I love you, Josiah. Thanks for making this a beautiful Christmas for me.”

“Thanks for being mine,” he replied as he opened the back door and stepped into the night.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Old Demons

 

Crimson Sage

 

THE SNOW LASTED UNTIL the end of January. By that time I was fairly over my delight in it. I just craved sunshine and warmth and thought a lot about the beach house that Gracie’s parents owned in North Carolina. Every summer we’d spend a couple weeks there, except last summer when everything had ended. I missed the beach, the heat, the ocean waves. Josiah had taken me swimming a couple times and that was nice, but it wasn’t the same as the ocean waters. After we swam he’d then take me out to eat at the diner. Those times made the winter blues a little more bearable.

I hadn’t had much time to think any more about Lance and whether or not he was the man in Mom’s ripped photo, or if he was her rapist, or what had ever happened to him. I think Josiah may have had a lot to do with that. He kept me busy, whether with work on the ranch, or just hanging out and doing things with him, or those special, unexpected times he’d take me into town, swimming, or out to dinner. Several times we went hiking and even fishing. He told me he was planning a camping trip as soon as the weather warmed enough that we wouldn’t freeze our butts off.

Josiah had me practice riding more; I was now comfortable enough to catch and saddle one of the ranch horses myself; but still, horseback riding was not really my thing. He agreed it wasn’t his “thing” either, but that it was still a good skill to know. Josiah also taught me how to work on my car, which was running great. He taught me how to check and add air to the tires, how to change a flat. I learned to check the oil, and add oil when it was low. I wondered why he was teaching me all these things and again, when I asked him the reason, he just said they were good skills to know. And really, I had to agree with him. As my own life had taught me, you never knew what was around the corner. Life had a way of throwing you the unexpected.

One Friday afternoon, Josiah told me to get dressed, something nice — he was taking me into Boise for dinner. Giddy with excitement at the thought of going out to a fancy restaurant, at least fancier than the little diner in Salmon, of getting to dress up, I showered and got myself ready. I wished Gracie were here. She’d know exactly how to dress me. I stood in front of my wardrobe and bit my lip, trying to come up with something perfect. It was still cold outside, sometimes bitterly cold. And what if we did some walking around? I wanted to look beautiful, but not freeze to death in the process. After fifteen minutes I gave up and just called Gracie.

“I need your help,” I blurted as soon as she answered.

“Yes, you should have sex with him,” she responded.

“Oh my gosh! What is the matter with you?”

“That’s not what you’re calling about?”

“No! Yeesh! Perverted much?”

Gracie sighed. “What can I do for you then?”

“He’s taking me out. He said to dress up.”

“And you can’t figure out how to dress that lovely little body for him.”

“Sort of.”

“Okay, lemme think. Go to your closet…”

It boggled the mind how well Gracie knew the status of my clothing, what I had to choose from, what she’d have to work with. But, eventually she put the perfect outfit together for me — a dark blue ombre sweater dress, form-fitting and cut to just above the knee. It had cutout shoulders and a scoop neckline. She paired it with my black leather boots and jacket and my silver-threaded grey scarf. Gracie was a genius. I looked amazing. I thanked her and quickly got off the phone.

Josiah was waiting for me when I came down the stairs. Everyone was. I heard his slow, deep intake of breath and tried to keep the grin off my face. He told Billy we’d be back late, and not to wait up for me. Billy asked if he should lock up, or if I’d be staying elsewhere. I felt the heat stain my cheeks and before I could respond, Josiah said, “Crimson’ll take the bed. I’m fine on the couch.”

Billy gave him a hard look before turning his gaze to me. “Will you need anything from the house?”

“I… I think I’ve got what I need. Thanks.”

I heard a quiet cough from the back of the room that I knew, just knew came from Rob. Josiah must have known, too, because his dark blue eyes flashed for a moment before they settled down again. I kissed Billy on the cheek and said goodnight to Ethan before I headed out the door with Josiah.

He had cleaned his car. Not that it was dirty or anything normally, but I could see he’d vacuumed the inside, washed and waxed the outside. He’d hung a tropical smelling air freshener somewhere inside as well. I could smell it as he opened my door for me and helped me into the car. We drove in silence, content just to be together. He held my hand as he drove and occasionally he’d lift it and kiss the back of my knuckles.

He drove us to the Cottonwood Grille, a beautiful seafood establishment that sat alongside the Boise River. A fire was lit in a large rock fireplace that sat indoors. Cheery lights were strung inside, giving it a romantic atmosphere. Josiah must have called ahead for reservations, because we didn’t wait more than five minutes. The maître d’ led us to a table near the center of the room with a nice view of the river and the fireplace. Josiah pulled out my chair for me and helped me with my jacket.

After we were seated I took a minute or two to look him over. To really look at him. His head was bare tonight. He wore blue jeans, clean, no stains or tears, and a pair of black leather cowboy boots. He wore a tie, deep grey, over a dark blue button-up shirt. I noticed all this as he removed his jacket. I watched the way the fabric of his shirt pulled and tugged with his movements. The way it emphasized his muscle tone. He was beautiful.
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON WAS BEAUTIFUL. Breathtaking. Josiah couldn’t keep his eyes off her. He tried not to stare, tried to keep the heat out of his eyes, so she wouldn’t interpret his gaze as purely sexual in nature. But he couldn’t help it. He was attracted to her and all his animal instincts were firing. She was female to his male. And there was no denying that he wanted her. And in the way of any good alpha male, he was fully aware of the stares of the other men in the room, the way their eyes roved over her, the way they heated up, the way they desired her. He bristled in warning, just a quick, hard, flashing gaze that he shot around the room. Just enough of a look that said they could look, but not touch.

The waitress came to take the drink order. Josiah had a hard time paying any attention to her, had a hard time taking his eyes off Crimson. His blue eyes ran over the golden skin of her exposed shoulder, her hair, and the way it lay silky and smooth against her. He wanted to touch her. Needed to. He mumbled a hasty request for lemon water to the waitress. He caught the small grin that teased Crimson’s lips and felt a surge of heat; his pulse sped up before he was able to settle it down again.

“You’re beautiful,” he told her.

“Thank you. I was just thinking the same thing about you. I’ve never seen you in a tie.”

“I’m not beautiful. You have the attention of the whole room — you are beautiful. Breathtakingly so.”

“Thank you.”

The waitress — Ginny was her name — brought the water and asked if they wanted an appetizer. Crimson shrugged; her gaze on Josiah. Looking over the menu he asked her if she wanted the coconut shrimp. Crimson agreed and the order was placed.

Josiah had been wanting to take her out some place nice for a while now. He wanted to wine her and dine her — well, not the wine so much, but he wanted to treat her like a lady, like she was cherished and of great worth to him. As this was not something he normally did, in fact had never done before; he’d really had no idea where to go. So he researched and found the Cottonwood Grille. He made the reservations, knowing she had nothing planned for the evening. And things were going well. Really well.

Dinner was served and their conversation never lacked. He saw something flash in Crimson’s eye as she took a bite of her shrimp. Her soft brown eyes had been taking him in, had lingered where his dragon tattoo peaked above the collar of his shirt. He shot her a curious look and watched as the heat touched her cheeks again.

“What?” he asked.

“What?” she tried to play the innocent.

“I saw that look. You have something on your mind. What is it?”

“Well…” She fidgeted with her glass, playing with the beads of water than ran down the sides. “I was thinking about… about… ink.”

“Ink.”

“Yeah, you know… ink.”

“As in a tattoo.”

“Yeah, what do you think… if I got one?”

Josiah knew she had a deep fear of needles; she’d shared that knowledge with him a few weeks back. They’d been lying together on his bed, he on his stomach, she on her side next to him. Her nimble fingers had traced over his dragon, caressing the skin. She loved that tattoo. Crimson had asked him if it had hurt and then she’d gone on to tell him how she was deathly afraid of needles. That even just to get blood drawn she’d have to lie down or she’d pass out. Josiah looked at her closely now, his eyes taking her in and enjoying each and every inch of her.

“I think it’d be sexy as heck. But, why… what made you decide you wanted to get one?”

Crimson blushed again, deeper this time. She looked down, not meeting his eyes. Josiah reached across the table, took her hand in his. He rubbed his thumb across her knuckles, then across her palm.

“Crimson,” he growled, gentle and smooth. “Why?”
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Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH’S LARGE, WORKED-ROUGHENED hands held mine. I watched in fascination as he smoothed the surface of my skin with his.

“Why do you want to get a tattoo, Crimson?”

I looked up at him and was caught. Clearing my throat, which suddenly felt all raspy and dry, I shrugged lightly and shook my head. I wasn’t sure why it was hard for me to tell him. It wasn’t that big of a deal really. Finally I whispered, “You really think it would be sexy?”

“I do. But you don’t have to do that for me. You don’t. You’re perfect right now the way you are. Perfect.”

“I’m not doing it for you. But, maybe in a way, because of you.”

Josiah shook his head, his blue eyes trying to read my mind, to understand. I grinned at him and took a deep breath.

“You make me feel strong. I feel strong when I’m with you. Like I can face… anything. As long as you’re there.”

“So, this is about fear, then?”

“In part. More it’s about not letting fear control me.” I chuckled dryly. “I hate needles — I’m terrified of them. I want to face my fear. You give me the strength to do that.”

“You are strong. You don’t get that from me.”

“But I’m not. It’s you. You’ve taught me so much. You taught me how to survive. How to live. How to drive a stick. How to ride a horse. I couldn’t have done those things without you.”

“You did those things. And you’re a lot stronger than you think.”

“Maybe. I don’t know…”

“I know.”

“Okay, if you say so. But, I only feel strong when you’re with me.”

“Crimson… I’m not anything. Just a guy who survived. A guy who goes on each day. Living. A guy who… loves you.”

I took a deep breath and blinked the tears from my eyes. “Don’t you see? That is what gives me strength.” I stopped and took a deep breath again. “Do you not want me to do this?”

“I want you to do it for you. Not for me. I’m not worth it.”

“I disagree. You are worth it. To me. And, I am doing this for me.”

“Okay then. We’ll take you to get some ink.” He chuckled sexily. “My girl’s getting a tattoo — you’re one tough chick.”

“I’m your tough chick.”

“I like that.”

Ginny came back then, asked if we wanted some dessert. Josiah told her we’d just take the check. “I’ve got something in mind — it’s a surprise.”

We stood then, preparing to leave. Josiah came around the table and helped me with my jacket. He slid his arms around my waist, under the leather, and pulled me against his chest. His lips settled gently over mine. Tasting and claiming. We heard someone clear their throat just off to the left. I grinned as I heard his light growl.

Pulling myself out of his grasp I saw a woman standing there. She had to be about Billy’s age, and had pale blonde hair, just a little darker than mine, laced with grey. I smiled at her, not sure what she wanted, or if she was about to scold us for being so public in our display of affection.

“Excuse me,” she said. Her gaze flashed to Josiah before coming back to me. The look in her eyes was unsettling. It was a searching gaze. “I’m sorry, this is going to sound forward, and I don’t mean to be. It’s just… you look so much like my son, when he was your age. So much like him.”

My heart thudded heavily in my chest and I felt my throat close up tightly. At first I couldn’t figure why her words were bothering me as much as they were.

“He had that same shade of pale blonde hair. Same pale brown, almost golden eyes. He even had a mole, similar to yours, in that exact same place.”

I just stared at her, unsure as to what to say. Unsure as to what she was telling me.

“He died. About five years ago, I guess. You just remind me so much of him — it stopped my heart for a minute is all. We’d tried to raise him right, but he — well he was always a wild one I guess. Always flirting with danger. It caught up with him. He ran with the wrong crowd. He was killed, shot. Still don’t know who did it. I miss him.” She seemed to be rambling. Her eyes moved over my face, my hair, my mole.

“Excuse me, ma’am? Are you from around here?” Josiah asked. I couldn’t seem to find my voice. He kept his arm firmly around me, holding me tight to him.

“We, my sister and I, live here now. My husband died four years ago. Just couldn’t take the loss. Lance was our only child. After he, my husband, passed I moved down from near Salmon. You ever heard of Salmon? It’s little. Just a tiny dot on the map. Not much to draw folks up there. Unless you’re the fishing sort.”

“We’re from Salmon, ma’am.” Josiah nodded at her and pulled me after him, leading me away.

“You’re from Salmon? Maybe I know your folks?” she asked again, stopping us. She looked at me expectantly.

“My parents were Theresa and Dean Smyth,” I whispered my throat still tight.

“I didn’t know any Smyth’s… there was Theresa Newell, Terri we called her.”

“My mother,” I whispered again.

“You don’t say. She and Lance were great friends. Well, Lance always had a crush on her. Most everyone did then. But, she had eyes only for Jon. He was Lance’s best friend. They were tight, the three of them. And then your momma, she moved away. Just up and left. Jon and Lance were so heartbroken. Billy, your granddaddy, was too. Couldn’t ever figure out what had happened.”

By now I knew what had happened. Had pieced it together and was quite certain. Lance had raped my mom. Lance was my biological father. I stared at her, trying to find my voice again. I wanted to scream at her, tell her what her son had done, but the words wouldn’t come. My throat was entirely closed up. Josiah knew though. He could sense the turmoil, the rage and the pain that were thrashing inside me.

“We’re sorry for your loss, ma’am,” he told her as he pulled me out the door.

Blindly I let him lead me outside. I didn’t even notice the brisk, cold wind that was blowing. I was shivering, but not from the cold. Josiah turned me to face him, he held me close, in the shelter of his arms. He held me together.

“Breathe, Crimson. Just breathe.”

“She… he’s…”

“I know. I know.”

“There are so many things I wanted to say…”

“What good would it have done? She’s already shattered. Would you do that to her? Hurt her more? He’s dead. There is nothing that can be done, now.”

“It hurts,” I whispered against his neck.

“I know it does. But you’re strong. So strong. This will not defeat you.”

“No, I’m not defeated. And neither was she. But it does hurt. So much.”

“I know it does. I wish I could take it from you. I wish I could take all the pain away.”

Josiah was quiet for a minute. My head rested against his chest and I listened to the soothing sound of his heart. After a few minutes he pulled away from me and opened the door, helped me into the car. He got it started, got the heater going. I was shivering from the cold now.

“This changes nothing. Not about your mom, not about you. You’re still perfect. Still strong. Still amazing. This was an old demon, and you fought him and won.”

I smiled a little, liking the idea that I’d battled a demon and won. The news about Lance — learning that about him, about Mom, about me — it didn’t crush me. I was strong. Because Josiah was strong. I rolled my head to the side and looked at him. I loved him. He gave me strength and I loved him.

“You said you had a surprise for me. Do I still get it?”

“Do you still want it?” he asked, looking over at me as he stopped at the red light. I nodded. “All right, then. Hold on.”

When the light turned green Josiah quickly flipped a U-turn and headed in the other direction. We drove in silence for about ten minutes before pulling up to the curb at a cute little coffee house. There were outdoor seats scattered around in comfortable groupings. At the center of each grouping was a burner giving off heat for those brave enough to endure the night air. Most of the seats were full, I noticed. Patio lights twinkled from where they were hung, giving off a soft, almost dreamy glow.

“It’s not much, but I remembered this café is known for having the best hot chocolate and espresso in the state. I thought we’d get some.”

“It’s perfect, thank you.”

We placed our orders and then waited near one of the burners. There was only one seat available; Josiah pulled me down on his lap as we waited for our drinks. “Are you all right?” he asked me.

“I am. More than I thought I’d be. Thank you.”

They called our number; Josiah asked if I wanted to stay, or take it on the road. “Let’s take it to go,” I told him.

He stood up, me in his arms, then carefully set me down and took my hand as he led me to retrieve our hot chocolate. As we walked back to his car, he leaned over and kissed my head. “You’re perfect, Crimson. Just perfect.”
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I DEBATED WITH MYSELF on whether or not to tell Billy what I’d learned in Boise. Josiah thought I should tell him. At the least give this story some sort of period. Make it final. So I did. I told him. And granted, we didn’t have a confession, or proof that might have stood up court, but in my mind, I knew it to be true. And Billy agreed; he’d suspected Lance, especially after he saw me grow up. Billy mentioned a blood test. It would confirm if my DNA matched Lance’s. But Josiah and I agreed there was no point in it. We’d only cause further pain and suffering to his mother — and she was damaged enough. I was a legal adult now, so there was no need to prove it for custody or child-support purposes. And besides he was dead; there was nothing that could be done about it. There was nothing he or they had that I wanted. My mom had already given me the best gift — life.

We decided not to tell Ethan, though. At least not right now. Maybe when he was a little older. Our lives just continued on. I felt a definite lift in my shoulders, having that mystery solved, that chapter ended. I was able to breathe easier. Spring was coming. Promise seemed to shine on the horizon.

I got a part-time job at the Java Shack in Salmon — just a few hours a week, no more than twenty — but it got me out of the house and allowed me to earn an income, which made me feel good. One day about three weeks after I started, I’d just left town — my shift was over — when my car suddenly gave a sharp jerk to the right. Gripping the wheel tightly, I pulled over to the side and stopped. I sat still for a minute, waiting for my heart to stop pounding. Then I got out to take a look. My right front tire was flat. I heaved a deep sigh and thought about Josiah teaching me how to change a flat. I really didn’t want to have to change it, but I needed to get home.

Gritting my teeth, I popped the trunk and began assembling the needed items. I worked for about five minutes getting things set up, when I heard a vehicle coming up. The vehicle slowed down; I looked up and my eyes collided with Rob’s. He had a grin on his face; it wasn’t friendly. He wasn’t alone. Two others were with him — a guy, maybe a little older than me, around Josiah’s age, and a girl with dark brown hair. Rob sat in the passenger seat; the girl sat between him and the driver. He rolled the window down. “Looks like you need some help.”

“No, I’m good.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Josiah’s already on his way. He should be here shortly. Thanks though,” I lied.

Rob gave me a speculative look then scratched his chin and said, “Suit yourself. I’ll see you later then.”

“Yeah, later.” I watched them as they slowly drove off. Rob stared at me in the mirror until they were out of sight.

I climbed into my car as quickly as I could and locked the door. Then I called Josiah. Which is what I should have done to begin with, but I figured he’d taught me how to do this for a reason.

“I need you,” I said as soon as he answered.

“What’s wrong?”

“I got a flat. I was getting ready to change it when Rob came by and offered to help. I told him you were on your way to do it.”

“I’m leaving now. Stay in your car. Keep the door locked. Where are you?” I heard the sound of his engine revving as he took off.

“Oh, about five miles outside Salmon proper. I can see the old windmill off to my right.”

“I’m staying on the phone with you. Was Rob by himself?”

“No, he was with another guy and a girl. The guy looked about your age. I didn’t recognize him. He had a ball cap of some kind on. The girl was between them. She was younger, my age maybe. She had dark brown hair.”

“What were they driving?”

“An older pickup. It was black with black rims.”

“Sounds like Mace. They come back? You see anything?”

I looked in the mirrors and around me, but saw nothing but empty road. “No, nothing.”

“I’m almost there.”

Josiah arrived a couple minutes later; I got out of the car and hugged him tightly. “You’re shaking,” he said. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just keyed up and glad you’re here.”

“I’m always here. Let’s get this changed and get you home.”

It only took us — well more him than me, but I did help — about twenty minutes to get it changed. Then Josiah followed me home. He thought we ought to say something about it to Billy, but I asked him if Rob had broken any rules by being with who he was with. Josiah said no.

“Then there’s no need to say anything. All he did was offer to help.”

“That’s not what he was offering, and you know it.”

“I do, but that’s what he said. And he has witnesses. There’s no point in his knowing he got to me, right?”

“I guess, just be careful. I don’t trust him.”

“I know. I don’t either. I’ll be careful. Promise.”

“You did the right thing in calling me. I’m going to be keeping a closer eye on you for a while.”

“What does that mean?” I wondered.

“It means I’ll be following you to work and back.”

“I hardly think that’s necessary.”

“All the same. Humor me in this.”

“Oh, all right,” I sighed reluctantly.

“Good, now come here.” Josiah pulled me closer to him. I saw the look in his eyes and felt my pulse pick up. My breath caught in my throat as he lifted his hands to my face. He rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip and then leaned in to taste it. Goodness, I could spend forever just kissing him.

Josiah was true to his word. For three weeks he followed me to and from work. When nothing else had happened he began to relax his vigil. But he made sure I called or texted him to let him know where I was and when I was leaving.

I didn’t find it overbearing, though. He wasn’t being a control freak. I knew he was just concerned for my safety. To make up for it, Josiah took me swimming several more times, and then we’d either go get our milkshake or he’d take me out to the diner. On one such occasion I noticed Josiah was receiving some attention from another patron at the diner.

I’d never seen her before. She had bright green eyes framed in thick lashes giving her a sultry sort of look and she had silky mink brown hair, cropped to her chin. On her neck, just below her right ear I saw a butterfly tattooed in shades of green and black. Her ears were pierced multiple times and her clothes seemed rather street-savvy to me. She looked like someone Josiah might know, someone more his type, someone completely different from me.

I first noticed the green-eyed girl as Betz, our waitress, led us to our table. As we passed the girl I watched as she did a double take and her bright green eyes lit in pleased recognition when they landed on Josiah. Those same eyes traveled over to me, taking me in, and somehow I got the feeling she found me lacking. It made me a little uncomfortable. If Josiah noticed her, he gave no indication. We sat down and looked the menu over, more out of habit than anything else. We pretty much always got the same thing when we came here.

Feeling eyes on me, I looked up and found the green-eyed girl was staring at me. She glanced at Josiah and back again, clearly trying to figure us out. Josiah noticed my gaze and looked in her direction. After a brief glance at her he turned back to me and asked if anything looked good.

“I think I’ll stick with the guacamole burger,” I replied a little absently.

“Me too,” he said. “It’s pretty good.”

“Do you know her?” I asked him.

“Who?”

“The girl with the green butterfly who can’t take her eyes off you.”

“She’s been around, though not for a while.”

“So, you know her?”

“We went to the same school. And it’s a small town.”

Just then Betz came with our milkshakes; and no sooner had she walked away, than that green-eyed girl got up from her table and made her way over to ours. Her eyes were focused solely on Josiah. She reminded me of a cat, the way she moved; I could almost imagine the sound of her purring. Josiah took note of the look on my face, which I’m sure was showing something along the lines of confused and concerned, and looked up.

“Hello, Josiah. Long time… no see,” she said as she reached our table. Her fingernails were painted a deep, shimmering green color; I watched as they lightly trailed along Josiah’s forearm.

He moved his arm, his eyes on mine. “Charlene.” His tone and attitude didn’t seem very welcoming, but I was getting the impression that he and Charlene were very well acquainted and I wondered why he hadn’t been more open with me.

“What’ve you been up to?” she asked him, cocking her hip against the side of our booth.

“Charlene, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Crimson. Crimson, this is Charlene.”

“Girlfriend?” she chuckled, her green eyes flicking to mine and away. “I didn’t think you did girlfriends, Josiah.”

“Things change.”

“Have you changed, really?”

Josiah broke eye contact with me and looked up at her, for the first time looking her right in the eye. “I’ve changed.” His tone was definitive and dismissive. Final.

“Hmm… well, I guess I’ll see you around then.” Charlene’s eyes flashed in my direction again before she walked back to her own table.

Silently I let out a breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding.

“You all right?” Josiah asked me.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t let her get to you. That’s who Charlene is. She likes to stir things up. If she knows she got to you, it’ll just egg her on.”

“Who is she again?”

“She’s nobody. Nobody you need to worry about and nobody I care about.”

“What did she mean about, ‘you don’t do girlfriends’?”

“It means you’re special.”

Betz came then with our orders and I tried to let it go. To release my anxiety and not let it get to me, not let her get to me, but I couldn’t help but wonder… just who was Charlene? And how well did Josiah really know her?

We finished our meal and headed home. Conversation, after Charlene walked away, had been stilted and not as easy as it usually was between us. I told Josiah I was tired and had a headache, and that I wasn’t feeling up for coming over tonight. His deep blue eyes frowned a little in concern; he placed a gentle kiss on my forehead and said goodnight. I hadn’t been lying. By the time we’d reached the ranch house, my head was fairly pounding. I told Billy and Ethan goodnight and headed up to my room.

A hot shower sounded good, so I quickly ran the water, letting it heat up. I told myself I should trust him. That Josiah wouldn’t lie to me. But something just wasn’t sitting right. Charlene knew him well enough to make the claim that she was shocked he had a girlfriend. So that told me that Josiah did know her. And most likely knew her well. That thought made me sick to my stomach.

Of course he’d had other girlfriends before me. Of course he had. But then why would Charlene say what she had? Had they dated? I could understand that. She did seem more his type — more so than me. She would have known how to handle Rob; she wouldn’t have needed to call Josiah. If they had dated, why hadn’t he just said that? Did he think I wouldn’t understand? Suddenly a thought struck my mind, sending cold shivers down my spine. What if he still has feelings for her and just didn’t know how to say it? Maybe he thought he’d never see her again and seeing her tonight brought back those feelings?

Thinking like this was going to make me vomit; I needed a distraction. Just then my cellphone rang. Hesitantly I picked it up, assuming it would be Josiah. It was Gracie. Relieved, I answered it. “Hey, Beautiful.”

“Hey, Beautiful, yourself. How are you?”

“I’m good.” I nodded at the phone, trying to sound like it.

“That’s weird — you don’t sound good.”

I had no desire to discuss my fears with Gracie, so I quickly tried to bring the conversation back to her and just play it cool. “No, I am. Just have a headache tonight is all. How’re you?”

“I’m good. Great, in fact. Super, even.”

“You don’t say… What’s going on?” I chuckled.

“What are you doing in August?”

“Hmm, I’m not sure. I’ll have to check my massive schedule and see if I’m open then. Are you planning another visit?”

“Um, no. Well, maybe. At some point, but not right now.”

Laughing, I said, “Okay, that makes so much sense.”

“I’m not coming out there because I need you to come here and help me get married!”

“What? You’re engaged? Oh my gosh! Tanner proposed!! Whoop, whoop! Congratulations! I’m so happy for you.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re excited. I need a maid-of-honor, and you’re it.”

“Yay! Have you picked out colors yet? August what?”

“August 7th. It’s a Friday. And, I’m doing coral and nautical blue.”

“Nice. Yeah, I’ll be there. Of course I will.”

“Awesome, because I couldn’t do this without you. “

“When did Tanner propose? And, how’d he do it?”

“Sometimes he just surprises the crap out of me. And this was one of those times. He took me out to dinner last night to make up for a fight we’d had last week. He did the champagne and everything….”

“Wait,” I cut her off. “You guys had champagne? You’re only nineteen. He’s twenty-one, but still.”

“All right, it was only sparkling cider. Don’t ruin this for me. He toasted me, and apologized for not being perfect and as I drained my glass, I saw the ring. He cried, Crimson. When he asked me to marry him — Tanner cried. I love him so much.”

“What did your parents say? They’re okay with this? You’re a little young… are you sure this is what you want?”

“I know it’s crazy. I know it is, but I’m crazy about him. We’ve been together since 6th grade. There’s never been anyone else for either of us. He’s my other half. I love him. And Mom and Dad are happy for us. Tanner is like a son. He’s basically a part of the family now, already.”

“I knew they loved him. Tell him I said congratulations. I love you guys.”

“Thanks, I gotta go. I love you, too.”
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DANG CHARLENE ANYWAY. What was she doing back in Salmon? Josiah thought he’d seen the last of her four years ago.

Charlene — tough, street-wise, and manipulative — she was from a chapter of his life that Josiah was determined to keep shut. He was a different man now, no longer haunted by those demons, and he didn’t want any of that ugliness touching Crimson.

Crimson was like a clear mountain stream, and Charlene was the muck and mud of a stagnant mill pond.

Josiah could tell that Charlene had rattled Crimson. He could see the worry and the uncertainty on Crimson’s face. The doubt. He’d told her the truth: Charlene was nobody to him — Crimson was everything. He wanted Crimson to trust him, but he could feel her emotional withdrawal last night — he felt it physically. He thought maybe she just needed time, time to realize and remember that he’d never hurt her. That he’d always take care of her, keep her safe.

If time was what Crimson needed, if that was all he could give to her, then he’d step back and allow her to work all this through. He’d be patient and guard her. He’d keep her safe.
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GRACIE’S PHONE CALL AND her impending nuptials were sufficient to take my mind off thoughts of Charlene and what she might still mean to Josiah. And by the next morning I was waiting for him outside the barn, seated on one of his wooden chairs when he came outside.

“Hey,” he said as he saw me. “How’s your head?”

“Better.” I’d decided last night to trust him and believe that he was with me and not her.

Josiah leaned down and kissed the top of my head. “Good.”

He stepped back as I stood up, and I watched as he stretched, appreciating the view. “I’m just going to be riding the fence line today, making notes of any work that needs to be done. I probably won’t need you… go ahead and take it easy, all right? I’ll be back before you head off to work.”

My heart skipped a beat or two in my chest and thudded sickeningly. Josiah had never told me I wasn’t needed. Even when he was more than capable of completing whatever job he’d lined up for us, he’d always wanted me along, wanted me with him. That sick, scared feeling came back in force. I tried to stamp it down; I analyzed what he’d said, searching for any clues in his words or in his eyes. His eyes seemed off, a little distant. Cooler somehow.

“Okay, if that’s what you want.” I hoped he’d have said he wanted me with him, but was just worried about me. Instead, Josiah gave me a weak grin and said he’d see me later. He brushed his lips lightly across my temple and then headed for the horse barn.

I made my way back to the house in a daze, not really focusing on where I was going or what I was doing. My mind kept dragging up all my fears. Putting them on display. Torturing me. Alone in my room, I lay back on the bed and wiped the tears from my eyes. Maybe Josiah thought I needed space. Maybe he thought this was what I wanted. But, if that was the case, why not say so? Especially when I asked him if that was what he wanted.

What if he’s trying to get some distance between us — so he can break up with me? What if he felt I was too clingy? Too needy? Was he just tired of dealing with all my emotional baggage? I’d tried to keep him away; I’d tried. He was the one who refused to let me be. I’m so confused. Was that what he was doing — trying to find a way to break up with me? I had no idea. I just kept playing through everything in my head, and nothing made sense. I couldn’t take this anymore — my head was spinning and I felt like I was going to be sick. I decided to get ready for work now and just go into town, maybe go to the library and check out a couple books, maybe read for a few hours before my shift started.

My job at the Java Shack was pretty easy. I worked the busier shifts, which made the day go faster. It was a fun job, and Tina was a great manager. An hour later I was heading into town. Several times my lips trembled and I’d had to blink back tears. I hadn’t told Josiah I was leaving and wondered if he’d even notice I was gone. I parked my car along the curb in front of the library and went inside.

An hour later I left, having found four books I’d been wanting to read. I took those to my car and then checked the time. I still had two hours until my shift began. There were two texts from Josiah — I ignored them. It just wasn’t something I was ready to deal with right then. Biting my lip, I decided to go park near the Java Shack and then do some window shopping.

There were a few boutique-type stores along the main street in Salmon that I’d never checked out before. Soon I was heading off on foot, sunglasses on, just trying to enjoy the sunshine. I ended up getting a pedicure from Liza’s Nails, and then went to Cuties Clothing and Shoes. I browsed there for another hour, trying on several shirts and shorts before making my purchase.

My phone rang while I was in the dressing room; I glanced at it and saw Josiah was calling. Not ready to talk with him yet, I just sent the call to voicemail. I didn’t want to get into an argument, and I didn’t want to hear the distance in his voice. I figured I’d call him back later, maybe when I was home. I put my phone in my pocket and then headed off to work.
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CRIMSON WASN’T ANSWERING HER phone. Josiah hit End and then dialed it again. Still nothing. He’d already tried texting her with no success. He checked the time — she still had a couple hours yet before her shift at the Shack started. Josiah had planned to be done and back at the ranch before she left. He needed to see her, kiss her, and reassure himself they were all right. That she still loved him, still wanted him, still believed in him.

Being without her today had driven him insane. His ride had been useless. He hadn’t seen anything and knew he’d have to ride it again tomorrow. This time he’d take Crimson with him.

He thought to just check in with her, to say hello, let her know he was thinking of her — he’d wanted to hear her voice — so he’d called. When she didn’t answer right away, he didn’t immediately worry. But when she didn’t call back, when five minutes turned to ten, then fifteen, then thirty — he’d called her again. Maybe she was sleeping. Or in the shower. He’d told himself there was no need to worry.

But the feeling continued to nag at him. Something wasn’t right. He tried her several more times. Nothing. Josiah turned his horse back toward the ranch and kicked him into a gallop. He told himself to be calm. Crimson was fine. After glancing around the house and yard and seeing no sign of her, he unsaddled the gelding and fed and stabled him. Then he headed up to the loft. She wasn’t there either. He grabbed his keys and headed for the big house. Rob was seated on the couch watching some basketball game; a couple of the other ranch boys were sprawled around the floor watching with him. Josiah went to the office. Billy told him Crimson had left for work already, that she wanted to do a little shopping, and that she’d seemed fine.

The strain and stress of not seeing her, not having her beside him had reached a boiling point. Josiah nodded stiffly and left. He needed to see her — now. He needed to make sure she was all right. Then, maybe he might strangle her. Gritting his teeth he headed out the door.
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Crimson Sage

 

MY SHIFT TONIGHT WAS three hours. I clocked in at five and dove right into the after-work rush. I’d been there maybe twenty-five minutes when Tina, my manager, asked if Josiah and I had been in a fight.

Confused, I looked at her and asked, “No, why?”

“Cuz that boy just pulled in, and he looks like thunder.” Her gaze was focused on the parking lot where I could see Josiah making his way to me.

I gulped. Even in fury he was so beautiful it hurt. I watched as he ripped the door open, sending the bell over it to ringing loudly. His blue eyes met mine with a fierce look and stayed there. He took a deep breath and I saw his jaw clench. Then he went and sat at a corner table; his eyes were still hard, and they were still on me.

“Go talk to him. He looks fit to erupt.”

I stood there for a minute, trying to decide if I wanted to do this, or if I was going to chicken out and try to run out the back. I knew I wouldn’t make it far, so then I told myself to stop being a wimp. I took off my apron and hung it on my hook behind the register and then swallowed as I made my way to him. His blue eyes were slowly traveling over me, making it harder for me to breathe. When I stood before him, waiting for him to look up, I noticed the pulse pounding along his jawline. His eyes stayed on my hips.

Finally I sat down across from him. “Hey,” I whispered quietly. He nodded, his eyes now on mine. “What’s up?”

It took him a full minute to respond. “You were gone.”

“I had to work. You know that.”

“You were gone early. I tried to call. You never answered.”

“I was busy. I thought you’d know where I was.”

“I figured, but when you didn’t answer the phone I got worried.”

“I’m sorry, Josiah. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“Come outside with me,” he said as he took my hand and stood to his feet, pulling me with him.

Tina glanced at us and then catching Josiah’s eye warned, “She needs to clock back in, in ten.”

“She’ll be here,” was his response. He pulled me outside and then around the corner from prying eyes. Suddenly I found myself pressed up against the brick wall and Josiah was kissing me for all he was worth. I could taste the anger and the fear on his mouth. I felt the anxiety and relief in his touch. He was shaking; I was shaking. His mouth left mine briefly to roam my neck. His fingers gripped my back and dragged me closer. My arms were tightly around his neck, caught up in the emotion, the fever. And I kissed him back, letting him taste and see my worries and fears about him.

Just as suddenly as he’d started, he pulled back. His blue eyes were possessive as they roved over my swollen mouth. After a minute or two in which we panted and tried to control our breathing, he laid his forehead on mine. “I was worried, that’s all. Just worried.”

“I’m sorry for worrying you.”

“I’m sorry for being angry.”

“I gotta get back inside. I still have two hours left.”

“I know,” Josiah kissed me once more, lightly, then sighed and led me back inside. “I’ll take a coffee. Black.”

“To go?” I asked as I clocked back in.

“No.” I glanced at him then and he was looking at Tina. “I won’t interfere. Just humor me. I’ll order a pastry as well, then I’ll order again in a little while.”

“No trouble,” she warned him.

“None,” he responded as he turned back to the corner table.

I tried to ignore him for the rest of my shift, not because I was mad at him, but because each time I’d look in his direction, his gaze would bore into me, burning me and making it hard for me to breathe.

About fifteen minutes before closing, I was bent down in front of the counter, spraying the surface with Windex, when the bell above the door rang. I glanced over my shoulder and felt my heart trip. Two people came in — one man, one woman. The man was a few years older than me. He had dark brown eyes and thick, curly brown hair that fell across his eyes. He ran his hand through it, moving it off his forehead. He had a compass tattooed on his forearm. He was attractive, not like Josiah, not that wild, but still. And the woman — Charlene. Her green eyes found Josiah instantly, and her companion focused on me.

The look in his eye was friendly, interested, and predatory. A grin tugged at his lips. He shot a glance toward Josiah’s corner before refocusing on me. He approached the counter, which I had quickly stepped behind, and looked me over. Then his brown eyes strayed to the menu board behind me.

“Hi, welcome to the Java Shack — how may I help you?”

He grinned again and leaned one arm on the counter; his back was to Josiah. “What do you like?”

“Me?” I wondered out loud, trying to figure out what he was asking exactly — his question seemed more than coffee related.

“I’ve never been in before. I’d know, cuz I’d have remembered you. So yeah, what do you like?” He flashed a grin at me and traced a heart with his ring finger on the counter top.

Charlene meanwhile was sitting across from Josiah, flirting, trying to get his attention. His blues eyes were focused on the man at my counter.

“The Black and White Mocha is good,” I told him.

“Oh yeah?” He chuckled like I was being cute. “You like it?”

“It’s good.”

“I’ll take one.”

“Anything for your girlfriend?” I thought to bring his attention back to Charlene, so at least he could see what she was doing. He glanced back her and his gaze collided with Josiah’s.

I heard his “huh” before he turned back to me. “She’s not my girlfriend. Just someone I know.”

“She seems to know a lot of people. Hot or iced?”

“Hot,” he said, his voice low and predatory. “Definitely hot.”

I ignored him and asked, “Size?”

He grinned wolfishly. “Large.”

“That’ll be $4.50, please.” He gave me a five-dollar-bill and said to keep the change. I rolled my eyes and turned away to make his coffee.

“Hey there. Sage, is it?”

I glanced back at him and caught his gaze as it travelled over my backside, lingering on my butt. Shaking my head in exasperation and rolling my eyes again, I turned away.

“Well, Sage — pretty name, pretty girl — my name’s Rick.”

Josiah stood up and made his way to the counter, stopping a couple feet away from Rick; his eyes were hard and focused directly on the brown-haired man. “Rick… that kinda rhymes with something…”

Tina came out from the back room then, like she’d been watching the action, and said, “No trouble.”

Josiah shook his head. I finished with Rick’s coffee and brought it to the counter. “Here you go.”

“Aren’t you going to write my name on it?” Rick asked.

I heard Josiah growl and before I could respond, Tina took the cup from my hands and handed it to Rick. “We’re closing now. Take your coffee if you still want it.”

Rick chuckled darkly as he took the cup from Tina. Charlene stepped up and slipped an arm around him.

“I’m starting to think no one likes me here,” he told her with a mock whisper.

She looked me over and whispered back, “I got that same reaction from Josiah. I’m not taking it personal. Let’s go.”

With one last lingering look at me, Rick sighed theatrically and then they left. I breathed a sigh of relief, especially as I heard Josiah swear under his breath. He was simmering, ready to erupt.

Tina shook her head. “When did she get back in town?”

Josiah ignored the question, reached behind the counter to grab the spray bottle and a rag, and then turned to begin wiping down the chairs and tables. After that he overturned the chairs onto the tables so the floor could be swept. Tina looked from him to me. I shrugged and finished my closing duties. Ten minutes later Tina was locking up and Josiah walked me to my car.

“Are you okay?” I asked him as I unlocked the door. I tossed my purse on the seat and then turned back to him.

Josiah stared at me for a moment in silence, then stepped closer, raised his hands, and trailed his fingers up my neck, along my jaw, then around to weave into the hair at the back of my neck. He lifted my chin and kissed me. Slowly. Gently. It wasn’t the fierce, desperate, angry kiss from before. He made love to me through that kiss. He tasted and touched. Teased and savored. Was provocative and deliberate. I was trembling and out of breath, and felt light-headed. Slowly he ended the kiss, lightly tugging at my lower lip as he pulled back.

“Mmm,” I breathed. I was having a hard time coming up with any sort of coherent thought. I gripped the car to keep from slipping to the ground.

“Unless you want to finish this here, in this parking lot, you’d better get that car started,” he said as he stepped back from me.

I nodded dully and then slid onto the seat. I put the key in the ignition and turned it. Nothing. No click. No nothing. Confused I looked up at Josiah.

“Pop the hood, will you?” he said. I did. “You been having any problems with it?” he asked.

“No, none.”

Josiah tried several things, but nothing seemed to work. He came back to me and said, “I need my tools. I’ll give you a ride home and then bring you back for your shift tomorrow. While you’re at work I’ll find out what’s wrong with it.”

“Okay,” I nodded. I grabbed my purse and the bag from the trunk then locked up and walked with Josiah to his car.

We drove home in silence. Josiah turned to me as he pulled into the driveway. “Should I drop you at the house?”

Looking at him I didn’t know how to say what I wanted to say. That I was scared that he wanted to break up with me. That I didn’t know how I would survive if that happened. That I desperately loved him. That I hated the distance between us. That I didn’t want to go home tonight and needed to stay with him. He must have read me pretty accurately. “Or, I could just drive on to the loft…”

I nodded and he took my hand as he pulled around to the barn.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Malicious Intent

 

Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH LED ME UP to his loft then asked if I needed a shower or anything. I did — I smelled like coffee. Which is a wonderful smell, but not as perfume. After my shower I slipped into my sleep clothes that I stored there, and then Josiah and I fell asleep on the couch together. Not his bed, the couch. He wrapped us up in a blanket, then tucked my head under his chin and held me. He’d taken my hand and kissed it, grazing each knuckle, then turning my hand over, he kissed my palm, lightly nipping the skin there. He pulled a finger into his mouth and teased it with his tongue and teeth; then he pulled my face up to his.

His mouth, Josiah’s mouth, was this magical place where the world just fell away and it was just him and just me. Just his touch. Just his scent. Just the sound of our hearts beating. Our pulses throbbing. Everything he did was slow. Measured. Intentional. He refused to be rushed, no matter how hard I tried to deepen and further things with him — all the while knowing I was safe with him. He must have known his own limits and that was why he held to a tight, strict line that he refused to cross.

When he felt me tremble he pulled back and held me, held my arms and hands down so I could no longer reach him and pull him back to me. I wanted his mouth on mine, on me. I wanted him. And he held back. Logically, in the back of my mind and in my heart I knew he did it for me, because of what I’d shared with him. But right now, in this hazy heat that he’d created — I was like a live wire. Burning and frustrated. So he held me tight, and it wasn’t until I relaxed and had fallen asleep that he released me.

Josiah drove me to work the following afternoon — I clocked in by two. I had another three-hour shift; it was my last of the week. The Java Shack was busy with the afterschool rush, so that kept my mind off last night.

The two high school girls, seniors I was certain, that had just ordered their iced peach green teas, went to stand at the window looking out into the parking lot. They were staring at Josiah. I couldn’t blame them — he was hot — no doubt about it. I watched him for a moment too, just appreciating what I saw. He was standing at the front of my car, bent under the lifted hood. His butt was facing in this general direction. Yes, it was. He reached around behind himself and grabbed a rag from his pocket to wipe his hands. After making sure they were clean he lowered the hood, then turned and made his way to me. I swallowed as I watched him move, enjoying the spectacle.

One of the high school girls, the one with the bright purple tips in her light blonde hair, fluffed her shoulder-length mass and waited for him as he came inside. Josiah’s eyes sought mine and stayed there, a small, playful grin on his lips.

Just as he passed the girls, the eager one said, “Hi, Josiah” in a breathy, hopeful voice.

He nodded at her and kept on walking, never taking his eyes off mine. When he reached the counter he leaned over it, took me gently by the back of the neck and pulled me close for a light, lingering kiss. He smelled of man and confidence, and deliciousness. I heard one of the girls say, “Swoon.” I had to agree with them.

“Your car is fixed,” he told me as he pulled back and grinned.

I blushed and grinned back at him. “Thanks. What do I owe you?”

“Mmm, I’ll think of something.”

“I’m sure you will. Do you want a coffee or anything?”

“Nah, I’m good.” He checked the clock on the wall and then said, “Well, I gotta run. See you in an hour?”

“Okay. Thanks again.”

“You wanna swim later?”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

“How about I grab your suit and meet you at the pool?”

“Okay. Here, take my key. My coral suit is hanging up in my shower. Thanks.”

“I’ll see you there,” he said as he kissed me again.

The rest of my shift went smoothly and soon I was clocking out. I decided to run into Saveway and pick up a couple things I needed before I headed to the pool to meet Josiah. When I came back out to my car, Charlene was waiting for me, leaning against the side. I felt my heart trip in my chest.

“Hi,” she said as I approached her.

“Hi.” I wasn’t sure just what she wanted, especially after last night. I stopped a couple feet from her and waited.

After a couple moments of silence, in which she just looked at me in a curious manner, I finally asked, “What’s up? I need to get going. I’m meeting someone.”

“Meeting Josiah?”

“What if I am?”

“I just thought I should warn you about him. You seem like a nice girl. I’d hate for you to get messed up with his kind of garbage.” Sincerity dripped from her voice.

“What are you talking about? And why would you even care? You seemed pretty interested in getting messed up with him last night.”

“I understand Josiah. He understands me. I’m not in danger of thinking he might love me. With us, we know it’s just sex. Good, hot, hard sex.” She grinned at me. “You look like you’re in danger of falling in love with him.”

“You need to leave. Now.” I was feeling sick to my stomach at the thought of Josiah having sex with her. My gut clenched painfully and my breath was shallow.

“Are you screwing him then?”

“That is none of your business. Now move.” I walked to the car door and put my key in the lock; as I turned it and gripped the handle to pull it open, Charlene stepped up beside me, leaning against the door, preventing me from opening it.

“You think he loves you? Oh please. He’s playing you. Josiah doesn’t do girlfriends. He does sex. The hard and heavy make-you-scream kind. The kind a good girl like you would faint over. Don’t believe me? Here, take a look. Here’s your proof.” She shoved her cell phone in my face and seemingly of their own violation, certainly against my will and intention, my eyes focused on the image on the screen.

I wanted to throw up and had to swallow back bile. Tears pricked my eyes, and I turned away from her, but the damage was done. She was right. It was proof. They were both naked and having sex in the backseat of a car. The image was so raw, so wild, so gut-wrenching and heart-breaking. Pain and jealousy flashed through me. I couldn’t get the image of her nails as they clawed his back and the dragon tattoo out of my mind. Or the animalistic look on his face. What was worse was the look of pure ecstasy on Charlene’s.

Shoving her hard to the side, I quickly opened the door to my car and got in. I locked it instantly and tried to still the shaking, tried to control my stomach. Charlene stood next to the door, looking at me through the glass and said, “Just walk away, Sage. He’s no good for you. Turn him loose and walk away.”

I started my car and drove off, not sure which direction I was even going. Eventually I pulled over and stopped. A small voice inside my head told me I needed to give him the chance to explain, to tell me what I’d seen wasn’t what it had looked like. I argued that the image could have been from years ago. It was hard to tell. They looked the same. I couldn’t see any differences. I’m not sure how long I sat there on the side of the road, but eventually I became aware of where I was. I’d pulled off on a side street across from the library. My phone rang then. It was Josiah. I looked at the clock and noted that I’d been off work for forty-five minutes already.

I knew I needed to talk to him, to see his face, see the answer. So I texted him and said, “Running late, be right there.” Then I restarted the car and headed to the pool.

Josiah was waiting for me, leaning against his car. Even in the stillness I could see that animal way about him. I could imagine the way he’d move… And I had to stop thinking about it before I threw up. After I parked, a row behind him, I sat and watched him for a moment, trying to get myself under control. Josiah’s grin slipped off his face at the look he now saw on mine. In his hands he held my coral swimsuit; he set it on his hood and made his way to me.

As he approached I looked down, suddenly feeling like a coward. Josiah tried the car door, but it was still locked. “Crimson, what happened? Open the door.”

I wiped my eyes and took a deep breath and I stepped out. He reached for me and I jerked back. Josiah held his hands out toward me before dropping them slowly to his sides. “What’s going on, Crimson?”

“Tell me about Charlene, Josiah.”

“What about her?”

“How did you know her?”

“I told you. It’s a small town, we went to school together.”

My lips trembled now; I knew that he knew her better than that. Internally I begged him not to lie to me. “Is that all? Just from school? You guys never hooked up, you never slept with her?”

“Where is this coming from?” he demanded, his nostrils flaring as his anger began to build.

“Just answer the stupid question, Josiah!”

“No, I never slept with her. We got drunk together and smoked some pot together, but that was it. And, that was a long time ago.”

“Liar!” I screamed at him. “I saw you! I saw you with her. How can you stand there and tell me you never had sex with her? I saw the proof!”

Josiah stepped back half a step; the look on his face registered shock and disbelief. “What do you mean you saw proof? What kind of proof?”

“I notice you’re not denying it now, Josiah.”

“I told you I wasn’t a virgin. You knew that. I told you I’d had sex before. You said that didn’t bother you.”

“Oh, so now, because you lied to me, this is my fault?”

“I’m not lying to you,” he growled menacingly.

“You are. You had sex with Charlene and now you’re telling me you didn’t. If that isn’t lying then I don’t know what is!”

“Again, I’m NOT lying.”

“I can’t believe you,” I whispered brokenly. “I trusted you.” I backed away from him and reached for the car door.

“Crimson wait! Please!” He reached for my arm.

I shook him off. “Don’t touch me. Don’t ever touch me again. She showed me the picture of you two together. Having sex. I can’t believe you.”

“Charlene showed you a picture? Of me? Having sex with her?”

“Yes, Josiah. You and her having sex. In a car.”

“That wasn’t me. It wasn’t. I never had sex with her.”

“I can’t believe you’re still lying to me about this. I came here, hoping you’d be honest with me, but you just won’t. I can understand if you were embarrassed, or ashamed, but I can’t stand liars. I don’t want to see you anymore. I’m leaving. Now.”

Josiah was in a state of shock; I could see that in his eyes — he just stared at me as if he couldn’t comprehend what I’d just said to him. Using his shock to my advantage, I didn’t wait for him to recover, but quickly got into my car and drove off.

He must have thought I meant I was heading back to the house and that he’d have time to figure things out, maybe just let me cool off and calm down some; I’m certain he never considered that I intended to head back to Virginia — I think he’d have put up a harder fight if he’d known.

I called Gracie on the way home and asked her if I could come stay for a while. She said of course, but wanted to know what was wrong. I told her that Josiah had lied to me and it was big. And that I couldn’t see him right now, not ever again.

Billy and Ethan were a little harder to convince, but in the end it didn’t matter. I was eighteen and legally able to make up my own mind. I didn’t tell them what happened — I couldn’t — it was too shameful, too painful. I just told them I needed to get away for a while.

Josiah tried calling me several times that night. He even came to the house, but Billy wouldn’t disturb me. I went online and bought my tickets — I’d be flying out of Boise in the morning at 11:00 and would arrive in Virginia by 7:00 that night. Gracie said we were going to the beach house — since we didn’t get to go last summer, it was the least she could do. “You need sun, sand, and surf. And clam chowder.”

I agreed; that sounded amazing so I called Tina and let her know I was leaving. I apologized and told her I hated to leave her in a lurch, but I had to get away, and I understood if she was mad at me. She said I was a great employee and to keep her posted, that she’d try to hold my job for me, and that things would work out.

Billy and Ethan drove me to the airport. Billy hugged me tight and said to not stay away too long. Ethan held tears back and said I’d better be coming back and this was not permanent — he wouldn’t allow it.

The flight back to Virginia brought back too many memories, pain that had faded in time came roaring back; I locked it all down, held everything tightly inside. I tried not to think too hard about any of it. I just closed my eyes and thought about the ocean. Imagined myself already there. Calmed by the sound of the sea and surf. I managed to hold the tears back until I saw Gracie. Then the floodgates opened. And everything came out. Gracie let me vent as she drove me back to her house from the airport; she just listened in supportive silence. And I appreciated this. I wasn’t ready for constructive reasoning yet — I was still too raw.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH SAT NUMBLY ON his couch. Hollow. He felt like he’d been gutted; he didn’t know how he was still breathing. It’s not possible to live when everything you are has been removed and you’re nothing more than a hollowed-out shell.

She was gone.

Crimson was gone. He couldn’t fathom it. Couldn’t wrap his mind around the truth of it. She couldn’t be gone. She’d been here. With him. She’d been his. He needed her. Didn’t she know that?

Billy had told him that Crimson had left, that he’d taken her to the airport. It was the first time Billy had ever raised his voice at Josiah, the first time he’d yelled at him, wanted to know what the heck had happened. Josiah didn’t know. He couldn’t make sense of the last forty-eight hours. Couldn’t understand the things Crimson had said to him.

Josiah’s thought were disjointed, scattered. It was hard to concentrate through the pain. He tried to focus, to understand. Charlene. She’d done something. She must have. That picture; the one Crimson said Charlene had shown her. The one of them supposedly hooking up. His mind was drawing a blank here. What picture? What had she been talking about? He’d never hooked up with her. Never. She’d told Crimson something, shown her something; convinced her. Lied and deceived. And now Crimson was gone. He’d lost her.

Ethan came to see him next. He’d wanted to know what had happened. Josiah told him the same things he’d told Billy. Ethan said Crimson was with Gracie in North Carolina and that he’d try and find out, from Gracie and Sage, just what had happened. He told Josiah that he believed him, trusted him, and that he’d help him get things figured out.

Now, instead of the utter darkness Josiah had been facing, he saw just a small glimmer of hope, a slight little ray of sunshine.
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Crimson Sage

 

THE FIRST NIGHT BACK in Virginia was hard, and nice. I’d missed Gracie’s parents, Matt and Shelli. They made me feel welcome, missed, and at home. But it was the first time I’d been back since my parents died. The next morning Gracie and I drove to a local florist and I bought some roses for Mom and Dad’s grave then she drove me to Shenandoah Memorial Park.

Hard — that was so hard. I cried and cried, wanting to be able to talk to my dad about this thing with Josiah. To get his advice and cry on his shoulder. I wanted to tell my mom about him and what had happened and how much I still loved him. How much it all hurt. How much I wanted him to apologize and explain what I’d seen and somehow make it all better. And then the painful realization that I’d never be able to talk with her or dad again, that they were just gone, reduced to a memory and a flat, granite marker — that brought on more tears.

By the time we made it back to Gracie’s house I was spent. I headed up to her room and crashed, letting the exhaustion take me. Gracie woke me up when it was dinnertime. We planned to drive out to the beach house about mid-morning, just the two of us, so we didn’t stay up too much later. It’s a five-hour drive to Nags Head in North Carolina, but the scenery is beautiful, making the drive enjoyable rather than boring. I hadn’t bothered to unpack my bags; we just loaded up the car the following morning and drove away.

Mr. Keller had come by the beach house by fortunate occurrence. A long time co-worker of his had gone through a difficult divorce and one of the stipulations agreed upon was that all properties be sold and the income from those sales be split evenly. Mr. Keller got the house for a steal. It wasn’t one of the big, luxurious ones you see in the pictures, but it was charming all the same. The Kellers had named it Shell Cottage when Gracie was just a toddler, and they’d been coming for summer visits ever since.

The cottage was painted a pale ocean blue and had white old-fashioned shutters. It was a two-story cottage, if you didn’t count the ground level, which housed the carport, a storage shed, and an outdoor shower for rinsing the sand away before heading inside. The front of the cottage boasted a wide front porch with steps that led right to the sand and surf. The bedrooms were all located on the top floor, and the master bedroom had its own private balcony. The cottage sat at the end of the street and sand dunes ran right up to it.

I’d like to say that the ocean was right off the porch, but one of those fancy, expensive houses had been built just in front of Shell Cottage about ten years ago. The Kellers didn’t mind though; they could still see the ocean, and the beach was the same distance away, the view was just slightly obstructed.

As it was still only April, the temperatures weren’t warm yet, and there were periods of heavy rain. But as we drove into town, we noticed an inordinate number of motorcycles milling around. We discovered when we stopped for groceries that there was a bike show and seafood bake going on. Gracie thought this was exciting, but at the sight of all those leather-clad, tattooed bikers, I couldn’t help but think about Josiah.

We ate at the cottage the first night and lit a fire in the fireplace. It was nice, cozy, and relaxing. We could hear the waves as they crashed on the shore. We made hot chocolate and just sat on the couch and talked. Not about the elephant in the room, no not that. Josiah was not brought up. And I was thankful for that. I knew Gracie would eventually want to talk about what exactly had happened. Most likely she hadn’t been able to glean too much from my emotional breakdown the other night, and I knew she’d want to know more. Instead, we just talked about her life — what she was doing, how her work was going, how her parents were. We talked about Tanner and the wedding plans. We talked about Ethan and Billy and the ranch, but not about my reason for being here.

Traditionally Gracie and I would get up early and walk the beach, looking for shells and waiting on the sunrise. But the following morning a thick fog had rolled in. We still took our walk, though; it just wasn’t what we’d been hoping for. The fog hung thick in the air for two days, pressing against the windows like a peeping tom. We were starting to feel housebound, and I wondered how long she’d hold out before she sat me down for that talk I knew was looming. On the third morning the fog cleared.

“Finally!” Gracie said. “We are going out. Let’s head to Freaky Pete’s before he thinks we’ve died…” Gracie stopped mid-sentence, her face turning red and pained. “Sage, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I’ve been trying to be so casual and not say anything. I just didn’t think.”

Taking a deep breath, I waved off her apology. I knew she hadn’t meant anything by it. “Don’t worry about it, Gracie. I’m fine. Promise. Let’s go get coffee and breakfast.”

Relieved, she wrapped her arms around me. We quickly showered and changed then we unlocked the storage shed and pulled out two of the beachcomber bikes they kept stored there. I grabbed the powder blue one and Gracie grabbed the white one. Each bike had a basket mounted on the front.

Freaky Pete’s Coffee Shack was located about two miles up the Old Oregon Inlet Road. We’d been coming here for years — Pete loved us. He looked a little like a pirate, just somewhat more modern. Pete was tall with bushy red hair and a thick beard to match. He had tattoos covering his arms — he looked tough, but we knew he was more like a giant teddy bear. He ran Freaky Pete’s Coffee Shack with his wife of forty years and their three sons. In addition to the coffee, they had a fun little bistro that served various types of baked goods, sandwiches, and soups.

There were several patrons there that morning, and Pete was busy behind his counter slinging out the drinks. He looked up, a smile on his tanned face for the new arrivals. The smile only became bigger as he saw who it was.

“Gracie! Sage! My two favorite girls. Where’ve you been?” Pete came around the counter to wrap us in a big bear hug. He stepped back and looked us over and shook his head. “Ah, I’m detecting sadness… Are you well?”

“It’s been a hard year, Pete, but we’re hanging in there,” Gracie told him.

Pete hugged us again quickly and asked what we’d like. “It’s on the house, no arguments. We’ve missed you two.”

As Pete and Carol had no daughters, they’d always said they’d be adopting us and when we were in Nags Head, they basically had. Carol always had a special way of making us feel at home when we came to visit. Secretly I think they hoped maybe we’d each marry one of their sons who were all tall and strapping, like their dad, but it’d have been like marrying a brother for Gracie and me.

Cam was the oldest at twenty-six now, then there was Fynn who was twenty-three, and then Rafe, the baby, was twenty-one. As kids we’d played together for those weeks each summer. It was the boys who taught us to surf and swim. All three boys were big and manly. Cam and Rafe took more after Carol in coloring, having her dark brown curly hair and grey eyes. Fynn looked like a slightly smaller version of Pete. I swear each year we came they seemed bigger, more menacing. It was hard to get a date with them around. They tended to take the brother thing to extremes.

Carol was a bakery goddess; magic flowed from her hands and became decadent little pastries, rolls, breads, and doughnuts. So after our coffees were ready, she handed us a paper bag with several treats inside. We thanked them and said goodbye, promising to be back soon, before heading off to the pier to enjoy our breakfast. Pete said he’d see us around and that he’d let the boys know we were in town — they’d find us soon enough.

We were standing side by side, slowly eating and drinking our way through our haul from Pete’s, watching the fishermen as they tried to get one on the line, when suddenly we were both grabbed from behind. My screech quickly turned into laughter as I recognized Fynn’s arms around me.

“Gotcha!” he exclaimed as he kissed my cheek.

“Fynn!” I laughed as he picked me up and spun me around.

Cam stood by shaking his head like the responsible big brother he was, watching as Rafe soundly kissed Gracie.

“I’m practically a married woman, Rafe! Yeesh!” she laughed, holding up her left hand to show off her ring.

“I don’t see him here,” Rafe chuckled slyly looking around us.

“Yeah, you’re lucky he’s not,” she shot back.

“Tanner finally worked up the nerve, huh?” Cam asked as he pulled me in for a quick hug. Fynn still had an arm slung across my shoulders, so the hug was awkward, but somehow he managed.

“Yeah, he did.” She blushed happily.

Fynn looked me over. “You getting shorter, Sage?”

“No.”

“I think you are.”

“I am not. You’re just big.”

“Fynn’s right, you do seem shorter,” Rafe said as he stepped closer and placed his hand on my head, leveling an imaginary line to the center of his chest. I punched him in the shoulder and rolled my eyes.

“You guys off work?” I asked. Cam, Fynn, and Rafe were self-employed, running the 3 Boys Fishing Service, where they sold their catch to the local restaurants in addition to helping their mom and dad out at The Shack.

“Nah, just taking a break,” Cam said. I’d figured as much as they still had a fishy smell about them.

“Let’s do a bonfire tonight. We’ll bring the ‘dogs,” Rafe suggested. Everyone agreed and soon they were heading back to work with a promise to see us later.

Gracie and I finished up our breakfast, and then headed back to the beach house. We were sharing the loft bedroom at the top of the stairs; it had two full size beds in it and plenty of room for the both of us. We changed into our suits and while Gracie stepped into the bathroom, I took a minute to check my phone.

Ethan had texted, said he missed me. Billy had, too. They weren’t the only ones, though. Josiah had been texting me daily, several times a day, since I’d left, begging me to call him. I looked at today’s message and felt my heart clench. I wanted him so much. Wanted for everything to be fine between us. I swallowed back my tears as Gracie joined me. She pretended not to see. I grabbed my towel and a book and we headed out the door.

The fire snapped and popped; the smoke lifted lazily around us; the sound of the surf was a relaxing backdrop for the evening. I dug my toes into the sand and my hands firmly into my pockets. Fynn sat beside me to the right. Rafe sat between Gracie and me, and Cam sat across from us.

“Gracie filled us in, Sage.” Cam spoke across the flames; his voice was gentle. “Mom and Dad are heartbroken for you and The Kid. How’re you holding up?”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded at them. “I’m good, thanks.”

“We had no idea.” Fynn pulled me against him, tucking my head under his chin. “We need to stay in better touch. Can’t have stuff like this happening.”

“You couldn’t have done anything, Fynn,” I mumbled against his neck.

“Still. We should’ve known, should’ve been there for you.”

“S’all right. You’re here now.”

“We’ll always be here, Sage,” Rafe said. “For instance, what’s the story with your wolf?”

I sat up. “My… wolf?” I flashed a glance at Gracie who wasn’t the least bit ashamed. She met my gaze squarely.

“Yeah, you know,” Fynn said. “The dude who you’re heartbroken over. That wolf.”

“Who said he’s a wolf?”

“She did,” they said in unison, pointing at Gracie.

“I see. Well, since Gracie has opened her big mouth, let her tell you.”

“We’re asking you,” Cam said as he added another log to the flames.

I huffed my breath out in frustration and shot Gracie a dirty look.

“I’m just worried about you, Sage. And I’ve got to say it — it just doesn’t sound like something Josiah would do. That boy loves you. Scary loves you.”

“I saw the picture, Gracie. And he lied about it.”

“Is it possible the pic was a fake? I mean, people can do just about anything with their phones and cameras now.”

“Why would she fake something like that?” I asked, crushing the surge of hope that flashed up inside me.

“Oh, I don’t know… look where you are and where you are not. You left your man without a fight. She has an open field now.”

Was it possible that was all it was? Had I overreacted, and Josiah was innocent? He’d been adamant that he’d never slept with her. But I couldn’t get the image of him, his back, her nails raking across his skin, the look on her face, out of my mind. I swallowed, shaking my head, and shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s possible…”

“What’d he have to say about it, Sage?” Cam asked.

“Said he hadn’t slept with her. Said he wasn’t lying.”

“Has he lied to you before?” Fynn looked at me carefully.

“No, not that I know of,” I admitted, looking down at the sand as I moved my toes through it.

“Josiah worships her. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ll admit I was prepared to dislike him. And at first I didn’t trust him — I mean, he makes you boys look tame. But after seeing him with Sage, there was just no denying that that boy is madly, deeply, insanely in love with her.”

I squared my shoulders and said, “Well, it’s not like I can do anything about it from here. It’s not something I want to discuss over the phone. It needs to be face to face. I guess I’ll have to talk to him when I go back.”

“You’re going back?” Gracie asked me.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “If only to gather my things. I’ve got to go back at least for that. And if he still wants to talk and explain, I guess maybe I can give him a chance.”

“Not everyone leaves or lies, Sage. You’ve got to learn to trust. Josiah would die for you. Literally. Doesn’t that give him something?”

I didn’t know what to say to Gracie. I hated to think maybe I’d let my own fears play a role in my reaction. But in all honesty I had to consider the possibility. I did find it hard to trust. And I knew I’d felt unworthy of Josiah. Like he had so much more to offer than I did. Regardless, there was nothing I could do from where I was at. I’d be back in Idaho, at least temporarily, in another ten days. I’d see what happened then.

“Sage,” Rafe looked to me. “Has he tried to be in touch since you’ve been here?”

“Every single day,” Gracie replied before I could. I rolled my eyes at her and then nodded. It was true, he had. That had to count for something.

“You want us to talk to him, set him straight?” Fynn asked with a little too much enthusiasm.

“Definitely not. In fact, it’s best he doesn’t even know about you guys. I don’t think he’d understand our friendship, and he’d be highly irritated if he did,” I said, trying to imagine how Josiah would react to me sitting here with the guys.

Fynn slung his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close, placing a tender kiss at my temple. “Hey, we gotta work tomorrow night, but we have Friday off and Smokey’s is having their crab bake and dance out on the pier. How about you two join us? We’ll be your bodyguards, and we’ll have us some fun. Just like old times.” We all quickly agreed on the plan; we’d meet the boys at Smokey’s Friday about 5:30.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH WAS FURIOUS. He was beyond furious — he was murderous and then some. If it weren’t for the fact that Red was seated beside him, and a table stood solidly between him and Charlene, he’d have his hands wrapped around her lying throat.

He’d finally been able to piece together what had happened. Charlene admitted to doctoring the picture she’d shown Crimson. And once Josiah had seen it, he couldn’t blame Crimson for her fears and accusations. The picture looked real. Charlene had used three other photos and overlapped, edited, and photo-shopped the images to create the one she’d shown to Crimson.

When asked her reasoning, Charlene just said she’d been having fun. Josiah had to hold himself in his chair to keep from launching himself at her. Red asked if he wanted to press charges. Josiah shook his head no — he just never wanted to see her again. Ever.

Now that he had the evidence of his innocence, he needed to talk to Crimson. Needed to see her, to show her, to hold her.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Stormy Weather

 

Crimson Sage

 

GRACIE AND I LEFT the beach house a little after five o’clock on Friday night. We’d dressed up even though Smokey’s wasn’t really that kind of joint; any reason to dress up worked for us. She wore a deep red sundress with matching wedge sandals. Her hair was pulled up into a sleek bun — Gracie looked amazing — svelte and almost exotic. I opted for a deep blue maxi-skirt with a white crop top that was open at the back. It covered everything, but if I lifted my arms or a breeze blew it showed at least an inch or more of my torso. The skirt had slits up to the thigh on both legs. Seeing as we’d be with the brothers tonight we’d decided to just go ahead and have fun — they’d make sure we were safe and no one messed with us.

Smokey’s was located on one of the main piers in Nags Head; it’s been family owned and operated for the last seventy years, serving seafood and all manner of delicacies, offering a fun and family-oriented atmosphere. On Friday nights, local bands could book their outdoor area for concerts.

Patio lights were strung up along the old-fashioned light posts and several sturdy wooden tables were set up around the outdoor dining area — Cam found us a table toward the back. There was a full moon tonight and the clouds played tag with it across the sky. A local band played, sounding like a combination of soul and alternative rock, and a few brave couples were dancing.

As Gracie and I weren’t twenty-one yet, we opted for the virgin version of drinks, first trying a piña colada, then having a tropical iced tea. I noticed that Gracie kept checking her cell phone through dinner; she caught my eye as she quickly typed something in response and said, “Tanner keeps checking in with me. I told him I was out with three hot guys.”

We all laughed at that. “Poor Tanner.” I chuckled. “He’s got his hands full with you.”

“It would be way more fun if he hadn’t met these guys. Then he’d really be worried. As it is he says to give them a kiss from him.”

Suddenly Gracie’s phone chimed again with an incoming text. She quickly sent a reply, a blush staining her cheeks. Moments later Fynn’s cell phone chirped.

“Oh my gosh, you, too, Fynn?” I rolled my eyes.

“Hey, the two hottest girls I know are taken, so I need to keep playing the field. There’s a waitress here that I’ve had my eye on tonight.”

“Wow, you move fast. Should I help you make her jealous?” I grinned, trying to ignore the implication that Josiah and me were still together.

“Yes, let’s dance.” Fynn stood and took my hand as he led me to the dance floor. He turned so my back was to the tables then pulled me close; his hand strayed slowly, dangerously down my back. “She’s working tonight so make it good. I want her jealous enough to start a fight,” he teased me.

He swayed us back and forth to the music, and I told myself to relax and enjoy the moment. Fynn was a great dancer, a strong lead. He was attractive and smelled amazing. Several of the other women here had been looking him over enviously. But I couldn’t help but think that somehow this was wrong. I missed Josiah. I missed his arms around me. I wanted him to hold me. I wanted him period.

As if he knew where my mind was, Fynn pulled me even closer, tucking my head against his chest. “Don’t think about him, Sage. Think about this. Right now. This moment. This movement. This song.” He gently kissed my forehead and sighed deeply. “Who knows, maybe if you can forget about him, you’ll notice me and I won’t need the waitress.” I silently rolled my eyes at him and shook my head. “Just close your eyes, Sage, and be here, with me.”

I did as he suggested, or at least I tried to. Not that I was planning to fall in love with Fynn, but I did think I could at least try to put in some effort into enjoy my time with him and not be so miserable. Hopefully his waitress was paying close attention.

The wind shifted suddenly and I caught a scent that reminded me so strongly of Josiah that it caused me to shiver. My heart skipped a beat and my pulse pounded deeply. I ached for him. I thought of him so strongly, that when I heard my name spoken in his voice I figured I must have been dreaming. I squeezed my eyes tightly to ward off the tears that I felt were coming. I didn’t want to cry tonight, not here.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH BREATHED DEEPLY, SLOWLY, taking in the cool, wet, salty tang of the ocean air, trying to calm himself.

He stood in the shadows for a moment and watched as Crimson slow-danced with one of the three brothers. He watched as the man’s hands travelled slowly down her back, coming dangerously low before veering off to her waist.

Gracie said the three tall men, all brothers, were like family and not to worry — they were in on the surprise of his presence here tonight. But as Josiah watched the woman he loved being held so intimately by the tall, good-looking seaman, he felt the wolf, the animal inside him stir.

Josiah’s deep blue eyes focused on Crimson and like a predator, he moved forward, stepping into the open.
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Crimson Sage

 

FYNN SUDDENLY STIFFENED AND growled, “What’s this fool’s problem?”

“Crimson,” a rough, beautiful voice said. “We need to talk.”

Fynn stopped moving, tightening his grip on me, keeping me against him. “You need something, Mister?”

My head snapped up at the anger and challenge I heard in his voice, and I looked at Fynn. His face was hard set, but his eyes weren’t on me. No, his cold gaze was on something behind me.

“Crimson, please, just talk to me.”

I pulled away from Fynn and spun around, and felt my heart clench tightly in my chest. “Josiah,” I breathed, shocked.

My eyes drank him in. Noticing everything about him, from his close-cropped dark ginger hair, the dark stubble that caressed his jaw and framed his mouth. The piercings in his ears and eyebrow. The tattoos. The way his black shirt hugged his frame, his deep blue eyes that were right on me.

He was here.

What was he doing here?

“What are you doing here?” I whispered in disbelief.

“We need to talk.” His voice was gentle, yet firm at the same time.

I shook my head trying to understand, to comprehend what my eyes were seeing. Josiah was here. Right here. Fynn’s strong hand wrapped around my waist and pulled me back against him. I nudged him with an elbow and looked up at him. What was his problem? Cam and Rafe now joined us.

“What’s the problem, Fynn? This guy bothering you?” Rafe asked.

“Don’t know yet. He seems to want Sage,” Fynn replied. Cam stepped between Josiah and us, his hands up and out in a calming and controlled manner. “Easy Mister, this gal’s taken. How about you just move on.”

Josiah never even acknowledged them. His deep blue eyes were on me. “Tell them to let you go, Crimson. You need to come with me. Now.”

“She’s not going anywhere with you, Buddy. You just move on,” Rafe said.

Josiah took a step toward me. Rafe and Cam immediately closed ranks making a solid block in front of me. Rafe put his hand against Josiah’s chest. “Back off, Mister,” Rafe growled at him.

“Crimson,” Josiah said, his voice becoming harder, deeper, wilder. Savage. “Tell them to move.”

I finally got past my shock at seeing Josiah. “Guys.” I swallowed, trying to get my heart under control and out of my throat. “It’s all right.” I stepped away from Fynn and around Cam and Rafe. Josiah followed my progress; his jaw clenched and he swallowed.

“You’re beautiful,” he breathed when I stood in front of him. I saw him tremble and felt a tremor go through me. “Walk with me?” he asked, holding his hand out to me.

Josiah was holding on by a thread, and I feared that at any moment he might snap and knew I needed to get him out of here — away from the boys, away from people that could get hurt. I looked at his hand then up at him. Slowly I placed mine gently in his and felt my legs weaken when his grip tightened warmly around mine. He led me past the tables, the silent, curious stares of the other patrons, and down to the beach.

I hesitated as we reached the sand, pulling back just a bit — I wasn’t wearing the right kind of shoes for beach walking. Josiah stopped and studied me for a second. His eyes travelled my length, taking in the shoes I was wearing, lingering there for a moment, and then suddenly he jerked me to him, his mouth finding mine. He was ravenous; his mouth moved over mine like a man starved, his hands clinging, held me close, pulled me closer. He was gentle, though. Careful with me.

Suddenly I found myself lifted in his arms and he was carrying me, never breaking contact with my mouth. He carried me that way for a while. When his mouth finally left mine I blinked and looked around. We were several hundred feet away from the pier and Smokey’s. My gaze took in Gracie, Cam, Rafe, and Fynn as they followed at a safe distance to make sure I was all right. Josiah glanced over his shoulder, but other than that he ignored them. He stopped walking and sat down on a driftwood log and just held me.

“I nearly died when you left, Crimson,” he whispered against my throat after several minutes of silence.

“I’m sorry. I just had to get away… after what I saw, after what had happened, I had to…”

Josiah’s arms tightened around me for a moment, cutting me off. I heard his breath as it came faster. “I need to show you something.”

He pulled his phone out and turned it on. He scrolled through a couple pictures then held it up so I could see it better. It took me a moment to realize exactly what I was seeing on the screen. There were three pictures in all that he showed me. The first was Josiah, passed out and alone in the back seat of a car. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just jeans; his arms were flung out in an odd formation that didn’t look comfortable. The second was a picture of Charlene having sex with a guy in the backseat of a car — I remembered that look on her face and felt the pain tremble in my chest again. The third was the picture that she had shown me, the one where she said she and Josiah had hooked up. The pain peaked and I noticed there was something off about the pictures, something similar about them. The pain began to recede.

Shaking my head I looked up at Josiah. “I don’t…understand.”

“She lied, Crimson. She superimposed the images. The first one I showed you was from a party about four years ago. I’d passed out in that car. Red found me and can vouch that I was clothed and alone. The second was hers. She had a friend take it. It was completely staged. I told you she was a liar and would mess with you.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Because she gets off on it and she enjoys it. She’s a narcissistic lying witch. And she knew I’d never given her the time of day despite how often she threw herself at me. I never lied to you, Crimson. She did. I’m not a virgin and I don’t pretend to be. But I did not sleep with her.”

“Have you ever done anything with her?”

“Charlene threw herself at me every chance she got. She has kissed me. I have seen her naked. It’s hard to miss it when she literally strips in front of me.”

I took a deep breath, relief flooding through me as I realized the truth in what he was telling me and showing me. As I realized he’d been telling the truth the whole time, I was heartbroken now for an entirely different reason. My fear had hurt him. Tears pooled in my eyes and spilled over. I sniffed and tried to apologize to him. “I’m sorry, Josiah. Sorry I believed her. I’m so sorry.”

“No,” he cut me off. “I’m sorry. It was a convincing picture, no doubt about it.”

“How did you find out about it and figure it out?”

“I tracked her down and threatened to beat the crap out of her if she didn’t tell me what had happened.”

“Josiah… you wouldn’t have really done anything to her…?” I didn’t think he would have, but I needed to hear it from him.

“Don’t be too sure about that. She’s lucky I didn’t kill her. She hurt you. And she enjoyed it.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling myself closer to him. Loving the deep growl that rumbled through his chest. “I’m so sorry. Forgive me?”

“I forgive you. I love you, Crimson. I love you. And, I’m not letting you go. Ever.”

I kissed him. Slowly, carefully, deeply. Reveling in the feel of his mouth on mine again. Savoring it, savoring him. I needed to show him how sorry I was. I wanted him to forgive me, needed him to show me that he did. Climbing further onto his lap I straddled him and wrapped my legs around him, enjoying the feeling of his warm, hard hands as they found my legs, my thighs. Soon we were both shuddering, desire pulsing strongly through us.

Josiah growled and then pulled back, pushing me away. “I said I forgave you, Crimson.”

“Maybe I just can’t forgive myself,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “Maybe I need to make it up to you.”

Josiah gently pulled my chin up and caught my gaze. “I nearly killed those three fools back there for simply being with you, knowing you had broken up with me. I understand fear and passion. I don’t blame you. And you don’t need to make anything up to me, especially not like this. It’s over with. Just let it go.”

“How did you find me?” I wondered suddenly.

“Gracie,” he said. “She called to chew me out. I was able to explain what had happened, and she helped set this up. She swears those three are in on it, that I had nothing to worry about, but… it was hard. Seeing his hands on you.”

“Gracie called you? When? When did you get here?”

“My flight arrived just after eleven this morning. After I got the rental car I drove straight here. She told me what time you’d all be here and where to meet you at. I’m very thankful to her. I didn’t even think she liked me.”

“She told me I should give you a chance to explain. I’d planned to talk with you when I got back to Idaho.”

“I know, but I couldn’t wait. I had to see you. These last couple weeks have been hell.”

“The guys were in on it as well?” I asked him after several minutes of silence in which we just held each other.

“Gracie said they were. Though I think they took their role a little too serious. There was no reason for his hands to be all over you.”

“Fynn’s hands weren’t all over me, Josiah. We danced together. That’s all. He’s like a brother to me. Gracie and I practically grew up with them.”

“Don’t kid yourself. If you were to ever give him the green light, he’d leap.”

“Fynn?” I laughed. “No, definitely not. You’re mistaken, I promise.”

“Call them over.”

“Josiah…”

“Call them over.”

“Will you be nice?”

“I’m always nice.”

“No fights. Promise me.”

“I promise not to start any fights.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. They mean a lot to me. I don’t want to see them hurt.”

“You think I’d hurt them? There are three of them, Crimson. Just one of me.”

“You mean to say that you couldn’t handle them?” I gently teased him.

Josiah looked over his shoulder at Cam, Fynn, and Rafe. His blue eyes narrowed as he studied them for a brief moment. “I’d handle them, no problems.”

I nodded. “That’s what I figured. Please don’t hurt them.”

Josiah looked at me, his deep blue eyes gazing boldly into mine. They travelled across my face, studying me, before focusing on my mouth. His gaze stayed there for a minute, so long in fact, that I began to anticipate his mouth on mine. I drew in a slow silent breath and carefully licked my lips, waiting.

Josiah flicked his gaze back up to meet mine. “I love you, Crimson. I won’t hurt them.” Then he lowered his mouth to mine. This kiss said so much. It said he’d missed me, that he loved me, that he needed me, that he forgave me.

Josiah’s lips were dry and warm; he moved them gently across mine, tasting and teasing. His whiskers scraped lightly against my skin, the abrasive nature more a caress than not. His teeth nipped my jaw and moved down to my neck. It’s like we couldn’t get enough of each other. Each kiss, each touch, just led to a greater longing and need for more.

“Seriously?” Gracie questioned us loudly, startling me. “You guys still do this?”

I pulled back from Josiah and looked around, trying to calm my breathing down, my pulse. Gracie, Cam, Fynn, and Rafe had joined us.

“I take it you two have made up? Everything was explained?” she continued as she sat down beside us.

“Everything has been explained, and we have made up. Thank you, Gracie,” Josiah said mildly then he looked to the guys and said, “And thanks to you as well. Gracie tells me you were instrumental in tonight’s events.”

“Well, Josiah, if Gracie hadn’t convinced us that you really do love Sage, we wouldn’t have let you get anywhere near her,” Cam said, his gaze firmly on Josiah, playing the role of big brother.

I felt Josiah as he stiffened under me. He chuckled softly, darkly and looked up at the three brothers; his blue eyes travelled over them before settling on Cam again. “Well, Cam is it? If Gracie hadn’t convinced me that you were actually helping her tonight, trying to help her get Crimson to talk with me… if I hadn’t known that… it’d have taken way more than the three of you to stop me.”

Silence spread between us as Josiah stared the brothers down. I took a slow, deep breath preparing to speak, when suddenly Rafe burst out laughing. “I like this guy. He’s got guts.”

Rafe stepped forward to shake Josiah’s hand. Josiah stood, me still in his arms, and took Rafe’s hand in his firm grip. I slid to my feet, but stayed glued to Josiah’s side, mainly because he was still gripping me tightly around the waist. Cam also stepped closer to shake Josiah’s hand, and then Fynn stepped forward. Rather than reach out to shake hands, he reached for me, for my arm, attempting to pull me slightly away from Josiah. I think he just wanted a hug and to be sure that I was all right. His brown eyes assessed the reaction from Josiah who growled low under his breath.

“Fynn,” Cam warned his brother. Rafe and Cam stepped closer, ready to step in should the need arise.

“It’s good. I’m just testing the waters,” Fynn replied, never taking his eyes off Josiah.

I’d stepped back, pressing further into Josiah’s chest, more to stand as a block between the two than anything else. I was very fond of Fynn and I didn’t want to see him get hurt. Though why he thought it’d be a good idea to poke the wolf was beyond me. My eyes tried to convey to him that he needed to stop, but Fynn stayed focused on Josiah.

He reached for me again and this time Josiah planted a hand in his chest. The warning was clear. “While I’m thankful to you for your… help… this evening, I’m going to thank you for keeping your hands off my girl.” Josiah’s voice was level, controlled, and yet so chock-full of meaning, that I expected fists to start flying.

“You sure about that? Maybe Sage has changed her mind,” Fynn taunted.

“So sure that if you touch her again, you won’t be good for much for quite some time.”

“Fynn,” I said quietly. “Stop, please. I don’t want to see anyone get hurt.”

“You got hurt. Maybe I don’t like seeing you hurt. In fact, I hate it,” he replied, anger in his voice, finally looking at me. The look in his eye was one I’d never seen before. I saw longing, fear, desire, and pain. I struggled with the idea that he was this emotionally involved, that he cared this much about me.

“It was a misunderstanding. I was lied to, but not by Josiah, Fynn.”

“Do you love him?” he asked me. “Really love him?”

“I really do. Very much,” I assured him.

“All right. That’s what I needed to hear,” he told me before switching his gaze to Josiah’s. “Consider this a warning. Sage comes back here again because she got hurt from something in your world, and I’ll do everything within my power to see she stays here with me. We clear?”

“Crystal,” Josiah told him.

Fynn stepped back then and held his hand out to Josiah who took it and gave him a firm grip. I breathed a silent sigh of relief that things had stayed calm. Josiah tightened his fingers along my stomach before releasing me. He placed a kiss on my forehead and then Rafe claimed his attention for a moment. I walked over to Gracie and hugged her, “Thank you so much.”

“What are best friends for?” she asked as she wrapped her arms around me. “I could see how miserable you were and The Kid texted me and told me all he’d been able to find out and what Josiah had learned. He said Josiah was chomping at the bit and desperate to get to you. So I helped them get all this planned. You’re not mad?”

“So not mad. I’m relieved and happy. The Kid was in on this, too?”

“Yeah, he’s matured quite a bit and he’s very protective of you.”

“And our boys?” I asked looking at Cam, Fynn, and Rafe.

“Them, too. Though Fynn kind of threw me there at the end.”

“Me, too,” I agreed as I looked them over. Fynn caught my eye and came over to me.

“You all right?” he asked, nudging my shoulder with his.

“Yeah, I am.”

“I meant what I said, Sage. Give me one chance and I’ll never let you go.”

“Fynn… I don’t know what to say. You know I love you, but…” I shook my head helplessly, unsure as to how to continue.

“Yeah, I know, but only as your brother. Guess I played that card a little too close to my chest. I just thought I’d always have time.”

Gracie had walked away from us, to talk with Cam, Rafe, and Josiah, leaving me alone with Fynn. I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d always thought the three brothers were attractive, and I’d admit to having a crush on them when I was still in high school, but they’d never treated me with anything other than sibling-like affection. Fynn’s declaration had just caught me completely off-guard.

I saw a light flicker in his eyes then he grinned, nudged my shoulder, and said, “Hey, no worries. I love you just the same as I always have and I always will. Just know that if things don’t work out with your wolf, I’m here.”

I grinned up at him and then he held his arms out to me. “May I?” he asked.

I glanced at Josiah, who nodded with a wry grin and exasperated humor, before stepping into Fynn’s arms. He hugged me tightly, gently, brotherly with maybe a bit of emotion thrown in for good measure. I didn’t linger in his embrace, knowing how Josiah would take it. Just long enough for Fynn to know that I appreciated him. He released me then, taking a deep breath, I turned and made my way back to Josiah.

He wrapped an arm around me and leaned over to kiss my temple. “I love you, Crimson,” he breathed into my hair.

Cam and Rafe headed back to Cam’s truck where they’d stashed some firewood. They dragged a couple smaller logs over to our area, and soon had a warm and comforting fire going. We gathered around it, grateful for the heat, and just relaxed. Josiah wrapped his arms around me, the flames before me, him behind me. I settled into his embrace, the tension just draining out of me. The fire continued to snap and sizzle before us and the surf crashed upon the shore, and Josiah held me. I was whole again.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

We Belong

 

Crimson Sage

 

THE BEACH HOUSE WAS quiet; the sound of the surf and the wind, our breath, the only noise around us. I estimated the time was somewhere near two in the morning. The moon spilled into the room Josiah and I were sharing. Tanner and Sawyer had shown up just after midnight when we got back to the beach house. Thankfully Sawyer treated me like an old friend and not like an old flame. I didn’t know how much more Josiah could take.

Gracie told us to take her parents’ room at the back of the house, figuring we’d want some privacy. She and Tanner took the spare bedroom and Sawyer took the loft. The brothers went home before we left the beach, but not before we’d promised to come by Pete’s in the morning so Josiah could be properly introduced.

Josiah and I weren’t sleeping. We lay together in silence, fully clothed and fully awake. The balcony door was open, spilling fresh air into the room. The rest of the house was silent. It was almost like Josiah and I were the only two people in the world. He shifted a little, the arm he had wrapped around me, across my stomach tightened, dragging me a little closer to him. I felt his breath against my shoulder, then his whiskers, then his lips. Josiah skimmed his mouth along my skin making me shudder. Slowly he moved up to my ear and breathed me in. “I hated being separated from you, Crimson — it was hell. Never again,” he breathed against my overheated skin.

I turned toward him, my eyes searching his, seeing the pain there and the relief, the love. I leaned forward and nuzzled his mouth with mine. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I’m sorry you were hurt, sorry you were scared,” he said against my lips.

He kissed me then, slowly, deeply. Taking his time. My hands wrapped around his neck pulling myself closer, needing to be closer to him. Josiah’s hands framed my face, slid one down my neck, my shoulder. Trailed heat down my ribs to my hips, my thigh. He wrapped his big, work-hardened hand around my thigh, tugging me closer to him. Suddenly he rolled and I was on top looking down at him, enjoying the way the moon played across his features, the way it highlighted his skin. My breath caught in my throat as he gripped my hips, my thighs, and held me to him. Breath was a struggle and time seemed to stand still. I was lightheaded and I felt my desire for him build.

Josiah leaned up and claimed my mouth again; he couldn’t seem to get enough. His hands travelled my body, igniting me and yet calming me at the same time. In a haze I leaned back again and leisurely reached for the bottom hem of my shirt, slowly I began to lift it, pulling it upward. Josiah seized my wrists, holding them tightly in his grip. “No. No, Little Red. I’m not doing this with you. We’re not going there.”

“I want to. I want you,” I whispered, desire evident in my voice.

“No,” he growled back at me, heat flashing in his eyes.

“Please, Josiah. Please.”

“Crimson Sage — I love you — and because I love you I’m stopping this right now, right here. Physically you may be feeling this, needing this.” I nodded at him, desperation showing on my face. “But, I also know your reasons for waiting, and we’re going to wait. I’m going to honor that. I’m going to honor you.” He was speaking calmly, firmly, trying to reason with me, with himself.

I was so physically frustrated right now I almost cried; as it was I growled, “But, you want this. I can tell you do. Please, Josiah…” I wanted him so bad. Needed him so bad.

“You have no idea how much I want this, but Crimson, I want you more. I almost lost you a week ago. I’m not taking that risk again.” Josiah rolled me over again, this time he was above me, holding me down, holding my wrists so I was unable to move, unable to entice him further than I already had. I trembled and shuddered with my need. My eyes beseeched him, my mouth begged him, but Josiah wouldn’t budge.

Firmly resolved, he lay down beside me and folded me in his arms, lacing my fingers with his, turning my back to him, holding me until the trembling stopped, until my breathing was under control. And then he held me for the rest of the night while I slept. Keeping me safe, protecting me, even from myself.

When I finally woke up the next morning and met Josiah’s dark blue gaze I felt the heat of embarrassment flash through me and quickly ducked my head. He pulled my face up and waited for me to open my eyes. “Don’t hide from me, please,” he whispered.

Taking a deep breath I faced him and met his gaze. “I’m not sure what came over me last night. I’m sorry I put you through that.”

“I’m not. At all. My only regret is not being able to give you what you wanted, not being in the right… position.” He chuckled and shook his head.

“Uh, I’m not sure what you were thinking about, but our positions were just fine for what I was after.”

“Oh, well, if you’re just talking good old-fashioned steamy sex, then yeah, we were right on target, but you see, Little Red, I don’t just want to have sex with you — I mean I do — I really, really do, but before we get to that part, I need to make love to you several times first. I need you to know that what we’re doing is not just sex, but something so much more.”

“Oh,” I blushed. “Okay…”

“You see, there’s a difference,” he grinned as he kissed my nose. “I’ve had sex before and it never meant anything, because I didn’t really love those girls. We just… used each other’s bodies.” Josiah shifted so that he was above me, looking down into my eyes. I watched as the blue in his eyes turned to liquid heat. “I love you and I want to make sure that you know that no matter what kind of sex we have, no matter how hot and heavy, no matter how much I intend to drive you crazy… I’ll be making love to you the whole time. We won’t just be having sex. We’ll be making love. That’s a promise.”

His comment about hot and heavy sex affected me in two ways. One, it made my blood boil in anticipation, and the other made me think of the comments that Charlene had made about Josiah. I took a deep breath and then exhaled. “Charlene said when you had sex it was hard, hot, and heavy…”

Josiah’s blue eyes narrowed in anger. “Again, she was lying. She has no idea. At least, she has no first-hand experience. She’s speculating at best.”

“So, you’re not hot and heavy when… you know…?”

He chuckled darkly as he leaned down to tease my mouth, and said, “You’ll have to be the judge of that and let me know.”

“Which is what I was trying to learn last night,” I said in exasperation.

“Yes, but last night you weren’t my wife. And no matter how hot and heavy things get between us now, you won’t learn about that side of me until we’re married. But I do promise to do all that I can to make it a highly memorable and enjoyable experience for you when the time comes.”

I sucked in a ragged breath and shivered. “You promise?”

“I guarantee it. If you want to scream. I’ll make you scream.”

“Oh, dear God…”

“We belong together, Crimson,” he kissed me again, just lightly before pulling back and rolling out of bed. “Now, if I remember correctly, we have somewhere to be this morning. Some big guy named Pete, who I hear sired those three I met last night, wants to threaten me, and serve us breakfast. So we need to get going. You’re far too tempting for my peace of mind right now, so I’m going to take a shower. I’ll be locking the door, and you should have plenty of hot water when I’m done, as my shower will be ice cold.”

I was still laughing when I heard the shower turn on.

An hour later we were heading to Pete’s. Tanner had his Jeep with him, so Gracie and Sawyer rode with him. I went with Josiah in his rental car, which turned out to be a glossy black Camaro. Pete’s was typically busy, but we weren’t in any rush. We stood in line and just enjoyed the morning and each other’s company.

“I say we spend the day on the beach, do a little swimming, and then BBQ tonight. Who’s in?” Gracie asked as we were getting closer to the counter and Pete.

He’d spotted us as we arrived and gave us a friendly wave, though his dark brown eyes were all over Josiah, sizing him up. Josiah took it all in stride and didn’t let it bother him. He lifted our entwined hands to his mouth and kissed my knuckles.

“Good morning, Pete,” I smiled as we finally reached the counter.

Pete smiled his big smile and returned the greeting. “What can I get you this morning?” he asked.

We placed our orders for the coffees and then for some of Carol’s pastries as well. Tanner found us a table outside and we sat down to wait. We didn’t wait long however as both Pete and Carol approached with our order; I saw her admonishing Pete to behave. He rolled his eyes and chuckled. Josiah stood as they reached us and waited for Pete to disperse the drinks, and then he stuck his hand out in greeting. I stood beside him and said, “Pete, Carol, this is Josiah. Josiah, meet Pete and Carol.”

Carol stepped forward and gave me a hug and then reached for Josiah as well. Pete shook Josiah’s hand and continued to eye him carefully. “We heard a lot about you last night. Seemed to think you were man enough to take on my boys and then some.”

I groaned inwardly at the challenge I heard in Pete’s voice, but Josiah seemed unfazed by it. He chuckled and said, “Well if they, or anyone else was foolish enough to get between me and my girl, they’d have to learn the hard way.”

“Big man, huh?” Pete asked.

“When I need to be.”

“Big enough to take me on?”

I began to panic at the route the conversation was going. “Pete,” I gasped.

“You or anyone else. It doesn’t matter to me. Nothing is coming between Crimson and me again,” Josiah told him.

Pete studied him quietly for a minute, and then a slow smile spread across his face. “And, that’s the way it should be.”

Pete pulled me close and kissed the top of my head. “She’s like a daughter to us, a daughter we never had. So, don’t be too harsh on us for worrying about her.”

“Nah, it’s good. Thanks for looking out for her,” Josiah said as they shook hands again. Pete had to get back behind the counter; he said the boys would find us and that he’d see us later. Carol kissed my cheek before following him back inside.

“That went well.” Gracie smiled.

“Could’ve been way worse,” Tanner agreed. “Pete took me around the back and lectured me long and hard about the hazards of messing with his girl.”

Tanner leaned over to kiss Gracie on the cheek. I smiled as she blushed happily. My eyes closed briefly as I sank back into my chair and sipped my coffee, just enjoying the moment. Josiah tugged a lock of my hair, and when I met his gaze gave me a smile to show me we were all right. After breakfast we cleaned up our table and decided to walk along the storefronts.

I asked Josiah how long he was staying and he grinned. “As long as you’re here, I’ll be here.”

“Well, I guess we’re leaving in six days.” I smiled up at him.

“Six days in paradise with you? I’ll take it.”
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Josiah

 

WAKING UP WITH CRIMSON beside him had been heaven. Absolute heaven, especially after the hell he’d endured these last couple of weeks when she was gone. Josiah watched her as she slept, memorizing her all over again. The way the morning light kissed her hair, her skin, her lips. He enjoyed her breaths, happy to hear the slow, peaceful whisper as she breathed in and out.

He listened to the sound of her heart as it beat in her chest and thought it was one of the most beautiful sounds he’d ever heard — aside from her saying she loved him.

This was right. She was right. And essential. He was never going to let her go, not ever again.
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Crimson Sage

 

WE HUNG OUT IN town, stopping in different stores to look around; I ended up getting Ethan a t-shirt and Billy a new ball cap. Tanner, Sawyer, and Gracie headed back to the house and told us they’d meet us there. When we got back to the beach house Sawyer was sitting on the porch steps; he waved at us as we pulled up. We carried our bags up the steps and to our room. I didn’t see Gracie or Tanner anywhere. The door to the spare room was closed so I assumed they’d wanted some privacy and Sawyer had escaped the house to give it to them.

“You and Sawyer were an item,” Josiah stated as he closed the door to our room. I took a deep breath. He hadn’t asked a question, had simply made a statement.

“Before I moved to Idaho we’d gone on a couple dates.”

“Just a couple?”

“Yes.” I nodded seriously as I sat on the bed, hoping he wasn’t concerned, and as Josiah sat beside me I said, “You have nothing to worry about. At all.”

“I’m not worried,” he assured me — not out of conceit, but simply sure knowledge. “I just noticed the way he watches you is all. Like I noticed Fynn last night.”

“You’re very observant. I never knew Fynn had liked me.”

“They look at you the way I look at you.”

“Hmm… well I guess their looking doesn’t affect me the way you do.”
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I’VE ALWAYS LOVED THE beach. At least, I’ve always loved the beaches here in North Carolina. Those really are the only beaches I’ve been to, but Nags Head spoiled me, it was so beautiful. The silky golden brown sand caressed my feet as Josiah and I strolled along the shoreline. He held my hand as we walked; occasionally a wave came up high enough to wrap around our ankles. Thankfully the Nags Head weather scored us some warm temperatures — despite the fact it was still spring, today was going to top out just under ninety degrees.

“Josiah,” I took a deep breath. I needed to tell him something, explain something to him. He looked over at me and waited. “I… know it wasn’t fair to you, what I did. Accusing you and believing her. I know that wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right.”

“I told you I’ve already forgiven you.”

“I know you have. I just… I can’t get it out of my head. I can’t get past it.” I allowed silence to settle for a minute while I tried to gather my thoughts.

Josiah lifted our enjoined hands up to his mouth and ran his teeth gently across my knuckles. “Tell me about it. Tell me what happened, what she did.”

I took a deep breath and then told him. Everything. How she was waiting for me by my car, how she told me, in detail, all that she’d done with him. How I’d never be able to measure up to his standard. And how I’d already been feeling that way, like somehow I didn’t fit in in his world.

Josiah listened silently as I spoke, just accepting what I had to say, letting me get it off my chest, all the way up until I said that last part, the part where I didn’t feel like I fit in. “Wait. Hold up. What do you mean you don’t think you fit in my world?”

“Because I’m such a wimp… afraid of life… and you… well, you’re not. I’ve never seen anyone as strong as you. Never. I’m just afraid I’ll let you down. And I have. I did. Because I was weak and afraid, you got hurt. My fears hurt you…”

Josiah swung me around to face him. His hands cupped my face, lifting it so I had to look at him. “Shut up,” he whispered, then kissed my lips lightly. “Just stop. You are strong. You’re one of the strongest people I know. The bravest. You didn’t have my life growing up, you didn’t have to learn to be strong and fight back. And yet, when the pain came, you held on. For Ethan. You had the chance, had the choice to end all the pain, yet you chose to face it, to fight it. That is strength. That is bravery. Crimson… for crying out loud, woman — I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

“But, I hurt you, Josiah,” I cried softly, blinking away my tears.

“I won’t deny that what happened hurt, but you were hurt, too. Instead of dwelling on past mistakes that we cannot go back and change, let’s look at our future and learn from it. Deal?”

“Deal,” I whispered against his lips.

We walked on then and he held me close. I felt better, relieved. I still didn’t quite have the confidence in myself that he seemed to have, but I felt better than I had in weeks.

The day was getting warmer as the sun continued to climb in the sky, and eventually we stripped down to our suits and went into the water. As Josiah and I swam together he turned and looked at me. “You know what?” he chuckled. “This is my first time in the ocean.”

“What? You’ve never been to the ocean before?”

“Nope. Always wanted to go, but never had. It’s not like Idaho is close to the beach or anything.”

“So, how are you liking it?”

“I’m still taking it all in. It didn’t register that I was coming to the beach, or that I’d see the ocean, at first. My sole focus was on you. Is on you.”

I laughed lightly at that. “But…”

“But I do like it. It’s great. Beautiful. I can see why you love it as much as you do,” Josiah said as he reached for me, pulling me closer to him.

We drifted together, arms wrapped around each other, letting the water sooth us, the sun warm us.
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Josiah

 

CRIMSON WAS INSANE. NUTS. Not strong? She didn’t fit into his world? What was she even talking about? She was one of the strongest, most courageous people he knew. Josiah marveled at her own self-doubt as he watched her frolic in the salty waves.

It was his happy photograph of her popping to life. Crimson had been used to a warm, comfortable environment. One filled with family and love, devotion and acceptance. It’s easy to be a good person, a strong person when things are going well, when everything is perfect and nice.

Josiah knew from experience that people tended to show their true selves — the side they kept hidden from view — when times were tough. Crimson, despite everything life had thrown at her, chose to fight on. Even if it had been just for Ethan. Still, she’d thought about someone else first, put his needs before herself.

And she thought she was weak, that she wasn’t strong. A weak person wouldn’t have cared. A weak person would have let go and sought the easy way out.

No, Crimson was strong. Beautiful, strong, and his.
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Crimson Sage

 

THE NEXT THREE DAYS were full of sunshine, and Josiah and I spent nearly every minute of them on the beach or in the ocean. We’d swim and then nap as we dried off, take walks, go hiking, find tide pools and sea shells. At night we had bonfires before heading in for bed.

Tanner and Sawyer had left yesterday needing to get back for work. Cam, Fynn, and Rafe came by nearly every afternoon just to hang out and talk. Josiah teased me that they were checking up on him, making sure I was happy. I just laughed at that, but a part of me wondered if he might be right.

On two separate occasions the boys asked Josiah if he wanted to go out on the fishing boat with them. Being a guy who enjoyed a challenge he took them up on the offer. Josiah seemed to like it; he liked the water and blessedly was not affected by seasickness. Cam, Fynn, and Rafe were impressed with him and said if he ever needed a job they’d hire him. Josiah thanked them and told them he’d see.

On our last night in Nags Head we decided to go back to Smokey’s for dinner. Pete and Carol and the boys joined us and it was a nice evening. Another local band, Stormy Weather, was playing and this time Josiah danced with me. Their beat was good, a little bluesy, a little southern rock. We danced several dances; Josiah was a great dancer. He even let the boys cut in a few times, and twice I saw him dance with Gracie.

I hated goodbyes, and somehow because Mom and Dad were gone, Pete and Carol seemed like surrogate parents now more than ever. Saying goodbye to them tomorrow would be hard. I tried not to think about it and just enjoy the evening. Josiah and I returned to our seats and I reached for my water glass; the dancing had made me thirsty. My pulse was pounding, but it was a good feeling. Gracie and Cam were just returning to our table then as well.

“I like this band,” Cam said, and we all agreed. We’d have to let management know they should have them back.

I settled back in my seat, angling to snuggle into Josiah’s shoulders. He gently kissed my brow, letting his mouth linger there for a moment. I sighed in contentment and closed my eyes.

“Will you look at that…” Josiah said, his voice trailing off into silence.

I opened my eyes to look at him and saw he was staring off toward the restaurant and the other patrons. I followed his gaze and took in the five people standing a few feet away from our table. Their eyes were on me. I sat up a little straighter and wondered what they were doing when suddenly they held up signs. There were five signs. Each one had a word on it. I focused on the words in bewilderment. They read: Crimson — will — you — marry — me?

It took me a couple seconds to put it all together. Then just as realization began to settle in, Josiah was kneeling before me; in his palm was a ring. His blue eyes seemed darker than normal, almost smoky. And they were full of emotion.

“I already got permission from Ethan and Billy. I even talked with the boys, and Pete and Carol, and Gracie. So, what do you say, Crimson? Will you do me the extreme honor of being my wife? Please?”

Josiah took my hands in his and held them. I blinked my eyes to get rid of the misty moisture that suddenly plagued me.

“You’re serious?” I asked, needing clarification. “You really want to marry me?”

“I really do.”

“Then, yes. Yes, Josiah!”

He didn’t wait a second longer, I was in his arms and his mouth was on mine. He lifted me and spun me around, and dimly I was aware of the clapping and cheering going on around us. Happy wasn’t a strong enough word for what I was feeling right now. It was more than euphoric. I couldn’t put it into words.

He set me down and carefully slipped the ring on my finger. I stared it, appreciating its beauty. Josiah had gone with a non-traditional ring; he’d picked a deep red stone, set in antique gold. It had an almost Victorian look about it. I loved it.

“It’s a garnet. As soon as I saw it, I knew I wanted it for you. Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I told him. “It’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful. And I need you in my life.”

“You have me for as long as you want me. And maybe even after that.”

“I’ll always want you. Always. Don’t ever doubt it.”

My smile was huge, but I couldn’t seem to help it. As we were swarmed with our friends and the strangers around us, offering their congratulations, I just couldn’t seem to stop smiling. I’d never seen Josiah smile so much either. He was lighthearted, happy. He even took it in stride when the boys came up to offer their congratulations and Fynn lifted me up for a quick, hard kiss.

I called Ethan on the way back to the beach house. He was ecstatic over the news and said, “I love it when a plan comes together,” making me laugh. I heard several of the ranch boys yelling congrats in the background. Billy got on the phone to tell me he was happy for me and would see us tomorrow.

When Tanner and Sawyer left they had taken Gracie’s car with them, so the following morning we loaded the Camaro up and finished cleaning the beach house. Our only stop before leaving town was Freaky Pete’s. Josiah promised them we’d be back soon and that news made me smile. After topping off the gas in the car, we were on the road. Our flight left at nine that night so we had to be to the airport by seven.

Matt and Shelli met us at the airport to give Gracie a ride home and to say goodbye and congratulate us on our engagement. Gracie made them wait until Josiah and I were through airport security before allowing them to leave. I told her I’d see her in a couple months for her own wedding, and we agreed to talk first thing tomorrow to go over plans and dresses.

I ended up sleeping for most of the flight, but that was fine with Josiah; he said he liked to hold me, liked to watch me sleep. Billy didn’t need to pick us up as Josiah had left his car in the long-term parking. As we drew closer to the ranch a thought suddenly occurred to me. “It’ll be weird… a little… being engaged at the ranch, but not yet married.”

“I was thinking about that. It’s been nice having you to myself for this last week. But, I guess you’ll need to be in your own room and bed some, too.”

“Yeah… It was one thing to sleep over, every once in a while, but I don’t think I should just move in or anything. Do you?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I love having you there with me, and it’s going to suck big time with you up in your own room away from me, but I get that we need to set a good example for Ethan and the other boys.”

“So… how are we going to handle this?”

“Let me ask you this: how soon would you like to get married?”

“I… don’t know… how soon do you want to get married?”

“I asked you first.”

“Josiah! You can’t put that all on me…”

“Okay, how’s this weekend work for you?”

“What?”

“Look, just a few days ago you were nearly in tears over… certain needs… and you did your darndest to entice me into your way of thinking and feeling, which was some kind of hell, let me tell you. And, you were just saying that it’ll be weird sleeping in separate beds — this fixes everything.”

“Are you being serious?”

“Sure, you asked.”

“You’d get married next week?”

“I would.”

“Wow! Well, I’m not sure… I haven’t even thought about it.”

“I’ve been thinking about it. A lot. Just so you know — I really do want you.”

The sincerity in his voice, and in his gaze, made me chuckle. In the end we agreed to look at a calendar and come up with some dates tomorrow. For the time being I’d continue to stay in my room at the end of the hall. But we promised each other plans would be made — and soon.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Illusion

 

Crimson Sage

 

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG to get back in the swing of things. Ethan and Billy were ecstatic with my return, claiming to have missed me so much. Which I guess was probably true. They were two more people I had to add to my people-I-hurt-with-my-fear list and felt the need to apologize accordingly. Both Ethan and Billy brushed it aside, said they understood, and loved me too much to let it fester and bother them. They were glad I was home and that things were back to normal. And they were happy with the news that Josiah and I were engaged.

Maybe the focus on my taking off would have been a little more intense had it not been for the fact that Rob and Adam had run away. It had happened four days after Josiah had left. It was shocking because they were just shy of turning eighteen and graduating from the program. Billy told us about it over coffee the next morning. So far there were no leads as to where they’d gone, or who may have helped them. And the absolutely precise manner in which they’d vanished made us believe that they must have had help. The L & F is several miles out of town, and for the boys to disappear in the middle of the day — no one saw them leave, no farm vehicles had been stolen — they must have had everything planned out. Someone picked them up, gave them a ride, and a place to stay.

The room they’d shared had been searched and several very disturbing things had been discovered. Clothing that belonged to Maggie Tyler, the girl who’d been attacked a few months back, had been found stuffed under a broken floorboard, along with a couple pieces of my clothing — a bra and a pair of panties. There was a list of names with phone numbers — Charlene’s name had been on that list. It was determined the list was simply contacts for parties and drugs. They’d also found several photos of me and a few other girls in the area. Maggie had been questioned again, to verify the clothing had been hers, and to see if she’d been wearing it at the time of her attack. She verified the clothes were hers, but either couldn’t or wouldn’t say if that was what she’d been wearing.

There was a measurable difference in the atmosphere at the ranch. While there was certainly curiosity as to the whereabouts of the missing boys and their actions and activities, there was an almost united sigh of relief as well. And even stranger was the difference between how Josiah and I handled the news. Relief was my primary feeling. No more having to be on guard around Rob, or worry about Ethan. Josiah, on the other hand seemed even tenser, more on guard. He’d taken to escorting me into town again, even when I went to talk with Tina at the Java Shack about getting my job back.

“How long will the surveillance continue?” I asked him as we left Burger King with our milkshakes.

“Just being careful,” was his reply.

“You’re worried,” I pressed.

“I didn’t like the idea of Rob being around you. I like the idea of him roaming around on his own with no one to monitor him, especially after he had your clothes, even less.”

“You can’t follow me everywhere, Josiah. You have a job, and tomorrow I begin work again.”

“I won’t interfere with your work, or mine. But I intend to keep an eye on you either way.”

“Josiah….”

“Crimson.”

I sighed deeply and said, “I love you.”

He grinned. “I love you, too.”

We sat in silence for several minutes, each of us just enjoying our milkshakes, our thoughts off in varied directions, when I suddenly had a thought. Josiah had asked me several times about setting a date for our wedding. I’d told him I had to think about it. And as we sat here together in companionable silence, it came to me. “October,” I told him.

“October?”

“How does October work for you? For a date?”

Josiah scratched his chin in exaggerated thoughtfulness. “Yeah… I guess that’d work all right. Nothing open sooner? Like this weekend, or tonight, huh?”

Chuckling at him I said, “I like the fall, all the colors, the crispness. It reminds me of you.”

“October it is. Which day?”

“The fifth.”

“And why the fifth?”

“My parents were married on the fifth of March.”

“The fifth it is. Have you looked at any dresses yet? Or do you know what kind of wedding you want it to be?”

“Yeah… I don’t know what you’ll think of my idea, but I was thinking of a retro, Fifties look…”

“Hmm… that sounds perfect actually. I guess we should get busy getting everything together and sending out the invitations. Where are you thinking of getting married at?”

“The ranch seems the best place.”

“Agreed.”
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Josiah

 

PLEASED WAS TOO MILD a word for the happiness and relief Josiah felt after Crimson said yes.

Every emotion he’d felt for her was suddenly intensified tenfold. Her lemony scent clung to the very air he breathed. She was all he knew, needed, or wanted. And like a predator with a sure-kill in sight he closed in, his attention focused solely on her.

The news that Rob was missing fractured his euphoria. There was suddenly an unseen player on the field, and all of Josiah’s warning bells were ringing simultaneously.

Not for a second did he think Rob just up and left. There was too much unfinished business between them. And he knew Rob would be back to test himself against Josiah. He’d be back to try and take Crimson from him. And when he made his move, Josiah would be ready.
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Crimson Sage

 

DESPITE JOSIAH’S CONCERN OVER the missing boys and what they might be up to, time seemed to move steadily forward. Summer arrived with warm weather and sunny, clear skies. Eventually he relaxed his self-imposed vigil when two months had gone by and nothing had been happened.

Charlene and the other names on the list found in Rob’s room had been thoroughly questioned. Red was thinking that maybe they’d headed south, to California. Billy agreed, saying Rob had family down there that he might be trying to connect with. Red told us that the proper authorities had been notified and that he’d done what could be done.

I was worried a little about Billy. He hated seeing any of his boys heading off in the wrong direction. He’d tried steering Rob along the right path, but the boy had been uncooperative at best. Ethan was relieved at his absence, though, and as time continued to move along, he finally opened up to me about how his arm had really been broken. It had been Rob, just like I’d feared. And like I’d suspected he’d threatened to hurt me if Ethan ever told anyone. My emotions were heightened by that news, but I assured Ethan I wasn’t mad at him, just glad he’d told me and that he was okay.

My dress had been ordered — well, both of my dresses. My maid-of-honor dress for Gracie’s wedding was a deep nautical blue, floor-length, formfitting, and strapless. Gracie was ecstatic with how it looked on me when I sent her a picture at my fitting. I’d been helping her make wedding favors and decorations, then shipping them to her. I liked that even though we had so many miles between us, I was still able to be involved.

My dress for my own wedding was my favorite. I wished I could have worn Mom’s wedding dress, but they’d just gone to a justice of the peace for their vows and then had a reception later. Mom said she’d never minded not having a real wedding, that she’d had all she ever wanted. But, I’d found some pictures she’d cut out of a magazine years and years ago and pressed into the back of her Bible. I’d kept them, at the time not having any thoughts about wedding-type plans. The pictures had been Mom’s so they were special to me. But later, as I began to think about my own wedding, those pictures had come to mind. I dug them out and then began building and expanding my idea. It was the closest thing I could think of to wearing my mother’s dress.

I found the dress I’d wanted online at a consignment-type store and ordered it. Its color was candlelight, a sort of soft cream — more golden than ivory. I ordered a matching lace veil and a deep burgundy slip. Josiah would be in slate grey, with a black vest, and a bow tie and suspenders also in the deep burgundy color. Gracie would be my only attendant — her dress was a medium grey color with burgundy accents. Josiah asked Ethan to be his best man. Ethan was pretty proud of that honor. Tina said her sister-in-law was a photographer and she’d ask her to do our pictures. Everything seemed to be coming along. Josiah and I agreed that even though we were getting married in October, we still wanted to have an ice cream and milkshake bar at the reception. There were five more weeks until I had to leave for Gracie’s wedding, and Josiah and Ethan would be going with me. I’d already shipped the dress to her, so that was there and one less thing to worry over.

And really, despite the planning that was taking place for two weddings within a couple months of each other, I was pretty calm. Life was good. It felt good. I was happy and at peace. At times I’d get sad thinking about how much I wished Mom and Dad were here and a part of all this. I’d get a little teary-eyed, but then I’d focus on all the good in my life. And I’d think that if Mom and Dad hadn’t died, I’d never have moved to Idaho, never would have met Josiah, wouldn’t even be planning my own wedding right now. It wasn’t that I wished for things to be different, so much as I was trying to just accept things as they were and not worry over details that I was unable to control. Would I trade Josiah to have my parents back? I couldn’t say that I would. It would be an impossible decision to make. It was one I was thankful I didn’t have to make.

Another sore spot occurred one night about four weeks after I’d been back. The sore spot came in the form of butterfly tattoos and green eyes: Charlene. Josiah was supposed to meet me that night after work. It was our usual thing. He’d driven me into town for my shift, and would be back later to pick me up, but he’d texted me to say he was running late. Ethan had stopped him, all upset, saying he couldn’t find Daisy. So Josiah had helped him look around the ranch, and now was running late to pick me up. He said to wait inside the Java Shack, but it was such a nice night out that I decided to stretch my limits and wait for Josiah on one of the metal benches just outside the Shack doors. Tina was still inside counting the till, and I knew she had a shotgun that she kept handy, “just in case.”

I’d been outside maybe five minutes when I saw headlights and heard the rumble of a motor. A tall, dark truck pulled into The Shack parking lot. It stopped about thirty feet from me in a pool of deep shadow. The passenger door opened and I felt my jaw clench. Charlene slipped out, and glancing around carefully, she walked up to me—sauntered was more like it. Her hips were swaying in her confidence; her green eyes were bright and focused on me.

As I watched her approach, with a little bit of resentment at her sexual appeal, my eyes flashed to her tattoo and I decided right then and there that I was going to finally get my tattoo. Why? Because I wanted one, and I was tired of putting it off. And even though Josiah had told me I was brave and he loved me just as I was, I suddenly wanted to do this. I was excited to tell him about it. Right now Charlene was just an irritating distraction that I wanted squashed. Like a mosquito.

“I have nothing to say to you, so just leave me alone,” I told her as she got closer. Charlene glanced over her shoulder at the driver of the pickup and grinned. I couldn’t see who she was looking at, the shadows were too dark and the windows were tinted.

“Oh honey, don’t be like that,” she said as she stopped right in front of me.

My eyes flitted again over her butterfly tat and I grinned a little in anticipation of my coming plans. She wasn’t leaving.

I decided to ignore her and pulled out my phone, hoping to see an update from Josiah — I wanted to tell him my idea. Tina was keeping a close eye on us and even though I wasn’t worried about Charlene at all, I knew that if I felt threatened I could just go inside.

“Why’d you come back here?” Charlene asked. Her voice dropped low and I detected a slight tremor in it. “You were gone and in the clear. Why’d you come back?”

“Sorry to spoil your plans, Charlene, but Josiah and I are together and there is nothing you can do to stop it. You tried. That won’t work again, so just go along with your little boy-toy there and leave us be.”

“You’re not safe here, Crimson. You need to leave. Now. Tonight.”

“What? What the heck are you even saying?”

“Listen to me, you stupid girl. You are not safe here. Leave.”

“Oh, so you can move in and try for Josiah again? I don’t think so.”

“This isn’t about Josiah or you. It’s about hi—” The driver of the truck suddenly laid on the horn, blaring it loudly. Charlene jumped, and for the briefest moment the look on her face seemed fearful. Then she took a deep breath and said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She turned back around and headed to the truck. She’d barely climbed in before the driver peeled out, kicking up gravel and dust as they left.

I was still sitting there trying to figure out what had just happened, part of my mind thinking about what kind of tattoo I planned to get, and the other part wondering what Charlene’s purpose had been in coming here to talk to me, when Josiah pulled up. I waved at Tina to show her I was leaving then climbed into the GT. Josiah wasn’t happy that I’d been outside waiting for him — I could tell by the look on his face.

“Sorry, but it was such a nice night I thought it would be all right. And Tina was right there watching me the whole time. I was safe.”

Josiah clenched and unclenched his jaw several times, then rotated his neck to relieve the tension I knew he was feeling. “I’d appreciate it if you’d take extra care to be careful, Crimson. Please.”

“I am.”

“Sitting outside, alone, in the dark is not being careful.”

“Tina was right there. I was never out of her sight.”

“Yeah, I know. She called to say Charlene was here harassing you again. Were you going to tell me about it?”

I felt my heart plummet at that news. Of course he had Tina watching over me and keeping him informed as to how I was doing. That was why he’d pulled up so quickly. “Yes.”

“Yes? Yes, what? Yes, she was there, or yes, you were going to tell me?”

“Both. Charlene came by. We spoke. She made her threats, said I should’ve stayed gone, blah, blah, blah. I ignored her and told her to take a hike. I told her you were mine and I was ready to fight for you.”

Josiah groaned and chuckled dryly. “You told her you’d fight her?”

“Well, not in so many words, but I told her you were mine, we were together, and there was nothing she could do about it. It’s essentially the same thing.”

Josiah took my hand in his, lifting it to his lips and said, “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Was that all she said?”

“Pretty much.” I sighed, deciding not to mention that I almost felt like Charlene had been warning me. I wanted to be strong and brave, and most likely she was just messing with me, trying to shake me again. I didn’t want to give her that satisfaction. And besides, I planned on getting ink done. That was brave, right? Charlene didn’t matter. I was brave. And right now I was chickening out and not able to say the words to Josiah. So I quickly jumped to a safer subject. “Did you find Daisy?”

“No, not yet.”

“That’s odd. She’s never been gone like this before.”

“I know,” Josiah responded as we pulled into the ranch driveway. “Ethan’s pretty worried. We’re going out at first light to ride around and see if we can’t find her.”

“What do you think could’ve happened to her?”

“It’s hard to say. She could have run into coyotes, a cougar, a snake. She might have fallen into a pit or something, broken a leg, got snagged going across a creek…”

“I’d like to come along.”

“All right. You can be a part of the search. Do you want to drive or ride?”

“It doesn’t matter, I can do either.”

We left the ranch by 6:30 the next morning. Cullen and Mitchell, who were both sixteen and had permits, drove the ranch truck, and Josiah, myself, Ethan, Kelly, and Ryan rode the horses. Billy, Jack, and Dean stayed behind at the ranch to continue to search around the house, and to make sure someone was there in case Daisy wandered in by herself.

For three days we searched, with no sign of her. Josiah and I checked with our closest neighbors. Nothing. Ethan was heartbroken, and I was heartbroken for him. We couldn’t figure out what could have happened to her. Josiah thought it might be possible that a cougar had carried her off — we discussed that possibility in private, away from Ethan, not wanting to traumatize him any more than he already was. I was worried this heartache was too soon after the loss of our parents. Next month would be a year since they’d died. It was crazy that so much time had gone by, crazy to think how much had changed in our lives.

One week later, I woke up to the sound of someone pounding on my bedroom door. I sat up, confused by the sudden noise, and tried to blink the sleep from my eyes.

“Sage!” I recognized Kelly’s voice and jumped from bed, absently noting that the sun was just beginning to rise. I wrenched the door open and saw tears in Kelly’s eyes.

“What happened?” I asked, my heart lodging painfully in my throat.

“It’s Daisy. She’s back, but she’s hurt bad. Real bad.”

I grabbed a light sweatshirt from my bed and followed him down to the kitchen. Ethan was seated on the floor, holding Daisy in his arms. The poor dog was trembling with fatigue and pain. She was covered in blood. I couldn’t tell if it was all hers or not.

“Kelly, go wake Josiah up for me, please. Tell him I need him.”

Kelly nodded and ran out the back door, letting it slam behind him. I stared at Daisy for a moment, not sure what to do. Ethan held her and tried to calm her and reassure her she’d be okay. Water, I thought suddenly. She’ll need water.

I’d just put the bowl down by her head when Josiah arrived, out of breath. He stared at the dog for a moment then caught my eye. I could see the questions there. The same questions I was sure were showing on my face.

“Ethan, we’re gonna need to get her to the vet. This is more than I can deal with. She’s in a lot of pain and Doc Bean can help with that. I’ll call there now.”

Doc Bean had been the area vet for the last twenty years in Salmon. I’d met him a couple times when he came out to the ranch for one reason or another. Josiah got him on the phone and Doc Bean said he’d open up his clinic and to bring Daisy right over. Kelly woke Billy up while Josiah was on the phone; I told Billy I’d keep him informed as to what the vet found out. We carefully got Daisy loaded into the bed of the truck; Ethan sat in the back and held her.

Doc Bean was waiting for us when we got there. He had the equivalent of a dog-gurney ready for us. Ethan wanted to go back with her to the exam room. Doc let him then after he got her sedated, he had Ethan wait with us while he performed the exam and got her cleaned up. An hour later Doc Bean came back out and wiped sweat from his brow.

Ethan jumped to his feet, fear on his face. “How is she?”

“She’s weak. She’s been starved and she’s dehydrated. She’s been beaten. A couple ribs are broken, and her back right leg is as well. Do you know what happened to her?”

Ethan was crying, his grey eyes swimming in tears. I pulled him closer. Josiah shook his head in silent anger. “Daisy went missing about ten days ago. We’d searched the entire ranch, riding out on horseback even to try and find her.”

“How’d you end up finding her? Where was she at?” Doc asked.

Josiah and I looked at Ethan. He lifted his head from my shoulder and said, “I couldn’t sleep this morning. I got up, like I’ve been doing every morning since she was gone, and went to the back porch to look for her. This morning she was there, crawling toward the steps, trying to get to me.”

Doc Bean nodded his head and chewed his lip a little before saying, “I’d like to keep her overnight, just for observation. Her dehydration is extreme. I’ll keep her under the sedative for a few more hours so that I can keep the IV connected.”

“Can I stay here with her for a while?” Ethan asked me.

I turned to Josiah and Doc Bean. Doc nodded his head and said that would be fine.

Josiah said, “We’ll go get breakfast from Tom’s. What would you like?”

“Can I have a coffee?” Ethan asked hopefully. I sighed and then nodded in agreement.

“What else?” I asked. “You need more than coffee.”

“Cinnamon roll pancakes?” he asked hopefully.

“Okay. Doc? Anything for you?”

“That sounds good actually,” he said as he reached for his wallet.

“Nah, Doc, we got this. It’s on us. How do you want your coffee?”

“Thank you. Black is great.”

Josiah and I were gone for maybe an hour and a half by the time we’d ordered our breakfast, eaten, and then ordered the to-go meals for Ethan and Doc. Josiah and I discussed all the possibilities of what might have happened to Daisy over our meal. He thought it was obvious that someone had taken her, but it didn’t make sense to me why someone might have done that. What would their purpose have been? And did she escape, or was she let go?

We asked Doc if there was anything he could tell us from what he’d found on her that might give us some clues. He said there wasn’t much — some gravel in the wounds, things like that, but nothing concrete. I called Billy to let him know what Doc had found so far with Daisy. He said that Red wanted to talk with us when we got back.

It didn’t take Ethan long to eat; the kid had been starving, I’m sure. His appetite had dropped off after Daisy went missing. Now that she was back, so was his appetite. It also didn’t take him long to ask if he could stay the night with her here at the clinic. Doc Bean explained that wouldn’t be a good idea, but that so long as she was still improving tomorrow, we could pick her up then.

We made Ethan say goodbye, and then we all drove home. Doc promised to give us a call in the afternoon with an update. Ethan gave him his cell phone number so they could communicate steadily throughout the day. Doc cautioned him that he might not be able to respond right away, especially if other cases came in.

When we got home I told Ethan to go shower and then take a nap — the kid was beat. He sleepily nodded his head and then slowly climbed the stairs. We found Billy in his office doing some paperwork. The house had been pretty quiet; he said Bentley had taken the other boys out fishing up on one of the ranch creeks.

After we filled Billy in on what had happened at Doc’s he told us that he’d followed the bloody trail that Daisy had left as she dragged herself home. The trail ended at the road about fifty yards from the mouth of the driveway and Red’s house.

It was obvious that someone had taken her. Taken her and abused her. Then brought her back to let us know that they’d done it. The question was who. I asked them if it could have been Rob. Billy didn’t seem to think it was — he hadn’t been seen or heard from since he ran away. And what could have been his reasons? He’d never seemed to hold any sort of animosity toward Daisy when he was here. Josiah thought it was easily something that Rob might have done, but again, why?
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Josiah

 

WHEN DAISY WENT MISSING Josiah began to worry. Something wasn’t right; he could feel it. It was too odd. Too coincidental. Especially with Rob gone and Charlene back in town again.

Josiah took to following Crimson to work again. He’d stay for a while, see that she was safely settled in before heading back to the ranch, only to return before her shift was finished to follow her home again.

He was determined to keep Crimson safe despite the malice he felt lurking in the shadows. Something was building. Something mean and angry. And it was getting closer.
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Crimson Sage

 

A WEEK LATER WE were no closer to finding any answers, but Daisy had been brought home with no difficulties. Doc cautioned us to keep her quiet and to not let her jump or climb things yet. So, as a special treat, Billy had allowed the younger boys to camp out on the living room floor until Daisy was healed enough to climb the stairs to the boys’ room.

Work continued to go by, and I’d begun saving money for the wedding. I’d already bought the airline tickets for Ethan, Josiah, and me to fly back to North Carolina. And Josiah had a nice shirt and tie set aside for the occasion as well. Tina tried to give me extra hours as I needed or wanted them, but it was hard in the small town. Things would get busier as the fair drew closer she assured me. Either way I was happy.

There’d been no further problems with Charlene, or with Daisy, who had healed nicely. There’d been no sign of Rob either. The summer continued to scrape by at a leisurely pace. Warm, sunny days. Endless sun. Starry nights. Bonfires. And I finally told Josiah my design for my tattoo. He just looked at me. His blue eyes bored deep into mine. Twice he started to speak. Then, “I thought maybe you’d changed your mind about it. Why?”

“Because.”

“Because?”

“Because I want one.”

“You really want a tattoo?”

“Yeah, I really do.”

“Okay, but don’t do this for me. You do this for you.”

“I am doing this for me, but I want you to like it, too. Are you disappointed?”

“No, Little Red, no. I’m not disappointed — at all.” He pulled me closer and kissed my forehead. “I love you. You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Yeah, I do.”

“All right.” He nodded, brushing his lips across mine. “When do you want to do this?”

“As soon as possible. Before I chicken out again. Which I’m determined not to do. So soon. Please.”

“Let me give Jason a call and see when he can get you in.”

Four days later I was sitting in the padded tattoo chair. I was trying to be calm, taking slow deep breaths and focusing on the warmth of Josiah’s hand as he held mine. When we’d arrived this morning, the friendly, pierced, and tattooed lady behind the counter smiled at me. In an effort to relieve some of my tension I asked her, “So… if I start crying like a little girl… will you all laugh at me?”

She looked at me with her dark eyes and blinked, then said, “Yeah, we will. There’s no crying allowed. We even have a sign.” And then she pointed to something behind me. Sure enough, right above the door we’d just walked through was a sign that read, “Absolutely NO crying permitted, by order of Management.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, okay then. No crying. I got this.”

Josiah pulled me close and kissed my temple. “I’m here. I’ve got you. You can do this.”

I nodded in agreement, hoping my confidence would grow and not be shaken. After filling out the needed paperwork and paying for the work to be done, I was led over to Jason’s table where he was preparing my tattoo image. When Josiah and I had been in North Carolina, we’d drawn a heart in the sand with our initials inside it. We’d taken a picture of it; and from that picture I’d sketched an image of what I had in mind. It would go on my left shoulder, closest to my heart. Josiah held my hand as I sat in the chair and waited for Jason to begin — he liked my sketch and said it would make a great tat.

“All right,” Jason said as he leaned closer. “You ready?”

I swallowed and then nodded. My eyes watched Jason as he reached for his tattoo machine, noting the way the lamplight made the grey and purple octopus tattoo on his forearm and hand seem to move. He touched the needle to my skin and began. I gripped Josiah’s hand as if my life depended on it. And it hurt. The tattoo. It really did. But not as bad as I thought it would.

All said and done, it took a little over an hour to complete. Both Jason and Josiah were pleased with how it looked. And before Jason applied the ointment and bandage to protect it, he handed me a mirror. Other than the fact that my skin was red and a little swollen, my tattoo looked really awesome. I breathed a sigh of relief as I took it all in. Jason had done a brilliant job of incorporating the blues, greys, and whites of the ocean surf as it splashed up, forming a border around the heart with our initials in it on the golden sand. He’d added waving tufts of golden brown sea grass. And then there were the colors he’d captured in the sunrise. The pinks, corals, purples, and yellows. I’d wanted a sunrise, not a sunset, so that it portrayed the idea of a beginning, not an ending.

I was happy with it. Very happy with it. In fact, I couldn’t have been happier. So I was rather shocked to discover, about six days later as I stepped from my shower that my tattoo seemed to be peeling away. My eyes widened in surprise and I quickly called Josiah.

“Hello,” he said as he answered.

“Josiah! I think there’s something wrong with my tattoo. It’s peeling!” Josiah didn’t respond immediately so I said, “Did you hear me?”

“Yeah. Are you sure?”

“Yes. I can see it with my own eyes. It’s peeling.”

“Crimson, did you tell Jason you wanted a permanent tattoo?”

“What? What do you mean permanent?”

“Permanent. As in, it won’t peel away after a while.”

“No, I didn’t tell him that! I didn’t know I had to. You mean all that work, all that pain will have to be re-done? Oh my gosh… I don’t… I just… I’m…”

Josiah’s laughter stopped me. “Crimson… Sweetie… relax. That’s normal. The peeling. I’m just messing with you. It’s just your body healing. Don’t worry about it.”

“Jerkface! Really? Here I am freaking out and you sit there making a joke about it.”

“Sorry, but that was too good to pass up. I love you.”

“Yeah, I love you, too,” I grumbled. “I need to get dressed now. See you in a while.”

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Malice

 

Crimson Sage

 

JOSIAH, ETHAN, AND I were packed and ready to leave for North Carolina for Gracie’s wedding. Everything seemed to be going so well that when we left we hadn’t a care in the world. My tattoo had healed beautifully. Both Josiah and I had a week off work. The ranch seemed to have settled into a peaceful state. The boys were well adjusted, having completed a full school year, and none of them needed to have summer school. Daisy was fully healed. And to top it off, Charlene seemed to have moved out of the Salmon area. At least, neither Josiah nor I had seen her in several weeks.

God seemed to have smiled down on Gracie because the day of her wedding dawned bright and clear. Pete had even closed the Shack for the event so he and his family could be there. Everything went off without a hitch. Gracie was beautiful, radiant, and as I watched her dad walk her down the aisle toward her future, I had to blink back tears — tears of happiness and sadness. I loved Gracie and I was so happy for her, and Tanner obviously worshipped the ground she walked on. But I couldn’t help but think of my own mom and dad. They would have been here with me. They should have been here with me.

Josiah caught my eye then, almost like he knew what I might have been thinking, like he knew I might be feeling some mixed emotions. He smiled at me and the look in his dark blue eyes gave me a surge of heat, of love. I was okay. Josiah would make sure I was all right. With just a smile he could banish whatever fears and pain I was experiencing. I smiled back at him and swallowed my sadness.

Taking a deep breath, I focused on the vows being said right now. I focused on the radiant happiness on Gracie’s face, the way Tanner couldn’t keep his eyes off her, the way he followed her every movement, hung on her every word. I felt the passion in his voice as he said his vows to her, heard the love and devotion in his words. And I could only be happy for my best friend.

Our trip to North Carolina only lasted four days this time. We arrived two days before the wedding and left the day after. As much as Ethan enjoyed being at the beach, he was anxious to get back home and see Daisy. I tried to reassure him that all was well and there was nothing to worry about, but Ethan responded like a first-time mom away from her new baby. Josiah and I teased him a little about it; he took it all in stride, though.

We arrived back in Salmon a week before fair started. Ethan was excited to see all the cowboys in town and watch all the fancy rigs as they rolled in. Billy made plans to take all the ranch boys to the rodeo. Bentley, Josiah, and I planned to join them, to help with chaperoning the boys and keeping them all in line. Though really, ever since Rob left, the boys seemed to unite almost like a family.

That’s what we were like now, a great big, mixed and blended family.

That thought hit me. That word. Family. It had been so long since I felt like I belonged in a family, since I had a family to belong to. And now, here, I had a huge one, full of love and laughter. Everything in my life had changed, and some changes were painful, but those changes brought about some of my biggest blessings and deepest happiness. As I thought about Josiah, and our wedding that we were planning, I realized just how big and wonderful this particular blessing was. Out future was bright. Our path was clear. The only thing on the horizon was love.

Tina walked over as I was preparing a vanilla chai latte for a cowboy. She slid a note next to me and bumped my hip with hers. Looking at her I raised my eyebrow in question. She indicated the note as I handed the drink to the cowboy, who then winked at me and said, “Thanks, ma’am.”

I shook my head at him as he walked away, his spurs jangling softly. The note read simply, “Parking lot.”

I blushed, thinking that Josiah must be out there, and quickly scanned the window. It wasn’t Josiah. No, it was Charlene. She was standing next to a sleek white Corvette, just staring at The Shack. My brilliant sunshine was being eclipsed by clouds. Things had been going so well. Why was she back here again? What did she want with me? Was she here to make weird comments and threats again? I almost picked up my phone to call Josiah, but decided not to. He had warned me that she would mess with me if she felt like she could get to me. Well, I was determined not to give her that satisfaction. If she came inside I’d serve her just like any other customer. Tina would make sure she didn’t harass me.

And if she was here when it was time to clock out — well then I could always call Josiah and have him come get me. With everything going so well, he’d begun to let me drive myself to and from work again. I filled two more orders and heard the bell over the door ring indicating yet another customer was coming in. Business was booming. I didn’t mind though; it kept me busy. My back was to the counter as I searched the various flavors of syrups, looking for a sugar-free caramel for a customer.

“Nice ink. Who’s J and C?” asked a male voice from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the cowboy who’d ordered the vanilla chai latte was back again. He winked and nodded at my shoulder, my tattoo. “Oh, it’s for Josiah and Crimson,” I said as I turned back around.

“Oh yeah?” he asked. “And who’re they?”

“I’m Crimson,” I replied. And, then before I could continue I heard, “And, I’m Josiah. Any more questions?”

I whipped around then. Josiah was standing at the counter. His deep blue eyes were focused on the cowboy, who was looking Josiah over. He noted the ink and the piercings. Then he looked over at me again and said, “Well, all right then. You have a great day, ma’am.”

He tipped his hat at me and then walked out. I stared after him for just a second, trying to process what had happened. Had he just hit on me? I blinked and then finished the drink I was making. Once that customer was served I turned to Josiah. “That was weird,” I told him with a smile.

“Irritating is more like,” he grumbled as he glanced back toward the parking lot where the cowboy was climbing into his rig.

I grinned at that. “What’s up?” I asked as I leaned forward to rest my forearms on the counter.

Josiah’s gaze returned to me, and the corner of his mouth lifted in a wolfish grin as his blue eyes travelled over my face and lower before flicking back up to meet mine. “Just wanted to see your face. Maybe steal a kiss or two.”

“Hmm… you don’t say…”

“When’s your break?”

“Five minutes.”

“I’ll wait.”

We were seated in Josiah’s car, holding hands and sipping the milkshakes that he’d brought us. “Tina called me, warned me that Charlene was out here. Did she bother you in any way?”

I rolled my eyes. “Figures.”

“For what it’s worth, I was already in town when she called me. I was already on my way to see you.”

“Huh,” I grumbled. “No, she never even came inside.”

“You get off at four, right?”

“Yep.

“Okay, I‘ll wait for you at the house. Then you can get ready and we’ll meet everyone else at the rodeo.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

Josiah kissed me quickly and made me promise to let him know if Charlene showed up again. I promised him and then quickly returned to finish my shift.
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Josiah

 

JOSIAH GOT BACK TO the ranch just before Billy, Bentley, and the boys headed off to the fair. The big blue bus was parked in front of the house, the engine running.

“We’ll see you in an hour or so,” Josiah told Billy, who nodded, then waved as they pulled away.

Josiah chuckled at the boys’ excitement — it was infectious and uplifting. He moved about the ranch, completing his afternoon duties; his thoughts were on the coming evening. He checked his watch. Crimson should be off work and heading home now. He ran up and showered, then changed his clothes. Just as he stepped from the loft, locking it behind him as he headed down to wait for Crimson at the big house, his phone buzzed. He answered it without looking at the display.

“Josiah?” the voice asked, sounding stressed or excited maybe.

“Yeah?”

“Hey, this is Simmons down the road. You got some horses out man.”

“Dangit. Where at?”

“The western field — they’re heading down the back road.”

“All right. Thanks, I’ll get on it.”

Josiah quickly jumped into the ranch pickup and sped off, hoping to get them corralled without issue. It took him over thirty minutes to gather them up and get them situated. He was surprised, by the time he was done, that he hadn’t heard from Crimson yet, wondering where she was. So he shot her a text letting her know what happened, where he was, and that he’d be there soon.

When ten minutes had passed and Crimson hadn’t responded, Josiah began to feel a tickling sensation at the base of his skull. A warning. Something was off. He suddenly felt this overwhelming need to get back to the house, back to Crimson.
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Crimson Sage

 

BY A QUARTER AFTER four I was on my way home. The ranch boys and Billy were already gone. I ran up to my room and showered then changed. Once I was dressed and ready to go I headed to the barn to meet up with Josiah. I went up to the loft and knocked on the door. No answer. I tried the handle, but it was locked. That was odd. Maybe he was down in the barn waiting for me and I had missed him. I searched the interior and still didn’t see him so I decided to call him. He didn’t answer the phone.

Frowning I went and sat on a straw bale to wait for him. Suddenly my phone chirped indicating an incoming text. It was from Josiah. He said the horses in the back field had gotten out and he’d be back as soon as he could. I looked down at my outfit: denim skirt, red gingham sleeveless blouse, and heeled boots. Clearly not appropriate to chase horses in. Oh well, I hoped he didn’t have too many difficulties, and things went smoothly for him. I decided to wait for him outside, maybe sit on the wooden chairs by his fire pit. Just as I reached the door I heard footsteps approaching from the other side.

I grinned in anticipation and said, “Come on in, Big Fella. Your cowgirl awaits.” I’d been planning my outfit for tonight as a surprise for Josiah and I was anxious for him to see me in it. The door was wrenched open and I blinked as the bright sunshine momentarily blinded me.

“Don’t mind if I do,” said the large shadow that stood there.

Cold fear gripped me. Rob. He shoved me backward with a hand to my face. I stumbled, but managed to stay on my feet. Rob stepped inside the barn and two others followed him, closing the door behind them.

“Get out,” I whispered.

Rob chuckled darkly and said, “Oh no. See, I’ve missed you, Sage, and you and I are going to spend some quality time together.”

“Josiah will be here soon. He’s on his way right now to meet me.” I pulled my phone out to show them, hoping to scare them into leaving.

Rob caught me unaware as he slapped me hard across the mouth, knocking me to the side. I could taste blood. My phone went flying, landing somewhere outside my line of sight. I was trying not to panic, but fear was choking me.

“Hurry it up, Rob. He ain’t going to be gone that long,” one of the other men said.

I faced the three of them and wiped the blood from my mouth with a trembling hand.

“Josiah ain’t coming. He’s busy chasing horses — it’s just you and me now. If you cooperate and make me happy, things will go so much smoother for you. I won’t have to hurt you as much. But fight me, and I’ll get ugly mean like I did with that stupid dog,” Rob told me as he stepped closer to me.

I braced myself as he lifted his hand and let his fingers dance along the buttons of my blouse. He reached for me, wrapping a hand tightly, cruelly around my neck, drawing me closer.

I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t. When Rob put his lips on mine and attempted to stick his tongue in my mouth, I bit him, tasting blood again. Rob yelled and then backhanded me, knocking me to the ground. He followed and landed heavily on top of me, knocking the wind out of me with a knee to my stomach. Rob’s two accomplices crowded around to try and help him hold me, gripping my arms and legs. I kicked and screamed and fought them as best I could, but they were too strong. Rob slapped me hard again and again.

Through a cloud of haze I felt my blouse rip, and then my bra. Rob’s friends were holding my legs now, trying to spread them apart. I kicked out again in desperation and caught one; I wasn’t sure where, but I heard his yelp. I’d hoped it hurt him enough that he’d let go, but he didn’t. He just gripped me tighter, bruising me with his hands.

Suddenly I felt something cold and sharp at my throat; I felt the sting and the warm trickle down my neck, my ear. A knife.

“Now, you little witch. Hold still. Stop fighting me, and you might actually enjoy this.” Rob held the knife to my throat and then began to grope and fondle me, bruising me as he went.

“Hurry it up, Rob. We ain’t got all day,” the other guy growled angrily.

With one hand Rob began to undo his pants. I was trembling and tears began to fall from my eyes. Rob sneered at me and then slapped me again. My head was pounding and my ears were ringing. I was beginning to see spots and hoped maybe I’d just pass out, and then when I woke up all this would have been a terrible nightmare.

Rob settled between my legs and then leaned close to me and licked and bit slowly along my neck, to my ear, my jaw and to my mouth. “No more biting now…” he laughed as he pressed his lips to mine, tracing my mouth with his tongue.

Gagging, I screamed out, “No!” and felt the sting of the blade again.

This time he punched me. “Shut up you stupid girl — just shut up and take it.” Now he leaned down closer and whispered in my ear, “This is almost like a déjà vu for you, huh? Like mother, like daughter.”

My heart gave an angry lurch at that. I hated him so much; I was choking on it. Rob readied himself and then suddenly the man holding my left leg screamed as he disappeared with a loud thud. Rob swore as he looked away from me to see what had happened; I slapped the knife away from my throat while he was distracted.

The knife went flying sideways, landing somewhere off to the side, away from us. Rob cursed under his breath and shifted to the side, reaching for it. I bucked my hips to knock him off me, and rolled; intent on getting the knife. In our struggle somehow the knife entered Rob’s throat. He looked down at me in surprise, his eyes blinking rapidly. Rob slumped to the side and I shoved him off me and scrambled away, choking and wheezing.

Rob was making gurgling noises, and each time he exhaled blood foamed up around his mouth and spurted from the wound. Limply he tried grasping the knife to pull it out. His eyes were panicked as they looked toward me; I could see the fear in his gaze. I knew he was dying, but I couldn’t bring myself to move or care; it was taking him a long time to die. Numbly, I looked down and noticed my hands were covered in blood.

Suddenly Josiah was kneeling in front of me. I flinched at his sudden appearance, and wrapped my arms around myself. My eyes were glued to Rob as he lay close by, bleeding out. But I saw from the corner of my eye as Josiah reached for me hesitantly, and as I flinched again, he dropped his hands. I couldn’t take my eyes off Rob; they were focused on him with morbid curiosity. Josiah shook his head angrily and then moved over to Rob to see what he could do. After a minute he returned to me and said, “He’s gone. Dead.”

“Good,” I whispered as I shook. I couldn’t find it inside myself to feel bad for him. I was glad he was dead. Very glad.

Josiah nodded. “Good.” Slowly, as not to frighten me, Josiah stood and removed his shirt. He leaned over and carefully draped it over my shoulders. The cotton still held his warmth and his scent, and as I smelled that familiar fragrance I began to shake again and tears streamed down my face.

One of the other guys moaned lightly and stirred; Josiah whipped around to face him. He glanced at me and then back to guy on the ground. He hovered for a moment looking around, unsure as to what to do first. “Crimson,” he said softly. “I need to call this in. Hang on, all right? I need to take care of some things — I’m right here; I’m not leaving.”

Through a haze I nodded and watched as Josiah tied the other two men up and roughly dragged them outside. I just sat where I was, unable to move, to get up. Minutes passed and then he returned and Josiah was kneeling in front of me. He lifted me into his arms and carried me outside to the benches and chairs by his fire pit. There was already a fire blazing warmly there. And even though the night was warm, I seemed to be freezing. I couldn’t seem to stop the shaking. Josiah gently wiped my mouth with a damp towel and then just held me.

We sat there for what seemed like forever, waiting for the police to arrive, and still Josiah held me. “You survived, Crimson. Again. You’re strong. You’ll survive this as well. I’ll be here to help you.”

I tried to nod my head at him, to agree with him, but I was shaking too badly. Josiah adjusted his grip on me, holding me tighter.

“Shower,” I whispered. “I’m cold.”

“I know you are, Babe, and I’m sorry, but you’re going to need to hold on a little longer. We can’t contaminate any evidence. The police will be here soon.”

I could hear the sirens now and see the flashing lights. Soon we were surrounded by a cacophony of noises, voices telling Josiah he’d need to let me go. I clung to him and buried my face against his chest. I needed him. He was my strength; I couldn’t survive this without him. One of the medics was trying to pry my arms away from Josiah, to reason with me, telling me they needed to assess me and make sure I was all right, but I held on tighter.

I heard a strange noise then, sharp and high pitched, and shattering. It took a little while for it to register that the noise was coming from me — I was shattering.

Josiah held me closer, rocking me in his embrace. “Sh, sh, shhhhh… Crimson. It’s okay. I’m right here. You’re safe.” He turned to those closest to us and said, “Just give her some room. Give her some space. Please.”

The medic backed up and then said to his partner, “She’s gonna need a sedative.”

His partner agreed and turned away from us. Moments later he turned back with a syringe in his hand. As one medic took my wrist, to pull my arm away from Josiah, Josiah pulled me closer. “It’s okay, Crimson. You’re strong. You can do this. You’re the strongest person I know. They’re just trying to help, to calm you down. I love you, Crimson. Do you hear me? I love you.”

There. Josiah spoke the only words that could get through to me. He loved me. I was strong, and I would survive, and he loved me. I felt the tiny prick in my arm and then began to feel warm and a little sleepy. I blinked my eyes several times and Josiah kissed me. That was the last vision I had before everything went dark.

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sunrise

 

Josiah

 

CRIMSON WAS RESTING; THE sedative and pain medicine were still keeping her under and away from the pain. Josiah could hear the steady beeps of the machines monitoring her. Even though she was safe now and out of danger, fear still choked him. Still held him captive. He couldn’t get the images out of his head. Couldn’t silence the sound of her terrified scream; his ears were ringing with it.

When he’d stepped inside the barn, he’d seen Crimson on the floor, Rob hunched over her. When he’d seen the blood on her face, the fear in her eyes, he’d lost it. He had no clear memory of his actions or intent, other than to get to Crimson, to save her. He remembered throwing one of the other men, the one closest to him against the barn wall. He remembered stomping on the leg of the other, kicking him in the face, and then throwing him aside as well.

By the time he’d turned back to Crimson and Rob, they’d rolled, and he’d watched in agonizingly slow motion as Crimson struggled against Rob, seen the knife as it pierced the man’s neck. Rob had slumped to the side and Crimson had been able to scramble away. She was white, deathly white, except where the blood was smeared across her.

He had to swallow the bile, the anger, the sense of helplessness that had nearly left him crippled. Crimson needed him, needed him now, and he had to be strong for her. Carefully he approached her, not wanting to scare her, and covered her with his shirt. Once he’d dealt with her other two attackers, tying them up and dragging them outside, he came back for her.

Crimson sat in the dirt and blood; her arms were wrapped around herself, trying to hide, to cover the evil that had been done. His heart had broken, literally shattered at the sight. He carefully gathered her in his arms, lifted, and carried her outside. He tried to be gentle, but she whimpered in pain, breaking his heart again. Then he simply held her, just held her.
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Crimson Sage

 

I WOKE UP IN the hospital. Bright lights stunned my eyes. Blinking, I looked around me, trying to recall why I was here and what had happened. I stirred a little, intending to sit up, but felt a sharp pain in my side and in my head, making me groan.

Josiah was suddenly there, leaning over me. “Crimson? Hey, Baby. How are you feeling? Don’t move, okay? Just hold still.”

“My head…” I whispered as the pain pounded through my skull. I hurt. Everywhere. And the more alert I became, the more pain I discovered. Tears pricked my eyes, and I bit back a whimper.

“I know, Babe, I know… I’m sorry. The doctors say you have a mild concussion and several bruised ribs. You should try to hold still as much as possible.”

“How long have I been here?”

Josiah took my hand in his, carefully threading our fingers together. “Do you remember what happened?”

I nodded slightly, trying not to move too much. “Is Rob…?”

“He’s dead.”

I swallowed and felt tears prick my eyes again. “The others?”

“Once they came to, they were taken into custody and booked into the county jail. All this happened last night. You’ve been here about a day.”

I tried to remember, but some things were foggy and muddled in my head. Josiah must have noticed my confusion. “The medics gave you a mild sedative last night to calm you down. You were… pretty upset. Understandably upset. Red called Billy and then he and Ethan came down here. They left about an hour ago. I think you’ll be able to go home today.”

“When?” I whispered.

“Soon. The doctor is going to come in and talk with you, and Red needs to talk with you also, to get your statement. Then, if there’s nothing wrong, I think you’ll be released.”

“Okay.” My throat felt a little raw and I looked around for something to drink. My eyes landed on the side table where I saw a pitcher and a cup. Josiah followed my gaze and without me having to say anything he filled it and brought it to me. I swallowed slowly and felt a sharp tug at my throat. My hand moved automatically and I felt the bandage there.

“It’s just a scratch, not deep. No stitches,” Josiah reassured me. He swallowed and clenched his jaw a little; I saw the anguish in his eyes as he looked at me. He lifted my hand to his mouth. “I wish I could take all this away and make it better. I wish there was something I could say, something I could do, Crimson… I hate this, being so useless!”

“You did,” I told him. “And you’re not useless.”

“I feel pretty useless…”

“You saved me. Again.”

“I was almost too late,” he whispered. There was a faraway look in his blue eyes; they were haunted and in pain.

“You were right on time — just when I needed you, you were there.”

Josiah shook his head, clearly not seeing things as I saw them. “I wasn’t. Not in time — you were hurt.”

All this time Josiah had been my strength, my rock. It hurt me to see him like this. To see him this broken. “You told me you loved me. Remember?”

“Of course,” he breathed against my palm.

“I needed that, needed you. Those words were… they mean everything to me.”

“I love you, Crimson Sage Smyth. I love you.”

The doctor came in about forty minutes later to talk with me and said he’d be back to discharge me as soon as the paperwork was ready. About ten minutes later, Red showed up. He let Josiah stay with me as I gave my statement. Josiah had already given his, telling them everything he knew about the events of the day before. It was hard, painful, to have to talk about what had taken place. Red was patient with me, gently asking me each question to get a clear picture as to what had happened. He had me start at the beginning and keep going until I couldn’t remember anything else.

When he was done, Red thanked me and said that Billy and Ethan were here to see me. Red left, and then Billy and Ethan came in. Ethan’s eyes were red and swollen from crying, and Billy didn’t look a whole lot better. Ethan nearly ran to my side; Josiah cautioned him to slow down and not hurt me, but bruised ribs or not, I reached for my brother and held him close.

“I was so scared, Sage. So scared,” he mumbled against my neck, clearly trying to fight back tears, not wanting to cry in front of me.

“I’m okay, Kid. I’m okay. Josiah made it in time. And Rob won’t be bothering us anymore. I promise.”

Ethan squeezed me tighter before pulling away; he nodded and swallowed as he stood back. Billy stepped up and took my hand, then gently placed a kiss on my forehead. “You gave me a terrible scare….” He stopped as he choked a little then cleared his throat and shook his head. Billy patted my hand before he let it go and stepped back.

“Red was just here,” Josiah told them. “To take her statement.”

“I saw him. The doctor been in yet?” Billy asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Hopefully I’ll be able to go home soon.”

A couple minutes later the door opened and a middle-aged man wearing glasses and friendly smile entered the room, followed by a nurse. He approached the bed and shook hands with all who were assembled around me.

“Dr. West was called away to surgery. I’ll be discharging you. I’m Dr. Irvine — how is my patient today? Any pain, or discomfort?”

“A little,” I told him.

“Where and to what extent?”

“My ribs are sore. I can feel it when I breathe or move even. And my head and jaw hurt some.”

“On a level of one to ten, with ten being extreme, more than you can take pain, what is your pain level right now?”

“Um, maybe a seven?”

“Okay, I’ll have the nurse bring in another pain killer. You’ll be sore for a while yet. You have three ribs that are quite bruised. Your jaw is bruised and swollen, and you have a mild concussion. I’m going to prescribe you a pain reliever to take at home. And other than rest — lots of rest — I think you’re good to go. If you have any other problems, or if the pain begins to get worse, then you contact me right away.”

Relieved to be going home, I quickly agreed. The nurse brought my discharge papers and pain meds to me and once I had the papers signed, I was able to gather up my things. Not that I had much. My clothing and shoes had been taken as evidence. Billy had brought a pair of sweats and a t-shirt for me along with a pair of flip-flops. As we made our way down to the car, Billy asked if I was hungry. I suddenly realized that I was.

“You want me to have Billy swing by the Saveway, and I can pick up a few things, then I can make you dinner?” Josiah asked me.

That sounded wonderful so I nodded in agreement. I sat in the car with Billy and Ethan while Josiah ran inside. He was only gone about five minutes, and then we were on our way back to the ranch. The pain meds had begun to kick in and I was feeling pretty good, not in too much pain, so long as I was careful. Josiah sat in the center beside me and provided a soft place for me to lean against.

As we pulled into the ranch yard and the barn came into view I suddenly tensed up. My heart began to pound and my breath caught in my throat. Josiah felt the tension inside me.

“It’s all right. You’re safe.”

I nodded in agreement, but I couldn’t help the fear that trembled through me.

“Hey, how about you stay with me tonight?” Josiah whispered against my ear.

“Yes,” I managed past the hard lump in my throat.

Billy parked the car near the big house; I was slow getting out. The ranch yard was suddenly filled with happy, anxious faces — all the boys wanted to see me. Josiah and I reassured them I was okay, just a little sore and tired. He also told Billy I was staying with him tonight. Billy nodded in understanding. Ethan looked at me, carefully checking to make certain I was all right and not just trying to be brave. Even though it hurt like heck and I had to grit my teeth, I carefully pulled him close for a hug and told him I’d see him tomorrow. We both needed that contact.

Josiah took my hand and led me to his loft. I took several slow shallow breaths on the walk over, trying to keep the pain, the memories at bay. The stairs were a challenge. Josiah wanted to carry me, but I thought that would hurt too much. It was a long, slow, and painful process climbing up those stairs. I took them one at a time and Josiah helped me with each one. I had to stop and rest three times, but I made it. Josiah quickly unlocked the door to his loft and held it open for me. “Do you want to rest first?” he asked.

“No,” I shook my head slightly, breathing heavily and trying not to cringe. “I just want to shower. I need to shower…”

He nodded in understanding. “Are you able to shower on your own?”

I blushed a little and said, “Yeah, I think I can manage it.”

“Holler if you need anything. I’ll be right here.”

I nodded before carefully hobbling into the bathroom and closing the door behind me. I still kept several articles of clothing here at Josiah’s just in case I ever found myself needing to sleep over. And as I cautiously stepped into Josiah’s shower, knowing I had clean clothes to wear once I was done, I felt extremely thankful for my forethought.

Josiah had dinner pretty much done by the time I stepped from the bathroom. He’d lit candles and opened the big bay window to allow the cool evening breeze to flow in. He’d made a chicken soup, taking my sore ribs into account. After dinner he soothingly brushed my hair then gave me a foot massage.

I was lost in thought for a while, having withdrawn into my head — standing in front of Josiah’s bathroom mirror earlier I’d gotten my first glimpse of what I looked like, what my body looked like. There was nothing beautiful about it. I was damaged, wounded. And I didn’t know how Josiah would react. Would he be repulsed? Would he be afraid to touch me? To kiss me?

Josiah patiently waited for me to sort through all the thoughts in my mind. He allowed me time, gave me peace and patience. After several minutes of silence, he reached over and tenderly grazed my nose. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” I tried to smile at him.

Josiah searched my eyes carefully, then after a minute or two he reached for me, pulling me carefully, gently toward him, lifting me into his arms, and standing up. He carried me to the bathroom and flicked on the lights. Then he carefully stood me in front of the mirror. He wrapped his arms gently around me, brushed my hair aside, and kissed the side of my neck then traced his finger lightly over each and every bruise on my face — and there were several.

Josiah lifted my shirt a little to view my abdomen; it was bruised as well. Large fingerprint marks marred the surface of my skin. Then he carefully pulled the collar of my tank down to view the top of my chest, which was also bruised and marked with Rob’s fingernails. I tried to keep the trembling at bay, but I was unable to control the tears. Josiah then turned me to face him.

“Crimson, stop. I see that look in your eyes. You are perfect. Beautiful. Brave. Rob may have marked your body, but those marks will fade in time. If I could take them away I would. In a heartbeat.” He kissed each bruise on my face, and then moved to my throat. Tenderly he touched each and every visible mark on my body. And with each touch, he said, “You are beautiful. You are perfect. His marks will fade — and he was not the last one to touch you — I was. And I’ve covered these marks with my own hands. Hands that love you, Crimson, hands that worship you. And these hands will never hurt you.”

His words were a healing balm. I was able to reject the idea that I was somehow damaged goods, that Josiah might no longer want me, and see a glimpse of the woman he claimed me to be. He sparked my courage. He filled me with light, with hope, with acceptance, with love. I felt a little like a snake as it sheds its skin, sluffing off the old and dead to reveal the new. I took a slow breath and held it for as long as I could before the pain became too much and I let it out again. What he’d said to me had allowed me to release the dread and shame I felt over how I looked and what had happened to me. I was able to shed it like the cold dead skin of the memory that it was now.

Josiah took me by the hand and led me back to the couch. “I’m sure you have internal bruising that I can’t reach with my hands, so let my words touch them — don’t let Rob hurt you any more than he already has. Don’t give him that power. Don’t be afraid to face this ranch, or the barn. Don’t let him steal your peace and joy away.”

I leaned into his embrace and buried my face in his chest and just listened to the sound of his heartbeat, letting it soothe me, letting it heal me. Last night I’d felt like I was on the edge of another precipice, just teetering there, trying to stay alive. I’d come so far this last year with everything that had happened that I wasn’t sure how I’d survive this, too. Then Josiah had been there. Strong and capable. He’d held me together when I’d been unable to hold myself, when I’d begun to unravel.

And now, here, in the peaceful silence of his loft room, Josiah was once again calling me back from the edge, keeping me safe. He faced each and every fear I had and he helped me to conquer them. He took what was ugly in my life and he somehow made it beautiful. Made me feel beautiful. Made me feel complete and whole. I wasn’t sure just how he managed it, but Josiah had that gift. His words gave me the will to live, not just to survive, but to really live.

Gently he cupped my face, bringing my mouth up to his. Carefully, so he wouldn’t hurt me, he kissed my bruised lips, letting his linger over mine. “I love you, Crimson,” he breathed into me, igniting me, and fanning the flames between us, bringing me to life.

I’d been so lost before, but Josiah had found me.

 


EPILOGUE

 

Gracie

 

ETHAN WAS ADJUSTING HIS dark red bowtie again; he shrugged his shoulders and shifted his feet, uncomfortable in his tux, uncomfortable in front of the crowd of guests. He just had to be patient for a little while longer, and then he could move. Gracie glanced to her left and saw Josiah doing the same. She couldn’t help but grin at their antics. Josiah was nervous, waiting for his bride, needing to see her. Music played softly in the background — The Dixie Cups and Chapel of Love. Sage had wanted a Fifties-themed wedding. And that’s what she’d gotten.

The ranch yard had been transformed in preparation for the ceremony; chairs were set up and deep red and grey bows adorned the aisle. She heard Josiah take a deep breath, hold it, then slowly let it out, trying to settle his nerves. The song would be ending soon and that would be Sage’s cue to walk down the aisle to her future husband. Josiah had asked Ethan to be his best man and Ethan had readily accepted. A few moments ago he’d walked Gracie down the aisle and they’d taken their places as Josiah and Sage’s only attendants. Now they were just waiting for Billy to bring Sage out the back door.

They’d stuck to tradition, Josiah and Sage had, not seeing each other before the vows. The song finished playing; a moment’s pause and then the familiar Bridal Chorus began. Everyone stood up and faced the back of the house in expectation. The door opened and Billy stepped out — he looked good in a tux — Gracie was impressed.

Sage was beautiful. Radiant. Her dress was a close replica of one she’d found from a magazine clipping that her mother had saved for a wedding she’d never had. The dress was a light, golden ivory color, with lace sleeves over a sweetheart bodice. It had a full skirt that stopped at Sage’s calves. She carried red roses. Her veil was short, just coming to her waist, as was custom for the period. Gracie couldn’t help the tears that welled in her eyes, thinking of Sage’s parents, and of Sage and all that she’d overcome to be here today. Gracie knew Terri would be so proud of her daughter.

Just then Gracie heard a long, deep breath being sucked in; it suddenly choked off. She glanced over at Josiah and was a little shocked to see tears silently streaming down his face. Josiah — the tough guy — was crying. Gracie didn’t blame him — it was an emotional moment — no doubt about it.

Gracie didn’t think there was a dry eye in the house as Billy gave his granddaughter away in marriage — something he’d never been able to do with his only daughter, Terri. And as she stood there and watched her best friend say her vows, Gracie couldn’t help but think just how right the world was.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife — you may kiss your bride,” the pastor stated a few moments later.

Josiah took another deep breath then lifted Sage’s veil. Tenderly he cupped her face, his thumb lightly grazing her lip. Gracie watched as he leaned down and kissed Sage. She was sure Josiah had meant to keep the kiss chaste, but kissing was a thing with them, a weakness, and suddenly he was dragging her against him, their mouths moving urgently together.

“Oh crap,” Gracie muttered, hoping they’d pull it together and remember they had an audience. But no, no they didn’t. Gracie stepped up to them, tapped Josiah on the shoulder and said, “Hello? We’re all still here. Watching you.” When that only produced a growling response from Josiah, Gracie tried another tactic. “Sage? Sweetie? You’re ruining your makeup. Come on you two, come up for air already.”

“I’m going to go eat your cake, Sage. I swear I am,” she tried again.

This time Sage pulled back a little. And as oxygen began to filter back through their brains they became aware of the loud snickering from the audience. Sage hid her head against Josiah’s chest in embarrassment.

Gracie chuckled and said, “Oh no, no more of that. Come on. I’m hungry, and we all want cake. And besides, in about three hours you can do that and more to your little hearts’ content.”

That more than anything got Josiah’s attention. He squared his shoulders and led Sage back down the aisle to thunderous applause and a bright and happy future.
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