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      “There’s no contingency to my love or desire for you, Ady. I’ve waited years for you. Trust me when I say, now that I’ve got you, I’ll wait as long as you need.”

      

      I’ve longed to hear the words of love from a good man.

      A dependable man.

      For so long, I didn’t believe I’d ever deserve more than what I’d been offered.

      He made me see I was wrong.

      I deserved love. Happiness. Him.

      Brantley Marbury.

      The hero I didn’t know I needed.

      The man who stole my heart with a simple touch, sweet words, and a flaming desire to claim me.

      The thing with happiness, though, is that it can be ripped away at a moment’s notice.

      

      For so long, the Running M Ranch was my life.

      After my father died, I spent years funneling all my energy into ensuring its success.

      But as Pops once told me, all the success in the world doesn’t mean a damn thing without the love of a good woman at my side.

      I had no idea how true his words were until I met her.

      Adilynn James.

      A girl more than a decade younger than me and carrying more baggage than someone so young should.

      Sure, she comes with a little brother, a piece of shit mother, and a lack of confidence like I’ve never seen, but she’s worth it.

      Her heart speaks to my soul, and I know I’ll do anything to claim her as mine.

      

      From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes a sexy-as-sin, cowboys-do-it-better romance filled with family drama, a possessive rancher, and a heroine just hoping to survive.
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        To all my cowboy lovers, this one’s for you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          ADILYNN

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know if it’s bad luck or just my luck that I didn’t hear the back door squeak open or that I didn’t sense the sinister presence of an intruder following me through the main floor.

      I do know that the pain blossoming from the back of my head knocks me to the ground. Makes me so dizzy I can’t contain the contents of my stomach, and I vomit all over the carpet floor just feet from the kitchen’s linoleum.

      I do know I wasn’t meant for all the wonderful things Brantley has been hinting at, as I’m dragged through the house and out the back door—that I now see standing wide open.

      I do know regret as it smacks me in the face, and I agonize over the numerous ways I’m failing Luke right now.

      I do know that regret stings my heart as I debate all the ways I could have loved if I’d only trusted my gut.

      I do know…those eyes as they laugh in my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Miss James, I understand. Please, believe me, I do, but we just can’t hold your scholarship if you maintain lower than a B average and you’re missing more classes than you’re attending.” Mrs. Kennedy appears sympathetic, but sympathy won’t pay the bills.

      Sympathy won’t put dinner on the table or a roof over our heads. Sympathy won’t help me keep my twelve-year-old brother, Luke, in school. He’s been acting out more often the past few months, and I’m at a loss for what to do.

      Our mother doesn’t care; she just drinks herself into oblivion. Even Luke doesn’t realize how awful she’s gotten with me…the violent and cruel outbursts she has. In some ways, I’m glad he doesn’t know; in others, I wish he did. I wish he could see her for what she truly is—a cold-hearted bitch.

      Luke is the only reason I’ve stuck around since my eighteenth birthday two years ago. I would hate for him to fall through the cracks. He deserves a better life. Which is the reason I accepted a scholarship for assistant veterinary care in large animals at the nearby college.

      I’ve loved animals my entire life…always been good with them. My teachers often joke that I’m a horse whisperer because I can get the meanest of animals to allow me to inspect them.

      “Adilynn, are you listening to me?” Mrs. Kennedy asks with a sad smile.

      “Yeah. I’m being kicked out because I can’t manage my life.” Standing, I start to leave when she calls me back.

      “I’m not kicking you out, Adilynn. You signed a contract that entailed a few requirements. You’re doing this to yourself.” Welp, there goes that sympathy.

      Leaving her office, I don’t bother to look back. What’s the point? I’ll only be reminded of yet another failure in my life. I haven’t succeeded at anything else, why should this be any different?

      I’m somewhat relieved my mother’s such a drunk. I doubt she’s even aware that I won the scholarship or have been attending classes. If she did, it’d be one more thing thrown in my face about finances, even though I’m the one bringing in most of the money by working at the feed store and taking care of the horses we board for short periods of time.

      She believes it’s her that gets us through, though. That she’s the center of everything when in reality, she drinks until the whiskey runs dry or she passes out. I clean up her messes, I hide her true nature from Luke. I don’t want her abject negativity to define him.

      Luke and I have different fathers. Mine left when I was three. I don’t even remember him, and Mom threw out every picture we’d had of him, essentially erasing him from our lives forever. We were alone for a couple of years after that, and I don’t know if I was just too young to remember much or if I’ve blocked it out, but I’m unsure if that was a good or bad thing.

      When she met Randy—Luke’s dad—I thought things would get better, but he was just as much of a drunk as Mom. Only he hit harder than she does. Luke had been a surprise for us all, so I wasn’t shocked when Randy took off before he was born.

      Until recently, my brother had always been a good kid. Intelligent, friendly, outgoing. All my extra earnings from the feed store and stables go to his football playing. He could have a real future in it if he would just kick this nastiness he has going on.

      I’m actually quite terrified that my mother has said something to him, bringing on this change. She spouts all kinds of hurtful insults at me, so I wouldn’t be shocked, but he was never a target for her. They used to talk and joke, but now, not so much. If one enters the room, the other leaves.

      Exiting campus, regret burns an acidic hole in my gut. Juggling school and two jobs just isn’t in the cards for me, I guess. Climbing into my piece-of-crap car, my phone rings, and I realize who it’ll be.

      “I’m on my way, Mr. Henderson,” I answer.

      “If you’re late one more time, Adilynn, you’re fired.” He hangs up without giving me a chance to respond. He’s a cranky old man who didn’t even want to hire me, but his wife knew what went on at home—she used to be friends with my mom—so she convinced him to give me a job three years ago. And until recently, I hadn’t been screwing things up this much, but I just can’t get a handle on things anymore. I’m not even sure I want to. I hate it here; I hate my mom. I hate how whiny I sound and feel. At any moment, I could throw myself on the ground and kick and scream like some spoiled brat. At least, that’s what it feels like.

      All the time, I read about these strong heroines in the books I borrow at the library, and I envy them. Their class, their strength. I long for that. To be strong and independent…grow a damn backbone.

      My car’s rattling engine yanks me from my self-pity, and now, I want to curse a blue streak. “Don’t do it, please. For the love of all that is holy, don’t do it.”

      It’s just not my luck, unfortunately. The smoke billowing from the hood and the power shutting off on the dash tells me it’s done. She’s dead.

      “I hate my life.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      For six generations, this land, my land—The Running M Ranch—has been in my family. Handed down from father to son as the fathers grew older. Watching the casket lower into the ground, I can’t help but wonder if I’m ready to take over. I’ve been bred for this life, lived and breathed it for as many years as I can remember.

      Losing my father to a car accident on the highway when he was on his way home from buying a particularly unstable and likely psychotic stallion wasn’t how I imagined inheriting the ranch. He was too young to pass so soon, and I’m pissed as fuck about his stubborn nature and insistence that we buy that horse.

      As the only child of Lance and Christine Marbury, there was never a doubt I would inherit the RMR. My parents met and had me before they turned twenty. Complications arose, and my mother was never able to get pregnant again. I know they wanted more children, but I was never made to feel like I wasn’t loved.

      Pops is all I’ve got left now. My gaze strays towards him as he watches with rapt attention as his youngest son is put into the ground. His oldest son, Darrell, a man I’ve never met, might as well be dead to Pops.

      Darrell had never been interested in ranching; dealing with cranky mares and horny stallions wasn’t his thing. It was Dad’s, so when Pops handed the reins over to Lance instead of the eldest sibling, Darrell was none too happy about it.

      After a not-so-prolonged legal battle, Darrell took off. No one has heard a thing from him since. Not when Grams passed from a complication during open heart surgery when I was ten. Nor when Mom passed from a shocking undiagnosed brain aneurysm that ruptured one day while she was in the garden when I was sixteen. I have a gut feeling that once he learns of Dad’s death, he’ll be around, though. It’s only a matter of time.

      
        
        What he won’t know is that an iron-clad will has been in place since the day I was born. And over my dead body will anyone but me be running this ranch for years to come.

      

      

      The memory of that harrowing day leaves a bad taste in my mouth as we begin wrapping up the breeding season, and even after two years since my dad’s passing, his pain-in-the-ass stallion still hasn’t produced me a single foal. If it weren’t for the heavy sum we paid for the bastard, I’d likely shoot him myself.

      Pops reminds me, over and over, that I need to temper my anger and connect with the animal, then he’ll give me what I want. I doubt it, the stubborn dick.

      “You keep scowling like that, boss, and the girls will keep running.” My ranch foreman, Wayne, laughs as he passes me. The old fool knows I could fire his ass, but he won’t quit because he realizes I wouldn’t do that. He’s more like family than an employee.

      “Get back to work, you old fool!” I call before he’s out of sight around the side of the barn.

      The smell of manure and grassy dew is rife in the air as the sun rises over the fields. It’s my favorite time of day. The peace and quiet before everyone else is up and making a ruckus gives me a sense of calm.

      “Hey, bossman!” It’s Wayne again. I walk over to where he’s standing by the feed locker and raise an eyebrow in question. “Missing five bags.”

      It’s not an especially big problem, but I have a feeling he’s pointing out another screw-up from our new hand, Brock. He doesn’t check the inventory before leaving the feed store, and it’s not the first time he’s done this.

      It’s also not the first time one of Henderson’s employees has tried to short-hand us feed. “Whose name is on the inventory signature?” I ask. After the fifth time of being shorted in less than a month, I now require a signature for every pickup and delivery.

      Grabbing the order sheet, Wayne runs his finger down the page until he finds it. “Adilynn James.”

      “Madison’s girl?” Is she even around anymore? I don’t think I’ve seen her since she was all pigtails, knobby-kneed, and halfway to puberty. He nods, and I half joke, “Doesn’t Henderson know girls only work there for the eye candy, yet?” I’m curious if she’s like her mother or not.

      There’s one other female employee there—Jessica—who continually tries to get me on a date with her. What she has yet to realize is that I’m not interested. No matter how many times I’ve said as much. This is likely another ploy to lure one of my guys there.

      It’s no secret that I run one of the highest-paying breeding ranches in the state or that it’s the most successful horse station in the south. We only breed the best. Hence me not killing—or selling—this bastard stallion of mine yet.

      “You deal with Brock; I’ll go back to town in a little while and settle this shit once and for all.” Stomping away, I’m angrier about the inconvenience of the entire situation than the lengthy trip into town.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve always found the drive into Hixson—a small farming town of about 30,000 people—to be soothing. The scenery is nothing spectacular, but it’s relaxing watching other ranchers do their thing. Watching their cattle graze the land. This is the life I’ve always envisioned—the smell of fresh hay, plowing fields, a rooster call at dawn.

      It’s not an easy life, and most give up when they don’t succeed. My ancestors were nearly among the failed. But with one lucky purchase and a successful summer, we’ve been in the black ever since.

      I hope to expand the business into the realm of steers in the next year or so, after the next culling auction in September. There’s a Texas Longhorn, Big Al, being sold off the bull riding circuit from old age. I’d rather the big bastard didn’t get slaughtered. He’s more than put in his weight of work over the last decade and deserves the chance to procreate.

      Arriving in town, I find Main Street bustling for its size. You can drive from one end of Hixson to the other in under ten minutes, it’s so small, though we have every service the community could need without traveling to the larger cities. The feed store is right in the middle of town and has even got an array of Western wear now. Boots, spurs, chaps, thick coats, anything a rancher might need. On the other side is the town’s single grocery store. They almost exclusively sell produce, meat, and grains provided by the local folks, instead of transporting in from the big corporations. Across the street is the bank and sheriff’s station, with the volunteer firehouse alongside it.

      Further down Main Street is a local bar and grill, movie theatre, gas station, and convenience store. A dollar store and an ice cream, soda, and candy shop are being worked on for their fall opening. Hixon is increasing in population and size in a way it hasn’t in over a hundred years.

      Slamming my truck door as I hop out, I notice a young woman rushing around inside the store like her hair is on fire. As the doorbell ding announces my arrival, I hear Henderson yell, “Adilynn! Get back here and fix these bags!”

      The same girl from the window rushes past me, seemingly not noticing my presence, and I’m awestruck by her scent—a mix of leather and lace if lace had its own fragrance. I don’t see much of her as she passes me by, and Henderson appears from the back with a nasty look on his face.

      “Henderson,” I bite out. I’m not in the mood for any shit.

      “Brantley!” His entire demeanor changes upon seeing me. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, Hank, Brock was in a couple of days ago for feed and supplies. We were shorted five bags. I’d like those bags now.” My voice is cold, and he can tell I’m pissed.

      “Who signed for it?”

      I look to the doorway the girl just walked through. “Adilynn James.”

      “That girl.” He shakes his head. “Dumb as a brick, I tell you.” As I’m about to scold him, a loud crashing sound reverberates from the back. He shoots me a look like she’d proven his point.

      While he slowly ambles his way back there, I pick up the speed in my step and find Adilynn sprawled out on the floor with three bags of feed on one leg and a toppled ladder just feet away. That’s little Adilynn? Damn, she grew up nice. For the first time in years, my cock twitches.

      “What the hell happened now, Adilynn?” Hank barks out.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Henderson.” Her gaze barely meets ours, but I spot the tears she’s holding back. “I’ll clean it up right away.”

      “No, you won’t,” I scold her, bending down to help remove the fifty-pound bags. “You’ll get your sweet ass over to Doc Collins before this knee swells up anymore.” Her hiss of pain as I remove the last bag reinforces my order. As she draws her legs up to her chest, I get a closer look at her.

      Long blonde hair, equally long legs that are barely covered by a pair of skimpy shorts. A checkered shirt, way too big for her petite frame, hangs loose off her shoulders, but what worries me is the heavy bags of exhaustion under her tear-filled hazel eyes.

      “I’m fine.” She brushes my hands away and attempts to stand. Her knee immediately buckles, and I catch her in my arms so she doesn’t faceplant again.

      “You’re fine, alright.” My sarcasm is missed as Hank scolds her again.

      “Those broken bags will be docked from your pay, girl. Same with the five you shorted Brantley here.” I can’t believe this dick.

      Her face goes ashen as she likely calculates the total in her head. “My bags are paid for, Hank, and frankly, you shouldn’t have her climbing this fucking ladder with these bags. Where’s that son of yours?” The bastard is the laziest person I’ve met in my life.

      “I pay her to do the heavy lifting, and she probably stole those bags for her boarders.” His accusation is uncalled for. I may not know the girl, but he’s being uncharacteristically mean today.

      “I didn’t sell this guy no feed,” Adilynn whispers.

      “Your signature is on the paperwork, girl. Don’t lie.”

      “It wouldn’t have been me,” I say softly, still holding her in my arms. “Would have been a young guy, dark hair, cocky-ass attitude from the Running M Ranch. It was a few days ago.”

      “That describes every cowboy who walks in here, but I haven’t signed a delivery for the RMR in over two months.” Her stare meets mine, and I’m lost in the little flecks of green floating in her irises as she silently begs me to believe her. Oddly enough, I do.

      “Well, Hank, looks like someone’s been lying on deliveries, then.” I pull out my cell phone and send a quick text to Brock, figuring by now that Wayne has him up and running around, inquiring about which girl was working that day.

      “Don’t matter, she’s been screwing up too much lately. You’re paying for these.” Hank points to Adilynn.

      My phone vibrates, and my suspicions are confirmed. “Jessica is the one who was helping Brock load the bags, Hank, not Adilynn.” Amused, I watch the old man’s face turn red as he blusters his way out of an apology. “Tell you what, Hank, I’ll take these three bags that fell with her and the two left over in the corner. Then you don’t have wasted feed, and she doesn’t have to pay for something that wasn’t her fault.”

      “Fine. Whatever. Just get them out of here.” He waves his hands at the bags. “Adilynn, finish with the stock quickly, it’s rodeo week, and I’m sure we’ll have plenty of customers soon enough.” The man walks away before I can tell him again that she needs to see a doctor.

      “Stay off this leg,” I command the little nymph in my arms as she pulls away.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve got some cooling gel in my bag I can put on.” It’d be more believable if she weren’t leaning on things as she walked away from me.

      “I’m Brantley Marbury, by the way!” I call after her. She doesn’t turn around. Fuck do I wish she would have needed my help a little more. Her soft curves against my sharp angles were the sweetest agony. She had to be a good seven inches shorter than my 6’3” frame, fitting perfectly into the crook of my arm.

      She may be slight in weight, but she has some muscle tone in her fine-ass legs and slender arms. Whatever she does outside of the feed store is surely physically taxing. The more I think about her, the more I notice how tight my Wranglers have become as my cock grows. The mere thought of having her close again stirs a desire in me that’s been dormant far too long.

      After carrying the bags of feed out to my pick-up, I don’t catch a glimpse of my little nymph again before I leave, and I realize I’d like to. See more of her, that is. And that’s a first for me in a long fucking time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      Refraining from screaming as I fell from the ladder was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I knew Mr. Henderson would be angry with me for not only causing a ruckus but also breaking open the bags that landed on my leg. I had half hoped he wouldn’t have noticed with his lousy hearing. Luck wasn’t on my side, however, as he and the sexiest cowboy I’d ever seen walked through the back door.

      The way he stuck up for me and then helped me to my feet was something I’m unused to. His striking gaze bored into mine like he could read my every thought as tears silently streamed down my face while he pulled the heavy bags off me.

      The immediate pain that followed still hasn’t passed three hours later. I’ve kept quiet about it, but moving my leg at all is beginning to wear on me. Thankfully, my shift is done in just over an hour. The only problem is I have to walk the mile home, then take care of the boarder horses, get dinner on the table for Luke, and figure out how to stay out of Mom’s crosshairs after her waitressing shift at the local bar and grill. She’ll likely have a fresh bottle of whiskey with her when she gets home. By morning, it’ll be gone.

      The hour flies by, much to my regret, and before I know it, I’m in the sweltering heat, limping my way home. Sweat pours down my face and back, and I feel myself getting dizzy as the distance to home grows closer with each step.

      Thankfully, our small boarding barn is literally on the outskirts of town. On a good day, this walk would be no problem, but today has just been one problem after another, and my knee is the worst of it.

      Seeing our cabin-like house come into view, I nearly weep with relief as I hear the horses in the barn. I realize they want to be watered down, fed, and then, likely, let out for a run, but I need to sit for a few minutes. Grab myself some water and put ice on my knee as well.

      As I reach the porch steps, I’m once again saddened by the dilapidated state our home is in. The window shutters are falling off, the shingles on the roof needed replacing like ten years ago, and I’m not entirely sure the porch should even be walked on anymore.

      Everything about this house screams poor. It screams of all my pain and anguish at staying behind. Becoming trapped in this town I used to love. Mom ruined that for me like she’s ruined so many other things.

      After entering, I grab a glass of water and a bag of ice and sit on the bowed couch with thin cushions that feel like cardboard. I lean my head back. When my eyes close, I fight to keep them open, reminding myself I have chores to do. They don’t listen, and soon, my body is relaxing into peacefulness.

      “Ady.” My shoulder is being shaken. “Ady, come on. Wake up!” Luke’s panic finally registers.

      “Luke?” My voice is groggy with sleep.

      “Yeah. Come on. Mom’s on her way home. You have to get up.” His voice is filled with an emotion my sluggish brain can’t process right now.

      “Home? What time is it? Shit. The horses.” I fell asleep. Crap.

      “I already took care of them. Dinner’s almost done, too, but you have to get up.”

      I look at Luke then, really look at him, and I finally see it, fear is in his eyes. “What did she do to you?” She must have crossed a line. He’s never been afraid of her before.

      “Nothing.” His gaze flickers.

      “Tell me, Luke.”

      “She just said some things,” he hedges.

      “What things, Luke? Dammit, tell me.” He helps me to my feet and obviously can tell I’ve hurt my knee because he supports me in limping to the kitchen, where I see he’s got chicken in the oven and potatoes boiling. This is the Luke I’ve always known, the one who makes all the pain and suffering worth it.

      “She hates you, Ady. I don’t get it; you do everything around here.”

      “Yeah, tell me something I don’t know.”

      “That’s not all, though. She was drunk a couple months ago and said some things. I don’t want anything happening to you, Adilynn.” He’s on the verge of tears now, and before I can do anything, our mother walks through the door, a pissed-off scowl on her face.

      “Why isn’t dinner on the table?” she yells, and it’s clear she’s sloshed already.

      Shrugging, I reply, “My car broke down on the way to work this morning, so I had to walk home. I was late, is all.”

      “I ain’t paying that bill,” she grouches.

      “Wouldn’t ask you to, Mother.” Crap. The day has clearly caught up with me if I’m sassing her.

      She stumbles her way over to me, and I shove Luke behind my back, even though he’s literally bigger than me. She gets in my face, spit flying from her mouth as she grabs a chunk of my hair. “Listen here, you ungrateful little bitch. I don’t want or need your back talk. Keep it to yourself and do as you’re told.”

      The sting from her pull gathers tears in my eyes for the second time today, but I fight the urge to tell her off.

      Luke, however, doesn’t have the same sense as me. “Let her go!” he yells, stepping forward.

      “Excuse me?” she growls, reminding me of the rabid wolf from Old Yeller.

      Reaching back, I latch onto Luke’s shirt, hoping he’ll just stay quiet. “You heard me.” His voice is subdued, frightened. He doesn’t want to face off with her any more than I do.

      “Go to your room, Luke,” I order him. Our stares meet briefly before he nods and leaves.

      “That’s right, you little bastard! Run away just like your daddy did!” Mom taunts him.

      I can’t believe her. The look in my brother’s eyes is one I never want to see again. “How dare you!” I practically scream at her, worry for myself gone. “He’s twelve! You may have ruined my childhood, but I’ll be damned if I let you ruin his.” I step forward, and she moves back, shock at my backbone evident on her face.

      She’s quick to recover, nonetheless. “You threatening me, girl? The bastard bitch of another man who ran out because you’re nothing!”

      I don’t understand how it happens, but the next thing I know, my hand connects with her face. She’s always thrown that curse at me. That I’m nothing, a bastard, I’ll be worthless, and a bunch of other crap. And for so long, I’ve believed her.

      “You cunt!” she screams and comes at me, hands flying, and with my injured knee still so weak, it doesn’t take much for me to fall down, then she’s on top of me. With adrenaline flowing through my veins, I barely register the slaps and punches. Her nails dig into my scalp as she slams my head against the floor.

      Immediately, my head swims, and I get nauseous. “Get. Off. Me,” I grit out as my hands break free, and I’m finally able to push her off. Scrambling backward with the use of my hands, I huddle in the corner as she laughs from her splayed position by the table.

      “You stupid girl. You think you’re so smart, but I know. I know you were kicked out of school because you were failing. You fail at everything. Life, being a daughter, a woman. No one wants some washed-up little mouse like you. You’ll always amount to nothing. Inconsequential little whore that you are.”

      Damn, does that sting. They’re just words, Ady. But it’s so much more than that. Each one is like a blow to every insecurity I’ve ever had. I hate that she knows exactly what buttons to push and the right thing to say.

      Remaining still, I wait for her to get up and leave. The last thing I need is for her to recognize that I was hurt at work today. I would never hear the end of it. I’d be lectured for hours about what a baby I was being and how useless I was for not being able to do my job right. I’d like to see her try and lift fifty-pound bags up a ladder.

      Once she’s grabbed her liquid vice and headed to her room upstairs at the back of the house, I hear Luke’s light steps come rushing into the kitchen. “Shit, Ady.”

      “Language,” I scowl at him. Since when did he start swearing?

      “You’re a mess,” he counters.

      “Gee, thanks, just what a girl wants to hear.” My joke falls flat as he levels me with a steadfast stare. “I’m fine, Luke. Can you help me up, then put dinner on the table?”

      Hooking his arm under mine, Luke pulls me to my feet, and I hobble my way to my room after insisting I could do it alone. I bite my lip to prevent a loud groan. Closing the door behind me, I lean against it, shutting my eyes as the agony swamps my body, pinpointing each new trauma like streetlights being flipped on.

      “Oh God,” I growl, working to maintain my balance. I don’t have a clue what to do anymore. She’s never been so violent before. A slap here and there, but never this full-on assault. And I can’t leave because of Luke. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him due to my selfishness, but I don’t think I can stay anymore, either. There has to be another option, one I haven’t come up with yet.

      Almost everyone in town knows our mother’s a mean drunk. They’ve heard her verbal abuse of me, but no one has ever stepped in. Maybe because they’ve never witnessed her physical abuse, my damn inner voice reasons.

      Would anyone even believe me?

      Standing in front of the mirror with bruises on my face and scratches on my neck, I have to pray someone will.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Luke

      

      

      

      My big sister is kind of my hero. She’s selfless, caring, giving. Far more than my mother. I hadn’t understood how bad it was for her until a few months ago when Mom spewed a bunch of nasty shit at me, telling me I was a mistake, that Ady was a mistake.

      For the first time in twelve years, I saw the woman the way Ady must.

      Hard. Angry. Hateful.

      I didn’t like it then, and I like it even less now that I’ve seen her knock Ady around like a punching bag. Treating her like garbage under her shoe. If I could have one thing in the world, it’d be to get her the hell out of here.

      As I push dinner around on my plate, I half expect Mom to storm back down when I hear her bedroom door slam shut. Instead, she leaves, muttering under her breath about how ungrateful we are. Not for the first time since learning of her true colors do I wonder what happened to make her despise us and the world so much.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      “Come on, you stubborn fool, let us look at you.” This damn horse is being a complete dick yet again. Only this time, I can’t just walk away, shaking my head and cursing up a storm. He tangled with a barbed wire fence after knocking Blaine, my best friend and one of my hands, on his ass.

      The vet, Drew Collins, along with two of my other ranch hands, Jake and Mason, stand by, ready to help where needed. But first, I must get him disentwined without causing further damage.

      “Can’t you just tranq him or something?” Mason asks, a tinge of worry in his voice.

      Drew shoots him a glare. “Are you wanting to carry him into the barn?”

      The barn is only a quarter mile away from where we’re at by road, but I sure as shit ain’t carrying this big bastard back there. “Chrissakes, Thunder, if you don’t calm your giant ass down, I’ll shoot you myself.”

      His head wrests to the side as if he understands my threat, and from the intelligence in his darkened stare, the twitching in his ears, and the relaxation of his muscles, I’m almost certain he does. Or, at the very least, he picks up the tone of my voice.

      “Here we go, boys,” I state calmly. “Mase, Jake, cut this fucking fence. Drew, grab the other side of the harness.” Slowly but surely, we’re able to free Thunder from the barb, and his grunting and posturing don’t go missed by anyone. He stomps his front hooves to the ground impatiently as Drew patches him up until we’re able to get him to the barn and properly clean him.

      “Be better if my intern student were here. Girl could tame a damn rattler if we needed her to,” Drew grumbles.

      “Oh yeah? Be a real asset to your team, someone like that.” An image of Adilynn pops into my mind, and I have to shake her free before I get distracted.

      “Would be. But she was kicked out of school,” he complains as we reach the barn. Thunder has lost his repose and heads straight for his stall at the end, promptly dismissing the both of us. “Stubborn fucking horse.”

      “He’d bring in a pretty fucking penny if he’d just cooperate,” I bitch. Spying Brock returning from the paddock, I instruct him, “Take Mase and Jake and the supplies to fix the fence now. Might as well get it done.”

      “You got it, boss.” He doesn’t need to be told twice. It’s something I like about him. After the incident at the feed store, it was discovered that Jessica had distracted him while he was counting bags. I’m unsure if she stole them or neither were paying attention, but I told him, in the future, he only deals with Henderson. That girl is bad news.

      “All done, Brantley. I’ll bill you as usual.” Drew doesn’t mess around too long when he’s on the clock. He likes to get shit done and be on his way to the next patient.

      I watch Thunder as he stomps around his stall, making his displeasure known, and I wonder if it’s time I gave up on him. I’ve only kept him this long because he’s the last piece of my father I have left.

      Walking out of the barn for the night, I’m aware it’s something I’ll have to give serious consideration to. I’d hate to do it, but he’s a money killer if he’s not following through on what he was bought to do. And I’ve wasted two years on him already.

      “How’d you get that big ol’ fool to cooperate?” Pops laughs from his spot on the porch of the house. Made of brick and mortar, this thing has been standing for a couple of hundred years, and once the foals have been birthed in the spring, I plan on doing some restoration to the old beast. Exposing more brick and refurbishing the hardwood floors is my main goal. The kitchen was renovated by a professional chef last summer, so it made cooking for the seven of us more manageable.

      Even though the boys all sleep in a bunkhouse about a hundred yards away to the east, close to the barn, we all eat together. Wayne is the only one with his own cabin about the same distance away, only to the north.

      “Told him I’d shoot his ass.” I shrug as the old man laughs. He gets a kick out of watching me struggle with Thunder.

      “If you’d only let go of your anger, he might be more cooperative.” His words stall my forward momentum up the steps right off the front mudroom. “He’d be a good horse, Brantley.”

      “I know, Pops.” I can’t forgive him, though. As sappy as it may be, he’s why my dad is gone. How am I supposed to just let that go?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up to my alarm clock is harder than I anticipated. After a long night soothing Luke when he awoke from a nightmare, I probably didn’t sleep for more than an hour. Two, if I’m lucky. Now I must get up, tend to the horses, and figure out how the hell I’m getting to Henderson’s for my shift at nine.

      I don’t want to go, I’d prefer to stay in bed and sleep all day, but I have to. With any luck, Mom will still be sleeping away her drunk, and I won’t run into her until she stumbles her way out of the house after Luke leaves for the bus at 7:30.

      Slipping the blankets off, it takes maximum effort on my part to actually sit up. I don’t bother looking at my knee, the sight only makes the pressure pound and pulse in tune with my heartbeat. Slipping into a pair of white shorts, I throw on another flannel shirt and tug on my tan cowgirl boots.

      Limping into the kitchen, I get the carafe ready for coffee before heading out to the barn, knowing full well my own horse, Windbreaker, won’t be happy I wasn’t in to see her last night. She’s the most beautiful white and tan—that appears almost pink—Arabian mare. I’ve had her since I was a little girl. She’s the one thing that is solely mine.

      My mother once tried to sell her, but when I turned twelve, all the paperwork was reverted to my name because of how Luke’s dad had set things up. He was a decent man at one time, cared about me even, but Mom has always been a basket case, and that’s what likely ran him off, not her pregnancy.

      Windbreaker had been a bribe of sorts because I wanted nothing to do with Randy at first. I’d been timid and scared, envisioning that he would be just like her. That he would hit me, too. And it took a while for the man to show his true colors, but they came through after almost a year of him pretending to be kind to me.

      I continue to hold a lot of resentment towards him that I simply can’t let go of. He left my brother and me to this woman who has no respect or care for either of us. Last night proved she was capable of anything, and I’m sincerely terrified of what she might eventually do.

      Entering the barn that’s in far better shape than the house, I’m greeted by the neighing of three horses. The sun is barely risen in the sky, so only trickles of light filter through the wood slats and openings, highlighting the beauty of each animal. There’s Spot, a speckled mare, at the very end. She has such a lovely character. She likes to prance and preen for you, showing off her beauty for all to see. With accuracy, as well. Her owner has won many medals for her elegance and grace.

      Next is Tropic, an almost calico-colored gelding, and he’s not nearly as outgoing as his name might belie. It’s the fourth time he’s been here, and he only started warming up to me on his last visit.

      Windbreaker, my gorgeous girl, stands tall and sure in the first stall as I move closer. Her inquisitive gaze follows me to the feed bin as I prepare her food. She clucks her tongue and stomps her feet, drawing my attention each time. Which is exactly what she wants.

      Getting them all fed and watered, I make sure their stalls aren’t too dirty, but I’ll have to wait until after work to clean them up. Spot’s owner will be here this evening, so she’ll need to be washed before I leave in a bit.

      Limping into the storage room, I locate the first aid kit and take out an ace bandage for my knee, knowing I’ll need the extra stability it will hopefully provide me for the upcoming day. Clearly, I should see a doctor, but without insurance, it’s an expense I’m not willing to pay.

      “Alright, missy prissy, let’s get you cleaned up before you go home tonight.” I open her stall, and she immediately dances out and straight into the corral. I let her showcase for a few minutes before turning on the hose and clucking my tongue.

      Being the smart and obedient girl she is, Spot comes right over to me, thoroughly enjoying the spray of the water. I find pleasure in watching her attempt to catch the water in her mouth as I move around her body.

      Once she’s as clean as I’m going to get her, I lead her back to the barn and grab her grooming brush and a heavy towel to wipe away the excess water. She loves a good brush down, and I’m sure to take extra care to make up for missing her last night.

      After putting her away for the day, I stop at the treat bin on my way out and retrieve an apple for each of them. Spot plays coy at first, Tropic gobbles his down, and Windbreaker rubs her nose along my arm affectionately before eating the morsel.

      “Ady! I’m out!” Luke calls as I leave the barn. I wave him off as he runs to the end of the driveway just as the bus rolls to a stop.

      I hesitate to return to the house, not wanting to chance crossing paths with my mother today, especially after a relaxing morning with the horses. I gain much-needed peace and perspective when I work with animals. I can relate to them better than people. They understand emotion far better, too.

      When I’m with the animals, I can let go of all the horrible things in my life. I don’t have to worry about how my mother will be when she’s home; I don’t have to worry about Luke and the trouble he’s been getting into at school.

      I don’t have to get distracted by sexy cowboys coming to the rescue when I feel like my world is crumbling around me.

      Whoa.

      Hold the phone. Where’d that thought come from?

      But I know.

      Boy, do I ever know.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      Blaine and I are in town this morning for an appointment with a potential mare’s owner wanting to breed with one of my best stallions—Jet—and that’s when I see her. Just a quick glimpse as she walks into the feed store. She’s still limping, but her knee has been wrapped, so I’m hopeful she went to the doctor like I told her to.

      “What’s that about?” Blaine asks as I crane my neck to catch more of Adilynn.

      “Huh?” I play it dumb because I don’t need his shit.

      “The pretty little filly. I saw her.” He shoots me a sly grin, and I want to knock him out of the truck for even looking at her.

      “Nothing,” I grumble as he stops in front of Madre’s Diner—an establishment that’s been here for longer than either of us has been alive. It’s the place everyone gravitates to for almost everything. Meetings included.

      As we enter the diner, the smell of grease and hay hits us dead on. No matter where you end up in this town, you’ll always smell hay. But it’s the grease from the grill that has my stomach howling for some of Faith’s—Madre’s granddaughter—famous eggs benedict and rye French toast. And as far as Madre’s real name goes, no one is really sure, and Faith isn’t willing to spill the beans.

      “Sit where you like, boys!” she calls from the counter as she serves a couple of other customers. Faith’s gotta be close to twenty-three now, with long reddish-brown hair. She’s perpetually in short daisy dukes and tops that she ties around her waist in the back.

      “Put some fucking clothes on!” Blaine calls to her as we sit. He and I have been best friends since we got into a fight over a girl when we were eleven, and in the twenty years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him give anyone shit the way he does Faith. Not that she doesn’t give it right back to him. The girl is all sass and vinegar. Nothing goes past her for long. Including Blaine’s attitude.

      “You ever going to put a ring on her finger?” I tease my friend. It’s no secret that he’s practically in love with her. At least, not to me.

      “You gonna tell me about your little filly?” he counters, and I hold my hands up in surrender. I have no desire to talk about Adilynn to anyone. Not yet, anyway.

      “Who’s this guy we’re meeting?” Blaine usually likes to learn as much as possible beforehand; I like sizing a person up when I meet them. I get an unbiased opinion of them that way.

      “Darrell Combs. Owns a ranch up in Montana. He’s looking to get into show horses and thinks Jet has the DNA he’s looking for.” With that basic information, I’ll make sure they’re legit and not some scam artists before proceeding any further than this initial contact. You never can tell who might try to steal a man’s horse.

      The door jingles, and I look up expectantly. It’s Dan Collins, the town’s doctor, so I excuse myself quickly. I have to find out if Adilynn went to see him.

      “Hey, Dan, how you doing?”

      “Hey, Brantley. Heard Thunder gave Drew some shit while he was out there yesterday.” He laughs. It’s a running joke between the brothers about who has the more stubborn patients.

      “A little bit. Listen, can you tell me if Adilynn James came to see you yesterday?”

      He levels me with a stern look. “You know I can’t give you that kind of information.”

      Fuck. “Fine. She works for Henderson. I was in there yesterday, and some bags of feed fell on her leg. Her knee was swollen, but she refused to let me take her to you.”

      Nodding his head, he responds, “See you around, Brantley.” I’m almost a hundred percent positive he’s going to go visit her.

      “You’re full of surprises today,” Blaine comments as I approach our table just as a new jingle chimes from the door.

      “Just seeing how Dan is, is all.”

      “Mr. Marbury?” I hear from behind me.

      Must be Darrell. Standing, I turn to shake the man’s hand, and it’s like I’m gut-punched—looking into the eyes of Pops and my dead father.

      Blaine fills the silence for me, thankfully. “I’m Blaine Woods, Brantley’s coworker.”

      I remain speechless. This man has to realize who I am. I sure as hell recognize him; only I expected this visit two years ago. And what’s with the fake last name? “Whatever you’re here for, we’re not interested,” I tell him, my voice shaking with anger as I walk out quietly. I’m not one for making a scene.

      Blaine follows behind as I slam into his truck. My Uncle Darrell stands where we left him, looking bewildered.

      “Is that?”

      “Yup.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Basically.”

      This is gonna kill Pops.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      Stocking shelves is the least favorite part of my job. After the rough morning I’ve already had, I’m damn miserable. I was unable to avoid my mother and now have a nice shiner for my efforts at attempting to ask what she wanted for dinner.

      I’m so tired that my hair actually hurts. It protests with every breeze and movement. All this bending, lifting, and shifting has made me twist my knee in some excruciating ways, and I’m about ready to drop from the pain.

      A tap on my shoulder makes me jump and, once again, lose my balance. I right myself on the shelf and carefully turn to whoever nearly gave me a heart attack.

      “Can I help you?” I ask the smiling face of a handsome man. His hair is dark and cropped short to his head. He has a clean-shaven look that reminds me of the phrase baby-faced. His eyes are a deep chocolate that shines as happy as his grin implies. He’s attractive…in a boy-next-door type of way.

      Not like my cowboy rescuer from yesterday. Dammit! He needs to quit popping into my head already.

      “Are you Adilynn James?”

      Skeptical, my gaze narrows on him. “Yes.”

      “Oh, good. Brantley asked me about you. Seemed pretty worried, and from what I’m seeing, he has a right to be. Is this all from the fall yesterday?” His hand waves across my face, gesturing to the bruising and scratches from last night’s—and this morning’s—fight.

      “Oh.” I’m a bit stuck on the fact that Brantley is worried about me. “No.”

      “What happened?” His head tilts curiously.

      “Nothing.” I can’t reveal more.

      He studies me for a minute before saying, “I’m Doctor Collins, but please call me Dan. Mind if I look at your knee?” I know who he is, even if I haven’t seen him before.

      “I’m working,” I point out stupidly.

      “I can see that.” He smiles gently. “But you’d be eligible for compensation if we sent in the paperwork right away.”

      “I’m fine,” I insist. I just need to get through this damn day.

      Pity passes through his gaze as he supports my elbow to help steady my balance. “Miss James, I can see you’re in severe pain, and you most certainly aren’t fine. If I wagered a guess, that shiner is from a fist.”

      I look away, given his accuracy.

      “Right. Well, I can’t force you. I’ll go to my office and get a few things to help you stabilize that knee and something to help with the swelling and pain. Do you have allergies?” I shake my head no. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      I don’t say goodbye; I don’t even look at him. I can’t. He’s a total stranger to me, and yet, he saw through everything I attempted to hide. I’m aware of who the Collins men are, mostly from working with Drew through school. But they’re notorious for the bets they place on their clients—with one being a vet and the other a doctor. Many of the townspeople laugh about their antics.

      I struggle as the day wears on. When three o’clock hits and he hasn’t returned, I head home with the knowledge that I still have a full evening ahead of me when all I want to do is soak in a warm tub and sleep for three days straight.

      Thankfully, it’s the weekend, and Jessica is scheduled to work, so I have some time off to rest and maybe take Windbreaker for a long ride. Luke has already left for football training this weekend, so it’ll just be Mom and me. I pray she spends most of it blackout drunk because then she can’t harp on me. Hopefully, she’ll be passed out until Monday morning.
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      As soon as we’d gotten home from town, I dove into working. A fence had gone down on the far west side of the property, so I spent the day helping Mason and Jake get it back together, even when they insisted they had it handled.

      The cold hard truth is I’ve been avoiding Pops. I don’t want to tell him his one living child is back in town and angling to purchase Jet’s seed. I won’t do that to the old-timer. I’m still stuck between pissed off and shocked.

      By the time I stumble into the house, dinner is over, the sun has long since set, and everything’s quiet. Heading straight up to my room, I go right for the shower, needing to wash off the grime and stress of the day.

      The hot water quickly relaxes my fatigued muscles, and I’m contemplating other ways to rid myself of this tension. Ways that involve Adilynn’s thighs open and waiting for me. Her on her knees, milking my cock for everything I’ve got.

      God damn.

      Just the image stiffens my dick and tightens my balls.

      Gripping the base, I squeeze tight so this wet dream doesn’t end prematurely, and I picture her here with me. Water washing down her luscious tits, dripping off the peaks of her hard nipples as she watches with fascination while my hand jerks my cock. Her lips would be a perfect O when she finally leans forward to taste what she does to me. She would reach one hand between her legs and rub softly, just enough to make herself wetter for me.

      Our moans would fill the shower with ecstasy, and the scent of our need would be an aroma neither of us could resist. Picking her up, I’d take her against the wall, bury myself in her so far she wouldn’t forget who owned her precious ass.

      My grip is so firm on my cock that I half hope she’s a virgin. I want it to be painful, I want her to remember every last pump of my hips in her tight body. I want Adilynn to scream my name for years to come.

      Whoa. Years? Shit, that sounds good. A light buzz throughout my body sends my release shooting against the shower wall, and I find myself in need more now than ever before. And it’s all because of Adilynn. I really need to interact with this girl again; I need to find out more.

      After washing up, I shut the water off and hear my phone ringing from the other room. Wrapping a towel around my waist, long strides have me there in seconds. “Hello?” My voice comes out gruff, and I have to clear my throat. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Brantley, it’s Dan.” Just the man I want to talk to.

      “Hey, man, how’d it go? Did you see her? Is she okay?” I have no interest in small talk tonight.

      His hesitance doesn’t bode well. “You sure she only fell?”

      Puzzled about his question, I respond, “Yes, I was there when it happened. Why, what’s wrong?”

      “I’ve got some stuff for her. Think you could pick it up from my house in the morning? Take it to her.” I seriously dislike this conversation.

      “What the fuck is wrong with her?”

      “Just come by in the morning.” Dan hangs up before I can demand anything else, and I’m more worried than I was twelve hours ago. What the hell does he know? Looking at the clock, I see it’s now after midnight, and I can’t go banging on her door when she barely knows my name.

      Fuck! I hate this whole goddamned situation.

      Lying down in bed, I set the alarm on my phone for six and try to close my eyes. All I see, however, is Adilynn’s sad hazel gaze as she looked up at me yesterday. I wish I’d taken the time to find out more about her then. I should have insisted on getting her number. Something, anything, would be better than what I have right now.

      I’m not a waiter, I’m a damn doer.

      So help me, if Dan doesn’t give me information I can work with when I get to his place, I’ll throttle the bastard and toss him in a stall with an angry Thunder.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      It’s nearly one in the morning when I give up on sleep. Despite my exhaustion, I can’t convince my body to calm down and allow me to rest. It doesn’t help that my mind won’t shut off either.

      Life has never treated me well. Not as a child going to school in clothes too small because my mother would rather spend the money on booze than me. Not when I started taking up the household chores around the time Luke came along.

      I’ve never had that lucky break so many people talk about. Never even realized I wanted it so desperately, either. The only thing I’ve ever wanted is for Luke to survive his childhood untraumatized, unlike me. I’ve longed to get us out of here before she could ruin him but have yet to be successful at either of those things.

      Climbing out of bed in search of water and Tylenol, I find the front door open and my mother sitting on the rickety porch steps. After retrieving the things I need, I’m about to go back up to my room and ignore the vile woman outside when her voice calls out.

      “Adilynn?” How can she sound so vulnerable when I register the slur in that single spoken word?

      Heaving out a nettled breath, I hobble my way over to her instead. “Something you need?” I keep my tone placid to avoid incurring her wrath.

      She puts a bottle to her lips and takes a hearty gulp before glancing back at me. That vulnerability in her voice is matched by the look in her eyes as she pats the step next to her.

      I know it’s a mistake, but I go anyway. This is the first time I’ve felt any spark of hope for peace between us. As I sit beside this woman, she offers me the bottle of cheap whiskey. I take it only so she doesn’t attack me for being ungrateful.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes before she lights a cigarette. Taking a few hearty puffs off the end, she leans her head against my shoulder, and I briefly wonder if I’m dreaming.

      “Mom, are you okay?” I can’t help asking. This isn’t like her. I don’t ever remember a time when she was this docile.

      “You look just like him,” she finally speaks. “Your father was so handsome it sometimes hurt to look at him.” I wish I could remember. “I met him right out of high school, and he promised to take me out of this damn town. We watched as people came and went.” She takes another drag off her smoke. “We used to dream of leaving too.”

      “Why didn’t you?” My curiosity grows.

      “You came along,” she sing-songs, and I realize she’s wasted. “The perfect little replica of him. A Daddy’s girl until he left.” There’s the bitterness I’ve been missing. “He loved you more than anything else in the whole world. Including me.”

      “I’m sorry.” And I am. I can’t imagine losing that kind of love. Not that I’d know what to do with it either, of course.

      “He wanted to take you with him, but he didn’t know how to care for you. Never once did he change a diaper or make you a meal, feed you a bottle as a baby. You were a commodity to him,” she spits out, her anger returning. “He wanted you as a pretty prize on his arm, but I did all the work.” She didn’t need to say more; she resented me. “We fought constantly, and when it came time for him to leave, he kissed you on the head, called you his best girl, and told you he’d be back for you one day.”

      “Except he didn’t come back,” I finish for her softly.

      “Nope.” She blows out a billow of smoke into the dark night. “Guess you weren’t his best girl after all.” She turns to look at me, her eyes glassy but also crystal clear, like she’s seeing me for the first time. “You ever catch yourself a man, don’t ever let him manipulate you. Not like your daddy did to me. Make him treat you like a queen and nothing less.” I nod when she pauses. “Randy tried to treat us like that, but I ruined it.”

      “No, you didn’t,” I respond. I don’t understand why I’m making the effort to comfort her. She’d never do the same for me.

      “Oh, I did. I used to hit him, and when I got pregnant with Lucas, I became so resentful that he couldn’t stand to look at me. Tossed a few hundred bucks our way and ran like his ass was on fire.” She reaches for the bottle of whiskey and takes another sizable swig.

      “Why do you hate me?” I finally work up the courage to ask now that she’s opening up and not so vicious.

      “Because you’re everything I’m not. You have your future ahead of you, and I’m stuck in old hicksville with a couple of brats I should have aborted.” There’s the slap to the face I’ve been expecting since I sat down.

      “Goodnight, Mom.” Standing up, I stare down at the broken woman, and for a moment, I feel sorry for her. She had grand plans for her life at one time, but nothing worked out, and now she feels stuck.

      I get it, Mom, I get it.
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      I don’t imagine I slept a wink. My alarm doesn’t even get a chance to go off before I’m out of the house and heading out to Dan’s ranch, halfway between mine and town.

      Coffee in one hand, and the steering wheel in the other, I enjoy the breeze from my open window as rolling hills pass by, and horses graze the land. My ranch isn’t overly large, only about 2500 acres of land for my twenty horses, the few we board while breeding, and the hay fields. I hope to keep expanding as our operation grows, but even if we stay the same, I’m content and happy.

      Darrell showing up now might put a kink in my life, however. I’m still pissed off at the man. Uncertain whether I’m madder that he showed up now or that he didn’t make an appearance two years ago. It was his brother’s funeral, for fuck’s sake. You’d think the man would attend if for no other reason than it was family. I still haven’t decided on how to tell Pops.

      As I pull onto the winding drive up to Dan’s property, I put it out of my head so I can deal with this simpler matter at hand. Chasing away Adilynn’s demons should be a piece of cake compared to figuring out Darrell and his motives.

      “How’d I know you’d be here so damn early?” Dan steps off his porch with a full bag of what I assume are the things he wants me to take to Adilynn.

      Stepping down from my truck, I don’t mince words. “What’s wrong with her, Dan?”

      He shakes his head like it’s fucking funny. “Nothing too bad, most likely. But I have a feeling she could use a protector, is all. She’s a sweet girl, really, didn’t even want to accept my help.”

      I had a feeling her pride would be unshakable. “I’m not surprised. Anything I should be aware of about what she needs?” The more information I have, the better.

      “Nope. Just be gentle. She’s a flicka, that one.”

      Not wishing to waste any more time, I offer my thanks and head back to my truck before I remember…shit. “Where’s she live?”

      “You know that boarder place on the outskirts of town?”

      “Yeah.” Everyone does.

      “That’s her mother’s place. I’d take a gander that she still lives there too.”

      Of fucking course she would.

      I’ve met her mother, Madison, a few times at the bar and grill where she works. Her reputation precedes her—she’s slept with anything with a swinging dick—and the woman’s got a mean streak a mile wide when she doesn’t get her way. The fact that Adilynn is her daughter doesn’t change my mind. Not every apple is rotten. She just got the rotten fucking tree.

      If anything, learning where Adilynn lives makes me more driven to become that protector Dan mentioned she might need. It also has me picturing a hundred different scenarios about why he would mention that. Is she hurt more than her knee? Did she say something to him?

      Christ, this girl has me twisted in ways I haven’t felt in so many years. I can’t remember the last time I was so consumed by a woman. Let alone one who is likely more than a decade younger than I am.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      The sun’s warmth creeps in through the slats in the barn’s hayloft, and I slowly begin to wake as the horses below start getting restless. After releasing Spot to her owner, the barn now seems almost too quiet but peaceful.

      Even after the heart-to-heart in the early morning hours, I hadn’t been able to fall back to sleep. At the sound of gravel crunching under tires, I’d peeked out my bedroom window to find a new man showing up for Mom. I had learned early on to stay away from the house when she brought men home. Not all strange men have limits, and some push for more than what’s offered. Or who is offering themselves up.

      Once they had locked themselves in her room, I snuck out to the barn and finally caught a couple of hours of fitful sleep.

      Hobbling along the wall after a fight to stay upright, I contemplate how I’m going to get down. My knee has been getting progressively worse, and I’m sure the chilly night on a bed of hay wasn’t the best idea in the healing process.

      I don’t think I have the arm strength to hop from rung to rung, either. “Shit.” Quite the predicament I’ve found myself in. Windbreaker chooses this time to pipe up and neigh while stomping her feet. I can tell who it is because she has this soft way to her; it’s never harsh, like other horses can be.

      “Keep your opinions to yourself, missy,” I mutter, still trying to figure my way down. When Tropic starts his song and dance, I genuinely begin to get scared.

      Biting the bullet, I realize I have to steel my way through the pain in order to climb down the ladder. I really wish I’d worn my belt now; the leather would be handy for me to chomp on, so I don’t crack a molar as I maneuver my body in such a way that I can slide over the edge on my belly. Right now, I’m just grateful there’s no one here to witness my misery. I’d probably die if I were caught like this.

      With the first step, I sink my teeth into my tongue so hard I taste blood and become dizzy from the strain in my legs. The pull in the muscles from my thigh to my calf is extraordinary. It’s like a knotted ball being untwined one string at a time.

      Before I get halfway down, I’m ready to give up. If I weren’t still eight feet off the ground, I’d risk letting go and jumping, hoping to land on my good foot. But at this height, I’d just fall off balance and injure myself further. It’s a no-win situation.

      Leaning my forehead on the rung I’m holding on to, I pray for a miracle that the sound outside isn’t my mother walking in here. That bitch would likely laugh at me and walk away.

      Warm hands slide up the back of my thighs, and my body tenses as I startle and fall. Luckily, strong arms catch me—arms full of muscle, leading up to Brantley’s handsome face.

      “Mr. Marbury,” I breathe out. “What are you doing here?” His gaze goes from heated to angry in a flash.

      “What the hell happened to you?” I flinch at the sharpness in his tone.

      “My knee still hurts, is all.”

      Carrying me to one of the benches along the wall between the feed bin and the saddle rack, he sets me down. Manipulating my body to do as he pleases by laying me flat on my back. My traitorous body responds to his commands, too. The bitch.

      “What happened, Adilynn?” His hard stare is glued to my face, and it’s then I remember my mother’s bruising.

      Reaching a hand up, I hasten to mask the marks. “It’s nothing.”

      His calloused hands roam my body freely as they move towards the scratches on my neck and the bruising on my eye and cheek. His touch brings me a sense of safety. “Mr. Marbury?” The reverence in his gaze confuses me; he doesn’t know me.

      “Brantley,” he growls. “You call me Brantley, and this is undoubtedly not nothing. Who put their hands on you?”

      Looking away, I find I can’t lie to him. But I also can’t tell him who. This is my life…Luke’s life. I can’t ruin it for either of us without a backup plan. I need a way out for my brother and me if I’m going to sling accusations around.

      “I’ll let it go,” he says, “but not for long.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Dan Collins sent me with some things for you.” He holds up a bag full of medical items.

      “You didn’t have to come out here for this.” I meet his gaze again and drown in its intensity.

      Brantley’s eyes narrow, and I bite the inside of my lip when he speaks. “I didn’t have to, I wanted to. I like you, Adilynn, and I was worried.”

      “You were?” I’m astonished.

      He doesn’t answer me, just begins pulling items from his bag. The knee brace is there that Dan spoke of, as well as some creams, rubs, and band-aids. When Brantley goes to untie my ace bandage, I freeze. From experience, I know the rush of circulation back into the limb will be extremely painful.

      One hand holds my calf steadily as the other gently unwinds the material. I put all my focus on the heat from his hand, but once my knee is bare again, the agony becomes too much, and I slam my fist down against the bench, releasing a pathetic whimper while tears roll down the sides of my face. My whole leg feels like it’s on fire.

      “Jesus Murphy, ducks on a stick!” I groan into my other fist.

      “Ducks?” the man laughs.

      “I have a little brother.”

      “How old?”

      “Twelve.”

      He looks up briefly. “You realize he says worse than that, right?”

      Jerk. “Doesn’t mean I have to accept he does.”

      Chuckling, the man shakes his head while lowering my leg and reaching for some heating balm. “Have you been icing this?”

      “I’m not an idiot.” Why am I so snippy with him? He’s being incredibly nice.

      “Never said you were.” It doesn’t even phase him.

      “Adilynn!” I jump at my mother’s voice and nearly scream from the jolt to my knee. “Where are you? You can stop hiding now.” There are equal parts laughter and condescension in her tone.

      Pushing Brantley away from me, I toss everything into the empty stall across from us in the hopes that Mom is still oblivious to my injury.

      Her heavy steps sound moments before she rounds the corner. Brantley stands just a foot in front of me with his hands on his hips and a sexy scowl on his lips. Part of me wishes I could kiss it into a smile.

      “There you are!” She halts when she sees Brantley, smoothing her hands down her disheveled clothes as she tries to mask her disdainful look for me. “Well, hello, handsome.” Her saunter looks more like a drunk penguin’s waddle as she reaches out a hand to him. “I’m Madison James, Ady’s mother.”

      Ady? Since when?

      I stay quiet. I’m aware of what happens next. She’ll proposition him, he’ll accept, and I’ll be left behind. Again.

      I’m not sticking around for this. “I’ve got to go,” I say and force my knee to cooperate. I can’t watch it happen; I was starting to like him. I’ve been fantasizing about him.

      Suddenly, I feel unclean.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      I watch Adilynn walk away, and if it weren’t for the pain in her eyes, I would have gone after her. But I recognize where that particular pain is coming from.

      Her mother.

      I didn’t miss the expression on the older woman’s face before she realized I was here. Filled with nothing but hatred for her child, and that’s something I can’t understand.

      I patiently await whatever proposition this witch is going to make before I strike.

      “Well,” she moans, “now that she’s gone, we can have some fun.” Her grin reminds me of the Cheshire cat—full of greed and wicked intent.

      “I don’t think so, Madison.” I push her hands off me and step back.

      Her pout comes off more like a sneer, but that might just be a permanent fixture on her face. “Why not? Adilynn won’t put out for you. Besides, she won’t be able to rock your world like I can.”

      I sidestep when she motions to touch me again. Not fucking happening. “You misunderstand. I have no interest in the local sperm dump. Your pussy gets used more than a garbage truck. In fact, a garbage truck would probably be cleaner than you.”

      “How dare you!” I anticipate her slap so I’m able to catch her hand before she connects with my face.

      “Sorry, lady, I’ve got better things to do than argue over whether or not you’re the county’s biggest whore.” Tipping my hat in her direction, I exit the barn and make my way towards the house that looks like it might fall over with a stiff breeze.

      I don’t bother knocking as I enter; my only intent is getting to Adilynn. A man snoring on the couch in the nude, surrounded by empty beer cans, leaves me feeling as dirty as the house looks. I can’t imagine it’s because of Adilynn. It actually looks like a night of hard partying went on, and I worry about my skittish filly even more.

      “Adilynn,” I call softly, not wanting to scare her further. “Come on, filly, tell me where you are.” The sounds of a rusty pipe grumbling lead me upstairs and to a door off to my right. The shower is running, and I want to burst in there. Make sure she’s alright. But I can’t. I must be patient, or I’ll likely scare her away.

      Instead, I go in search of her room, hoping that’ll be her next destination. After opening three doors, I finally come across what I hope is hers. A picture of her and a young boy, likely her brother, sit on a chest of drawers next to the door, so I figure it’s a safe bet.

      Taking a seat on her twin bed, I gaze around her room, saddened by what I see. Not much more than the basics. A few personal things like pictures and books, but they’re all filled with dust.

      The sight of her standing next to a gorgeous tan and white Arabian catches my attention. She smiles radiantly, happy and full of pure love. The animal appears every bit the same. Walking over, I pick the frame up and wonder what happened to this effervescent woman.

      “That’s Windbreaker.” I pivot at Adilynn’s voice, not shocked to see her in another pair of short-shorts and a purple tank top tucked into the waist. “She’s in the barn. Best horse in the universe.”

      Her love for this animal is right there in her voice, and I can relate. I have the same affinity for my animals. “How long have you had her?”

      “Thirteen years.” That I am shocked about, and I shouldn’t be. Looks can be deceiving. “You’re wondering how I’ve taken care of her.” Her hand circles the room, but I have the feeling she means the entire house. “I give up a lot to make sure she has everything she needs.”

      “I can see that.” Looking down, her fists clench at her sides, and I can tell something is on her mind. “Say it, Adilynn.”

      Her head whips up at my words. “What do you want, Mr. Marbury?”

      Stepping closer to her, I grab both of her hands and unlock her fingers. “I told you, little filly, call me Brantley.” My eyes search hers, waiting for the acceptance of my request.

      “What do you want, Brantley?” Music to my fucking ears.

      “I want the chance to learn more about you.” It’s as simple and complicated as that. She’s the right girl to come into my life at the wrong time, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      She squints her eyes as if it’s a foreign concept. “Why?”

      Grazing the palm of my hand along her cheek and into her hair, I pet her, soothe her. I need Adilynn to be pliant to my advances, but I’m patient. “Because I’d love to discover more about who you are, what you like, love, hate. I want to know everything about you, Adilynn.”

      Her forehead scrunches while she considers my answer. “You want to be friends?”

      Not really. “If that’s what you’re willing to give me right now, then yes, I want to be friends.” Even if it kills me. When she goes to open her mouth again, I waylay her with, “If you ask why again, you’re going to become familiar with the sting of my hand on your bare ass.”

      Her jaw drops, eyes open wide as saucers, and I watch her heatedly as she responds to my threat internally. Her nipples perk behind her shirt, goosebumps line her skin, and a light blush creeps up her neck and into her face.

      “That’s not very friendly,” she whimpers.

      Tightening my grip in her soft blonde hair, I lean closer, murmuring, “Just because I want to be your friend now doesn’t mean I don’t want more later.”

      “Oh.” She barely breathes, and I’m left satisfied.

      Running my fingers through her hair, I observe the way her head tilts just the slightest bit, and I’m left wondering when the last time was that she was shown any affection. “You busy today?” I left Blaine a note that I would be out for the day, and I’m sure he’ll call a dozen times to find out where and why.

      “Busy?” she asks as if she’s in a daze. “I have to clean the stalls and wait for Tropic’s owner this afternoon. Should probably take Windbreaker for a ride as well.” Her gaze strays to the window.

      “I’ll help.” Grabbing her hand, I lead gently, cautious of her knee and not wanting to give her the chance to deny me. I have no idea what the fuck I’m doing—friends?—but I need to be around Adilynn as much as possible, so I’ll give it a try.

      We pass the naked asshole on the couch, and I fight the urge to kick him in the face before we’re outside again.

      Adilynn’s hand tugs in mine as I see her mother exiting the barn, hips swaying enthusiastically, a nasty smirk on her face. My girl stands to the side as the other woman passes by, stopping briefly to whisper in her ear.

      Any color Adilynn had in her face disappears in a flash as the older woman enters the house. Walking up to her, I wrap my hand around her waist as I ask, “What’d she just say?” It comes out more like a growl.

      Her eyes water as she looks up to me, “I’d like you to leave now.”

      “Excuse me?” What the fuck just happened? That cunt of a mother of hers will get a piece of my fucking mind soon.

      “I have too much to do, and you’ll be a distraction.” Adilynn limp/runs away before I can dispute her. Hot on her heels, I realize she’s faster than she looks, and by the time I get to the barn door, she’s bareback on Windbreaker, barreling through the open doors and into the fields behind the house before I can do a damn thing.

      “Fuck!” I slap the side of the door, and another horse kicks up a fuss. If I didn’t know that it was a boarder’s animal, I’d go after her. As it stands, I have too much respect for other ranchers and farmers to use their animals without permission.

      Fuming mad, I wait around on my temperamental little filly, mucking out the stalls and cleaning up the feed bins. It’s nearing lunchtime when I can’t stick around any longer. Scribbling her a quick note, I hang it on the inside of Windbreaker’s stall, where I’m sure she’ll see and get it.

      I’ll be back. She won’t get away from me so easily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      The breeze cools the ice in my veins as Windbreaker makes a mad dash for the vegetation behind our home. I can almost feel the soothing calm of the creek a couple of miles out, with the balmy water brushing across my limbs. It’s the one place in the entire world my mother hasn’t ruined or tainted with her hate.

      Brantley seemed so genuine, so kind.

      Possessive.

      I found myself wanting to know more about him, about those heated glances he kept sending my way. There was this craving to explore what they meant. Until my mother caught us outside, I had planned on learning everything I could from him before he grew bored with me.

      Mother’s threat of selling Windbreaker to a slaughterhouse halted any intent I had cold. Dead in its tracks. Having done nothing wrong, Windbreaker is undeserving of punishment because I want more from my life. I promised her everything she would ever need, and I’m determined to give it to her, and more, before she’s taken from this earth.

      I don’t understand my mother’s obsession with making sure my life is miserable, why it makes her so damn happy. For as long as I can remember, she’s been either ignoring me or taking away the things I love most. After our heart-to-heart, I had hoped, maybe, things would be different, but sheesh, I’ve never been proven so wrong about something in my life. It was a fleeting moment of honesty between us that likely will never happen again.

      Me losing Windbreaker would be the ultimate win for her, and she delights in it. I don’t know what I’d do without my beautiful girl. She’s the tranquility in the eye of all my storms—every time.

      Like now.

      Sending Brantley away, telling him to leave, caused something inside me to crack, and it hurt. The way he touched me so softly but with absolute resolution and devotion, I don’t believe I’ve felt that before. Not that I recall. I wish I had something to offer him. Something more than a broken small-town girl. But with Luke, I just can’t take the chance that my mother will do something stupid. She’s been known to before.

      Windbreaker slows her speed as a hint of the creek wafts through the air; the scent of fresh water has us both sighing in relief. The ride out here is always an arduous but exhilarating one—made worse than usual thanks to my knee—so I work her, and she gives me her all. Instinctively, Windbreaker seems to sense when something is wrong, and when I give her control, she always brings me here.

      The first time was when I was twelve, and Luke went away for his first sleepover. Mother and I got into a huge argument, and she hit me twice, so I ran. First, for the barn, then on Windbreaker.

      We found the creek by accident, and it’s become our sanctuary. A safe haven I find we need more and more of lately.

      Brantley wasn’t lying when he called my mother a whore; she is. Almost everyone in town talks about her, and once in a while, a customer will come into Henderson’s, assuming I’m the same way. The propositions have been degrading and further instill my lack of faith and fear in men.

      I didn’t date in high school due to the accusations thrown at me. The way some of the boys would look at me like I was a piece of meat to put on the table. It scared me beyond belief.

      “Come here, girl,” I beckon Windbreaker with a hand as I slip off her back. Leading her to the water’s edge, I remove my boots and wade into the shallows, soothing my sore knee. I shouldn’t have jumped on her the way I did, rode her as hard as I did, and I’m paying for it now.

      The creek is relatively shallow and only about twenty feet across, but the current sometimes picks up dangerous speeds, so remaining where I’m at is always safest. With my luck, I’m sure I’d be on the news in no time as the girl who drowned in the two-foot-deep water.

      The lukewarm water helps soothe my aching bones. Waking me up and clearing my mind. Tadpoles are being dragged along with the current as I stand still, and frogs and crickets can be heard in the distance as Windbreaker drinks her adrenaline away.

      Sitting on a nearby rock, I close my eyes and listen to Mother Nature surrounding me. The peace and the calm; my heart rate levels out, and the confines of my life loosen their hold.

      Some days, I wish I had been born in simpler times. When technology didn’t exist, when I wouldn’t have been hounded like a criminal for stealing my brother away to give him a better life. I often wonder what it would have been like when the law was on the side of the victims.

      After today, I anticipate that things will escalate. It’s a feeling deep in my gut that screams of destruction. Luke is at a point where our life, our mother’s lifestyle, is going to impact the kind of man he will become. He’ll either let it consume him, fuel a hatred for authority figures and, possibly, women, or make him into a man with honor. For his sake, I pray it’s the latter. That he won’t allow the abuse he’s witnessed to define his life in a meaningless way. I hope I’ll be there to help him when he needs me most.

      Windbreaker munches on grass as she wanders a little ways from me, and I lie back on the flattened stone, my feet still in the water as I absorb the serenity around me. Let it lull me into a false sense of security, if only for a short while.

      Regrettably, a telltale rattle has us scrambling into action as I realize what’s only feet from me. Dropping my boots, I turn and run, hoping the stinging in my calf isn’t from the bite of the angry-looking rattlesnake as I jump on Windbreaker, and she high tails us back home.
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        Brantley

      

      

      

      After leaving Adilynn’s place, I drove around for a while, needing to clear my head. Figure out what the fuck it is I want from this girl before I go barrel-assing in and flip her world upside down.

      With her mother’s devastating impact and a soon-to-be teenage brother on her hands, I need to figure out, first and foremost, if she’s worth the trouble I know she’ll turn out to be.

      My dick screams yes, my heart says give it a try, but my head cautions me to think logically. I don’t want to cause more damage to her than what’s obviously been done, but I don’t think I can just give her up, either. Adilynn is exceptional in the way that my mom was. She has this air of innocence and strength deeply embedded into the woman she is.

      “You’re thinking mighty hard there, boy,” Pops comments from his position on the porch. A place he spends more time at than anywhere else.

      “Not really, old man.” I smirk as I join him.

      “Who is she?” he asks.

      “Who is who?” I’m unsure if I’m ready to reveal anything about Adilynn yet.

      “Don’t play dumb with me. I sat here with your father over thirty years ago, having this same conversation. Poker is not your game, Brantley.”

      Looking off into the paddock where Thunder is stomping around, I consider how to answer without giving everything away.

      “It’s just a name, Brantley.”

      “Adilynn James,” I finally reply.

      “Not just a name, then.” His laughter has me glancing towards him. “If you aren’t in love with this girl already, I’ll be shocked.”

      “I’m not.” I can’t be. Shit like this doesn’t happen so damn fast.

      “If you say so.” Chirping is the only thing that breaks the silence between us. “What’s it about her you’re not sure about?” All joking fades from Pop’s demeanor.

      “It’s complicated.” How else do I describe her?

      “Aren’t they all?” He laughs again.

      “Her mother is the biggest whore in town–"

      “Don’t be a fool, boy.” His tone is harsh, and I focus my sight on him. “If that’s stopping you, then maybe you don’t deserve this girl.”

      “I don’t believe she’s anything like the woman–"

      “Then stop being an idiot and get your ass in gear.”

      “Pops! Would you stop interrupting me here?” He waves his hand, signaling that I need to talk faster then. “The mother is a huge problem. She said something to Adilynn this morning that had her sending me away.”

      “And you left?” he scoffs.

      “Not at first. She hurt herself the other day, so I stuck around to do her chores when she took off on her horse. I waited as long as I could.” I shouldn’t feel so shitty about leaving.

      “As long as you could?” he repeats. “Did she come home before you left?”

      “No.”

      “Then you didn’t wait long enough.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, old man, I have a damn ranch to run.” Getting to my feet, I’m ready to leave when his next words stop me cold.

      “And it won’t mean shit if you have nothing to show for it!”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” We’re shouting now. “I have the best breeding program in the south!”

      Standing up, he gets in my face. “That very well may be, but it doesn’t mean jack shit if you don’t have a warm body to hold at night or love to fill your life. This”—he waves his arms wide—“is nothing, if this”—his finger jabs at my chest—“isn’t full.”

      “This ranch is everything, Pops.”

      “You may think that now, boy, but when you’re my age, sitting on this rickety old porch with no one by your side, you’ll think differently.” As he walks away, pausing at the door, he fires one last shot. “Trust me, I know.”

      Fucking hell.

      Damn old fool has me questioning everything. Exactly what I don’t need.

      “Brantley!”

      Spinning around, I snap, “What!”

      “Damn, who’s twisting your titties today?” Blaine and Mason laugh as they join me.

      “What the hell do you want?” I’m not in the damn mood for their crap.

      “Just wanted to let you know we’ve got that fence squared away over in the east fields. Jake and Brock are going to plow in the morning, and Wayne’s got the barn under control.” Blaine’s eyes squint like he wants to say something.

      “So?”

      “Get the fuck out of here, Brantley.”

      “What?” Now they’re pissing me off.

      “You’re like a brother to me, man, and I recognized when I saw you hauling ass down the driveway that you were pissed off, and seeing you get cranky with Pops just confirmed it. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Adilynn, but I do know you need to figure that shit out. So get the fuck out of here, kiss the boots off her, and either claim her or forget her.”

      I don’t get a chance to respond as they take their leave. I’m not sure I could even give a worthwhile response. They’re all somewhat right.

      I need to do something about Adilynn and the way she makes me feel.

      But I could never walk away from her.
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        Adilynn

      

      

      

      The one thing I love about being out of the city, or a town such as Hixson, is the stars at night; I can see them all. And when the clouds clear, I often catch glimpses of different constellations.

      After being chased away from the creek by that darn rattler, I lost my only pair of boots, and now I’m stuck with sneakers that aren’t fit for anything involving horses. Brantley was kind enough to muck out the stalls and lay fresh hay down for me, and for that, I’ll be forever grateful. Seems everything with him is nothing but regret. What we could have been will haunt me for the rest of my days.

      Thankfully, when Windbreaker and I came trotting back into the barn, my mother was gone, and so was her newest boy toy. I keep hoping she’ll one day realize the damage she’s done to our family and come to her senses. That’ll probably never happen, but the hope is there.

      “One day, Windbreaker, we’ll have everything. We’ll have a house in the hills, more land to run on than either of us will know what to do with, and Luke will be happy and safe.” I lean my head against her nose as I concentrate on steadying my breath. The sadness enveloping me as I picture a dream that’ll never come to pass is so consuming, my heart pounds in my chest.

      Gentle hands on my hips startle me into spinning around, and Brantley’s face is not what I expect to see. His lips descending on mine are a welcome surprise, and the safety it evokes as he captures my mouth and encircles my waist with his arms, cradling me into his broad chest, was definitely not what I expected to happen tonight.

      The encompassing heat rushes through my blood like a river running wild and stalls my breathing for a whole other reason: he makes me feel safe and sound, and it’s addictive as hell.

      When his tongue pushes through my startled lips, I let him lead the way. I follow Brantley’s motions with my own fumbled ones. His teasing hands roam my back, play with my hair, hold my face with a soft, loving touch, and I melt effortlessly into the web he’s weaved around us that I’ll likely never recover if he walks away.

      “Perfection,” he murmurs against my lips as he slows the kiss. My body buzzes, and I’m at a loss for what to do with myself, so I clasp onto his forearms to prevent my body from collapsing.

      “Why are you here?” I finally get out, re-collecting my sanity.

      “To kiss you,” he smirks.

      “Oh.” Why am I so damn disappointed?

      “Hey, now.” His finger guides my chin up as I try to hide my eyes. “This is new for me. I had to figure out if what I’m feeling is one-sided.”

      “Oh.” I’m confused as to how to react to Brantley. More often than not, he leaves me completely dumbfounded.

      “That’s all?” he teases, and I fight back a timid smile. “Tell me what happened today, flicka.”

      “Flicka?”

      Narrowing his dark gaze, he explains, “Wild, free, skittish.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.” I’m deflecting, and I realize it, but I hadn’t anticipated his return, not after taking off on him.

      “From where I’m standing, it does. Now tell me what happened.”

      How the hell am I supposed to do that?

      “I’ve heard of your ranch. Even seen some of the gorgeous colts and their mommas come through here before.” I look around my meager piece of property, comparing it to his and coming up short. “I imagine you and your family take great pride in every new life born.” I turn to face Windbreaker again as he nods. “Windbreaker came to be mine because I grew up leery, with a lack of trust for the human race. She was a bribe from a man who sought out my trust at first, then proved he was like everyone else. I’ve lived in Hixson my entire life and have wanted very little for myself.”

      “Tell me,” he whispers against the back of my neck, pushing my lengthy hair to the side and resting his head against mine.

      “I wanted to go to college, to become a veterinarian. I’ve always loved animals.”

      “What else?”

      “To leave.” His body tenses as he shifts closer. “I’ve never felt like I belonged here. That’s mostly my mother’s fault. She’s always treated me like a burden. My father took off before I could make memories of him, then Luke’s dad came around when I was about six.” Rubbing my hands along Windbreaker’s elegant neck, I smile at her. “That’s when I got her. She became my best friend…my only friend. She’s my sanctuary, and there isn’t a single thing in this world I won’t do to protect her, to make sure she has everything, even if that means I have nothing.”

      “I understand that.”

      “I don’t think you do,” I contradict quietly. “I’ve been given nothing but hell for as long as I can remember. Nothing just comes to me. I work, and I work damn hard for everything I have. Losing Windbreaker will end me. She’s my saving grace; without her, I have no purpose.”

      He spins me around so quickly that I lose my balance. “Let’s get two things straight. First, you do have something; you have Luke. And from the way you talk about him, I know you love him. You also have me. I’m not going anywhere, no matter how often you try to scare me off.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “But I know me, and who better to understand what I want than myself.”

      Can’t really argue with his logic. “And the second thing?”

      “What?”

      “You said let’s get two things straight…”

      “I’ve worked for everything I have too. Harder than most because some people assumed I was just handed the RMR. My father died; doesn’t mean I didn’t work to earn that ranch.”

      The mention of his father hurts him deeply, and I wrap my arms around his hulking mass, shocking us both. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, be honest with me. Tell me what that woman said to you today, Adilynn.” He just won’t let that go.

      “I can’t.” I want to, but he’ll do something if I do. I just know it.

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Maybe both.” He growls, and I feel it to my toes as it vibrates through his chest. “I only have six more years before Luke can make it on his own. I have to keep the peace until then.”

      His strong hands grasp my shoulders, and he moves me back while still keeping me close. “Six years? You’re putting your life on hold until he leaves?”

      “I have to take care of him.”

      “Who the fuck takes care of you, Adilynn?”

      Good question.
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      “When I was a little girl, just after Luke was born, and Mom would be on a tear, I’d climb up here with a little backpack filled with snacks and bottles of water and hide for a couple of nights.” Her broken-hearted confession makes me turn to look at her. Adilynn is so young, too fucking young, for the amount of heartache she’s suffered throughout her life.

      “On a tear?” She hasn’t said it yet, but I suspect the black eye and scratches are from the vindictive woman.

      “She’d get angry. My dad left; Luke’s dad left. She had to raise us alone.” Her careless shrug supports the world on her shoulders.

      Lifting our entwined hands in the air between us, the stars and moon our own personal light, I can’t help comparing my large weathered tan hand with her small pale one. How she remains so fair in the Texas sun is beyond me.

      “Is she like that still?” I ask, watching her from the corner of my eye.

      A sad smile graces her lips. “She says a lot of hurtful things to me.” She barely gives me an inch. “I started bringing Luke up here when he was about four. He loves the farm life as much as I do, but football is where his heart is.”

      “Because of you.” It doesn’t take a genius to figure that, if not for Adilynn, he’d be living the same life as her. Cleaning up after her mother.

      “He’s more driven. He’s got bigger dreams than I ever did.” That’s clearly a lie. “From the first moment he picked up a football, he fell in love. Dreamed of becoming some fancy star one day.” And Texas is the place to make that happen.

      “What about you?” She confessed a few things to me earlier but not nearly enough to satisfy me.

      “It’s been about twelve years since I’ve even thought about it.” I hate the shame that tinges her words.

      “You understand you didn’t have to put your life on hold for him.” I keep my tone soft so she doesn’t get defensive. This is a touchy subject for her.

      “Of course I did!”  Adilynn sits up, brings her knees to her chest, and glares at me. “Who else was going to take care of him?”

      “You went to school,” I point out. “Someone did during that time.” She scoffs. “I just mean, you can have dreams too.”

      “I do. I did. And I failed miserably. I’m meant to ensure Luke gets out of this life. That’s my dream. The only one that matters.” She whispers the last part so quietly, it almost doesn’t register.

      I cup her cheek as a tear rolls down. “You matter, too, Adilynn. God, you matter so fucking much it hurts.” Clenching my jaw, I curtail what I really want to say: that she can’t give Luke the world when she’s suffering so greatly. I give her a minute to collect herself before pulling her between my legs and wrapping my arms around her.

      “I used to think the ranch was all that mattered, that as long as I had that and kept it successful, my life was complete.” Pops will have a field day when he finds out how right he was.

      “Used to?”

      “Yeah, someone recently told me that all the success in the world didn’t mean shit if I didn’t have someone to share it with.” Was that only today that Pops and I argued about it? “They were right.”

      “How do you know?” She tilts her head up to look at me.

      Gazing into her watery orbs, I can’t refrain. “Because until I met you, I never thought I’d change my mind. Turns out the right girl can have a man seeing things differently.”

      “Oh.” My head shakes at her single-syllable response. I’m discovering that’s her default answer when she thinks I’ve either shared too much or shocked her.

      “Yeah, filly…oh.” Kissing her temple, I lay her down next to me and spend the rest of the night cradling her in my arms until the sun begins to rise and my phone begins to chime with demands to know where I am.
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      After spending most of the night with Adilynn in my arms while we talked and stargazed, I’ve come to understand her to a greater degree. She longs for a better life for herself but is willing to put it all on hold for her little brother, Luke, and that’s where we disagree.

      She refuses to leave him behind, and I’m not asking her to. I would just like her to give us a shot while still caring for him. The three of us together could be a whole lot better than what they are going through right now, yet fear held her in its grip the entire night until she fell asleep in my arms.

      Whatever happened in her childhood scarred her in immutable ways. She still wouldn’t elaborate on the injuries to her face after she fell in the store. I know she was lying when she kept saying it was nothing.

      I may have to talk to the sheriff about her family soon. I need the whole story to understand what’s damaged her so deeply. Adilynn James is the poster child for fucked up and broken, but I have every intention of not only fixing her but restoring her faith in humanity.

      The sun has fully risen when I pull into the RMR, and I notice an unfamiliar truck in front of the house. Immediately, I know who it is, and I’m pissed. Parking my vehicle, I step out and wait for my visitor to follow suit.

      “What are you doing here, Darrell?” I won’t beat around the bush with this man. I don’t know him, and I’m not sure I want to.

      “I just want to talk, Brantley.” He holds his hat in his hands, turning it as he waits.

      “About what?”

      “Your breeding programs. Dad. My brother. Everything.” If only he hadn’t said breeding programs first.

      “Sorry, Darrell, I’m not interested.” I begin to walk past him when I hear the bang of the screen door and see Pops standing there with his shotgun in hand.

      “Get off our property!” the old man yells, and I’m not sure he recognizes who’s here.

      “It’s me, Dad. Darrell.”

      “Son of a bitch,” he grumbles as I move past him. The cocking of the gun is as loud as the blast would be in the tense silence. “All the more reason to shoot you!”

      “Seriously?” Darrell makes the mistake of coming closer, and Pops takes aim at him.

      “Last chance!” he calls.

      “Fine. I’ll leave, but I still want to talk, Brantley.”

      “I have nothing to say to you. Next time you show up, it’ll be shoot first, questions never.” It’s the only warning I plan on giving him. I don’t care what he wants; I won’t take his money, his word, or my time.

      “What the hell is going on, Brantley?” Pops follows me inside, placing his shotgun on the bench by the door.

      “He changed his name, set up a meeting with Blaine and me a couple da–"

      “You knew he was here? Didn’t think I should know about my own son being in town?”

      “I didn’t know what the hell to do with it, Pops. I didn’t want to upset you until I figured out his fucking motives!”

      “Well, that sure backfired, didn’t it!”

      This yelling will get us nowhere. “Pops, I was trying to protect you.”

      That shuts him up. “I appreciate that, Brantley, but you don’t need to deal with Darrell’s greed. That’s my boy; he’s my problem.”

      “Seriously, Pops?” I’m leveled with a look I know all too well. The one where this man’s stubborn streak kicks in, and there’s no chance I win. I’ll just have to keep my eye on it.

      “Now tell me where you’ve been all night?” His sly look suggests he already knows the answer. “You two get anywhere?”

      “Get anywhere?” Is he seriously asking me if we had sex?

      “Is she going to kick you to the curb again or let you court her?”

      “Court her?”

      “When did you turn into a broken record?” He laughs as he pours us both a coffee. “You are going to take her on a date, right?”

      “Eventually, yeah.” We didn’t get that far last night, or this morning.

      Shaking his head, the man watches me. “You spent all night with her, presumably getting to know her, but you didn’t bother to secure a date for when you could see her again?”

      “No.” And I feel like a complete fool.

      “You’re gonna lose out on her.”

      “You don’t even know the girl. How can you make that assumption?” It’s a fact, nonetheless; she doesn’t have anyone sniffing around her.

      “She caught your attention, didn’t she? Stands to reason it won’t be long before someone else is eyeing her up.”

      Scowling, I hate to admit he’s right. The thought hadn’t even entered my mind. “How had neither of us formally met her before? She grew up in Hixson; I’d assume she’s been around.”

      Shaking his head, he says, “I haven’t a fucking clue, but, damn boy, you picked a fight alright.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “That mother of hers is a real piece of work. Went to school with your mother, a couple years younger, but she was one mean little girl.”

      Sitting with him at the table, I’m interested to hear more. Adilynn doesn’t seem to know what the woman was like before she was born, either. “How so?”

      “Her daddy used to beat her black and blue when he drank. I suspect she’s turned to the same habits as her old man.” That would fit with Adilynn’s injuries. “She used to either fight or fuck back in the day. Not real surprised she’s turned into a whore. Adilynn’s Daddy was a good man, though. Made me sad when he ran off.”

      “How haven’t I heard of any of this before now?”

      “You’ve been wrapped up in the ranch for so long, I doubt you’d have ever met her if it weren’t for the fact you were pissed about the missing bags of feed.” It’s annoying how right he is.

      “Tell me more about this girl. I don’t think I’ve caught more than a glimpse of her, and she was just a youngin then.”

      Thinking back, I realize that even though we spent hours talking, I didn’t learn much about her other than her love of animals. “She wants to be a vet.”

      “That’d be a good addition to this ranch. Wouldn’t have to pay Drew so damn much for that big bastard out there.”

      I look through the window and see Thunder stomping around his pen. “Sure would. She has a stunning Arabian named Windbreaker. Most docile animal I’ve ever seen.” The damn horse talked back to her all night long. “She’s selfless, too. Only thing she cares about is taking care of the horse and her brother, Luke.”

      “How old’s the boy?”

      “Twelve. He was away at some football thing this weekend.”

      “Take the horse trailer out this afternoon; bring them out here for the day. Let her get to know you in your environment. Show her you care about the boy, too.”

      It’s not a half-bad idea.
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      Brantley was long gone by the time I woke up just before lunch. Somehow, he managed to get me off the roof of the barn and into my bed without waking me up. Then the man did my morning chores so I could sleep in.

      Spending the night in his arms, just talking, laughing, and getting to know each other was, lamentably, one of the best nights of my life. He’s genuine and sweet. His sense of humor runs dry, and I found it endearing. He loves his ranch and his friends fiercely.

      I found myself envious of his life as he spoke with such affection. Even about the horse he believes led to his father’s death. I felt terrible for both him and the animal. Thunder is being persecuted for the fault of an accident he didn’t cause, and Brantley is suffering from the loss of someone that wasn’t just a parent but his idol.

      Beneath his pain, the worry for the horse bled through. As much as he would like to kick the thing in the ass, he worries the animal has post-traumatic stress disorder from the accident itself. It’s highly likely that he does. Like humans, animals can experience the stress and fright of something so tragic.

      I wish I could meet him, touch him. Getting the chance to work with a stallion of his strength and power would be an amazing experience. If only I hadn’t let my grades slip and missed so many classes.

      The sound of Luke’s bus keeps me from traveling down that regretful road as it stops at the end of our driveway. My brother comes barreling my way, his duffle nearly dragging him down as I descend the porch steps.

      “How was it?” I call before he’s even gotten to me. I saved as much money as I could so he could go to this camp. The joy on his face right now means everything to me.

      Dropping his bag, his arms wrap around my waist and he picks me up, swinging me around. “It was the best!” Laughter fills the yard as he sets me down again.

      “Yeah?” My grin can’t be contained.

      “Thank you, Ady. I know you worked your butt off for that.” He looks rueful for a second.

      Gripping his shoulders, I say to him sincerely, “I would do anything for you, Luke. You have to know that.”

      “I do, Ady. I just wish you’d do something for yourself, also.”

      “I will. Don’t you worry about me.” I put on a smile to ease his concern. “Now, why don’t you take your things inside, and then we’ll get to work on the garden.” I planted one this year, and it was weed-plucking time once again, something my knee might prevent me from doing for long.

      As Luke goes inside and I make my way to the barn, a truck and trailer come cruising down the driveway, and I stop to wait and see who it is.

      An older man in his fifties climbs out, salt and pepper hair sticking out from under his cowboy hat. He’s shorter and thinner than Brantley, and I’m slightly nervous as he makes his way over to me.

      “Howdy!” he greets, and I look into his eyes to find them dark, with a hint of coldness.

      “Can I help you?” I can’t afford to turn away business if he needs to board the two horses in his trailer. I take a step back as he advances closer.

      “I need to board my two mares for a few days.” His smile doesn’t assuage my tension.

      I don’t know why, but something feels off with this person. “Did you call ahead?”

      “No, I’m only passing through. Didn’t think I’d need to.”

      “Umm, well, I do require a booking and advanced deposit.” I shouldn’t be saying this; we need the money. Except my gut is screaming to send this stranger away.

      “Adilynn!” my mother screams and distracts me, so the man proceeds to check out the barn. “What is going on?” Her angered steps are undoubtedly drunken as she stumbles a bit on the last step.

      “Nothing.”

      “I’m trying to board my horses, but apparently, I can’t. Even though the barn’s empty.” Heat radiates at my back, and I feel trapped.

      “What the hell, Adilynn?” My mother’s scorn can’t be missed. Luke is at the front door, and I shake my head at him. I’m unclear on what’s happening out here, but I don’t want this man near my baby brother. “Get him and his horses set up, and stop being so stupid.” Her words hurt as she turns her attention to the man. “I swear that girl doesn’t have the power to change a lightbulb.” Her laughter shouldn’t shock me.

      Going to the rear of his trailer, I speak gently to the animals inside so as not to spook them. “Hey there, gorgeous.” The first horse is a beautiful blue/black color with a stunning mane of hair. Well kept, the owner seemingly cares about these creatures. The second is a light tan color similar to a grain of sand. “Pretty girls, aren’t you?”

      I lead the blue/black one away from the trailer first. “What’s their names?” I call out.

      I’m disgusted to see my mother’s hand playing with the collar of the man’s shirt as she rubs her body against his. He obviously comes from money, and Mother Dearest can smell that from a mile away.

      “That one is Midnight Blue, the other is Sand Stone.” He barely pays me any attention.

      I see Luke come from around the back of the house and slip his way into the other side of the barn. Scowling, I scold him, “I told you to stay inside.”

      “I’m not leaving you out here with some stranger,” he defends, standing as tall as he can, which, luckily, is taller than me.

      “Pretty sure Mom’s got him distracted enough to stay away from me. Did you get your stuff put away?”

      “Yes.”

      “You got homework?”

      He rolls his eyes before answering. “A book report to finish.”

      “Get inside and finish up, then you can help me out and take Windbreaker for a ride.” Luke loves her every bit as much as I do, so I let him ride her as often as he likes. So long as his chores and homework are done first.

      Kicking the dirt, he walks back up to the house, so I get Midnight Blue settled into her stall and write her name on the chalkboard attached. I’ve found that some horse owners find it endearing and have complimented me on it. Windbreaker has her own plaque, so I thought it was an inviting touch.

      Grabbing hold of Sand Stone’s harness, I coax her out of the trailer, only she isn’t too keen on the idea. She’s frightened as I move, and she goes wild as soon as I touch her, knocking me with her shoulder. I land on the ground hard. Her hooves hover inches above my head, and I roll to the side just as they crash down where I was.

      “Oh yeah, she’s not fond of being touched.” The man laughs like it’s some fucking joke.

      “Are you shitting me right now? You think me nearly getting trampled to death is funny?” I can’t and won’t hide my outrage.

      I’m so angry that I don’t register another vehicle pulling up behind me until I feel comforting hands spinning me around. “Are you alright?” Brantley’s worried and angry stare bores into me like a hot poker.

      “Fine. Just pissed off,” I respond as his hands roam down my arms and to my legs, ensuring everything’s in working order.

      Satisfied, he stomps over to the man, whose name I still don’t know, and his fist lands square across the guy’s jaw, sending him crashing to the ground as quickly as I had been.

      “Not so fucking nice, is it?” Brantley’s words are laced with rage and sarcasm as the stranger wipes the blood from his mouth.

      “Brantley,” my mother purrs, and I want to puke.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Brushing the dirt from his ass as he stands, our dubious new client crowds Brantley’s space.

      “I’m her fucking man, and you laugh while she’s getting knocked on her ass? What the fuck is wrong with you!” I don’t know what stuns me more, his proclamation of being my man or the fact that my mother continues trying to rub up on both of these people.

      “I know you,” the owner says. “You’re Brantley Marbury. My friend’s been trying to get in touch with you.” His entire demeanor changes with the knowledge of who Brantley is.

      “I don’t give a fuck! Handle your goddamned horse, or get the fuck out of here.”

      “Actually, I’m here specifically to meet with you. Name’s Eric Rhodes.” He sticks his hand out to shake Brantley’s, but he gets ignored.

      “Deal with your horse.” Brantley’s tone is low, fueled by his anger.

      “Yeah, sure. We’ll talk after.” Walking towards me, Eric’s gaze travels down my body in the way my mother assesses men, and my skin crawls. I want nothing to do with this man.

      “Eyes on the fucking horse!” Brantley yells at him as he walks towards me, steely intent in his eyes as he explores my body again. Unlike Eric’s, Brantley’s eyes make my body heat up with pleasure. “You sure you’re okay, flicka?” Nodding, his hands glide to my hair like a magnet, and his head lowers to mine. His lips steal my breath as he claims me for all to see. Whenever Brantley touches me, I’m lost to the outside world. My vision narrows, and he’s all I can or want to see.

      In such a brief time, Brantley has become my protector, my solace, my heaven.
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      Watching Adilynn try to coax that horse out of the trailer, recognizing the tension in its body, I could tell it was going to strike out at her, and when she went down, I swear I lost ten years off my life. I’d never been so terrified before.

      As she stood, relief, quickly followed by white-hot rage, flowed through every cell in my body. Someone to pay. So when Eric had laughed at her, he instantly captured every ounce of my attention, and I’d driven my fist through his face after making sure Adilynn was alright. Claiming her hadn’t been in the plan. But I’d done it, and I wouldn’t take it back. It’s out there for the world to know, for her to know…get used to. Adilynn brings out the caveman in me, and I want to wrap her in my essence as she realizes I’m in this for the long haul. I’m not backing down.

      An argument ensued to get her to come out to the ranch with me. Luke remained quiet the entire time, watching me like a hawk. A protector. I respect him for it.

      I’m hoping today wins him over more than Ady because I need an ally with her.

      After getting Windbreaker into my trailer, she finally relented. I think that had more to do with her mother inviting Eric to stay for dinner than anything else. I will do my best to convince them to stay the night. I’m not too keen on either of them returning home with that guy there.

      “Holy shit,” Luke whispers from the back seat.

      “Luke!” Adilynn scolds the boy.

      He blows her off. “This is yours?” I watch him from the rearview mirror as his eyes dart from one building to the next, never staying too long in one place.

      “For six generations,” I respond with pride.

      “What’s that like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Six generations. Your family must be close, right? You guys know everything about everyone. Now, then.”  There’s a hint of sadness and envy in his voice.

      “I guess. I haven’t thought too much about it. I know we’ve got journals, pictures, artifacts. All kinds of stuff from when the ranch was first built.”

      “Really?” His face lights up at the mention of it.

      “You could see them if you like. I’m sure Pops would love to show you. Tell you all about the ranch.” In fact, I know the old grouch would. Pops may be getting up there in years, but he’s young at heart.

      “That’d be cool.” I laugh at the way he plays it off.

      My gaze slides over to Adilynn as I park the truck and hop out. She looks petrified but hopeful. Walking around to her side, I open the door and unbuckle her belt. When she still doesn’t look at me, I lean into her and crowd her space with mine. I bury my face in her neck, breathing her delicate essence.

      “Relax, Ady, I’ll take care of you.” She doesn’t shift, so I kiss her neck just below her ear, and a shudder travels through her body. I keep my smile to myself as I pull away.

      “You two done with the mushy crap?” Luke asks from behind me.

      “Yeah, it’s disgusting!” Blaine chimes in as he, Mason, and Brock emerge from the barn.

      “Shut the hell up, Blaine.”

      “Crap,” Ady mutters from her seat. Luke is at her side in a flash as he notices my friends. Seems he’s every bit as skittish as his sister when it comes to new men in their lives.

      Grasping the boy’s shoulder, I introduce him first, wishing to ease the surging panic I see in his young eyes. “Luke, these are two of my ranch hands, Mason and Brock, and this big lug is my oldest friend, Blaine. They’ve got a gelding for you to meet in the barn.”

      He looks excited but hesitates, and it fucking kills me that he thinks he can’t just book it in there. When he looks to Adilynn, who seems just as nervous, she encourages him with a sparkling grin. “Go, have fun.” And he’s off like a rocket as Mason and Brock follow behind.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out she’s a master at faking stuff when that same grin drops as soon as Luke’s out of sight. It’s also how I know I was right in my assessment of needing to win the boy over to gain a place in her life.

      “He’ll be alright,” I try to soothe.

      “Oh, I know. Brock’s a nice man.” I scowl at her words.

      Blaine, the fucker, laughs. “Looks like you have your work cut out for you, bro.” His words are hushed, so she doesn’t hear. I don’t think she would have, anyway; her sight is glued to Thunder.

      “Is that him?” She doesn’t look at either of us as she saunters towards the beast.

      “Now, I’m not sure, but I’m almost positive she’s the one Drew was always bragging on,” Blaine tells me as we follow behind her.

      “Drew Collins?” she asks over her shoulder. I didn’t realize she was listening.

      “Yeah, you know him?” I ask. I’m not too keen on her being sweet on Brock and Drew. I just might have to do something irrational.

      “Well, sort of. I was an intern with him for a couple weeks. I wasn’t really supposed to touch the animals, but when I calmed a pissed-off bull down while he was trying to assess the damage from another, he kinda appointed me as his animal whisperer.” Her chuckle is filled with pain.

      Adilynn climbs the first two rungs of the paddock, and I step up behind her, pressing my body into hers, covering her hands on the top post with mine. I ignore Thunder the same way he does me as I kiss the side of her neck, tasting her salty-sweet skin as she watches him. This time, she doesn’t tense while I hold her in place.

      I freeze when the booming steps of Thunder come closer. Moving my hands to Ady’s hips, I prepare to pull her away if he gets out of hand. She doesn’t move, just watches as Thunder halts near to her face.

      I’m shocked when he rubs his nose along her cheek, just inches from me. For the first time since meeting this stubborn son of a bitch, he looks at peace. His eyes close, and his body relaxes as he rubs on her.

      “Holy fuck.” Blaine’s incredulity echoes my sentiments.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      I was unsure what to expect when I agreed to come out here with Brantley. My feelings for him and what he does to my body confuse me, but when I’m around him, I come alive; something I’ve never done before. It’s not just attraction I sense with him, it’s more. It’s…hope. Lord, I haven’t had that in so long, I don’t even remember. Brantley could change our lives, if only I were able to let him into my heart the way he claims to want.

      Luke seems different with Brantley too. A lightness reflects in his eyes that hasn’t been there for a while. Experiencing my little brother’s excitement when Mason and Brock took him to the barn, I just couldn’t rain on his parade. He was getting this chance to be a kid, and I wouldn’t take that from him for anything.

      Brantley’s ranch is stunning. I’ve known about it for most of my life but have never seen it up close before. The old brick-and-mortar farmhouse isn’t as large as I expected. It’s pretty modest but no less stunning. With its large, A-line roof, three chimneys from what I see, and more windows than walls, I can only imagine what the inside looks like. And the wrap-around porch with two swings and plenty of seating is to die for. Pictures of warm mornings sipping coffee there as the sun rises, or cool evenings wrapped up in Brantley’s arms and a blanket as the sun sets, come to mind.

      The barn Luke ran into with Brantley’s men is the typical red barn, with fences and corrals in every direction. Men working in the distance and horses grazing freely in the pastures, and that’s when I see him.

      Thunder quickly catches my attention when his hooves stomp the ground. I sense a calling deep in my gut to go to him, my feet carrying me along without thought on my part. Brantley’s heat at my back relaxes me as the horse inches his way closer to where we now stand.

      Brantley’s hands cover mine, and I know he’s preparing for the worst, but I don’t get the sense that Thunder wants to harm me. When his face touches mine, I sense his pain. His fear. The animal is hurting for something no one could possibly understand.

      But I do.

      I have the same aching etched into my very soul. The need for acceptance and love is palpable from him. Reaching out to Thunder, Brantley’s fingers go to my hips, but he doesn’t pull me away.

      My fingertips gently graze the stallion’s neck; I rub him softly. Just a simple light touch. He shudders with each stroke as I absorb his feelings of rejection. His need for acceptance mirrors my own.

      “I feel you, big boy.” A lone tear slips free as he pulls away, his emotions plain to see in his intense gaze. Without turning my head, I speak quietly to Brantley. “He’s hurting, too.” Reaching back, I entwine our fingers together, extending our hands to Thunder’s neck so my flesh touches him. Together, we soothe the beast. Show him our support.

      At first, he’s tense with the added sensation of Brantley’s fingers between mine. But slowly, second by second, he relaxes and leans into the heat of our palms.

      “God damn,” Blaine curses behind us.

      “You’re a miracle worker, flicka,” Brantley whispers in my ear, kissing the sensitive flesh there. I’m not ashamed to admit I light up from his praise.

      “Ady!” Luke calls from behind us, and Thunder startles, rearing back on his hind legs. Brantley reacts quickly and pulls me back as the horse throws a fit and stomps off.

      “Fucking bastard,” he curses as he spins me around to face him. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      “No. He was just scared.” I look past his shoulder to find Luke saddled to a mahogany gelding, Mason and Brock astride their own horses on either side. “Looking good, Luke!” I call to him with a genuine smile.

      “We’re gonna take him around the property, show him the good spots.” Brock winks at me, and Brantley growls deep in his throat at the innocent flirtation.

      “Get the hell out of here, then,” Blaine yells as he walks away from us, shaking his head.

      “Ady?” Luke’s uncertainty is apparent.

      “Have fun!” I wave, and his grin reveals all I need to know. He’s thriving with all the male attention. “You did that on purpose,” I confront Brantley as they ride away.

      “Did what?” His innocent act doesn’t fool me. Pulling me along to the house, we’re greeted by an older gentleman that I can only assume is his Pops.

      “Well, it’s about time, boy.” His smirk belies any censorship he may have had.

      “Could have come down, Pops.”

      “And miss that show?” He points to Thunder. “I don’t think so. Quite amazing, young lady. That stubborn old horse hasn’t let a single person near him since he got here.”

      “He’s just looking for acceptance,” I tell them. It’s really all anyone, animal or human, wants.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Luke

      

      

      

      When Brantley’s ranch hands came out with a horse for me to ride, telling me secretly that Shiloh was to be mine, it was hard to contain my excitement. But now, I’m thoroughly enjoying trotting around the ranch, checking out how the RMR’s breeding operation runs, and observing as Mason and Brock race around, tending to business. I take in the clear fields for miles and finally understand the freedom riding gives a man.

      Afterward, I watch Ady and Brantley together, without their knowledge, and recognize love in her eyes. No matter what happens with Mom, I know exactly where my sister belongs.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      I’ve heard that sentiment dozens of times before, by the same amount of people, but having it come from her, I think I finally get it. The emotion in her voice and eyes screams of her own needs and feelings, mimicking Thunder’s. I hate that she feels unaccepted.

      “Hey, Pops, watch for them, will ya?” I grab Adilynn’s hand and drag her upstairs to my room, needing to be alone with her. Figure our shit out because I can’t stand another second of her not being mine.

      “Brantley?” she questions as I lock the door behind us and lead her to the small seating area. Picking her up, I sit so she straddles my lap.

      Her gaze is inquisitive as I remain silent. I don’t have much desire to talk; I want actions to do the speaking for me, but I know she’s not ready for that yet.

      “What’s wrong?” She squirms in my lap, stirring an intense awakening in my cock.

      “The things I want from you, Adilynn”—her eyes lower—“I’ve never felt them before.” Rubbing one finger along her jaw, I lift her chin. “You’re not some passing fancy for me, you’re more than I had ever dreamed of.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t expect you to. You’re so fucking young it kills me.” She goes to speak again, and I shake my head. I need to get this out. “I’ll wait for you, Adilynn, for as long as it takes before you accept that I want you in my life.” Her blush can’t hide the hope in her eyes. “Luke is part of that…part of you. I know that; want it, even.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” she murmurs, searching my gaze this time.

      “Tell me you feel this too. Tell me your heart is invested in me. Tell me I won’t have to push to spend time with you.”

      Her eyes close, and a shiver works through her body as she leans forward, pressing her cheek to mine and whispering, “I’m invested, Brantley.”

      That’s all I fucking needed.

      Rising up with her in my arms, I take her to the bed and lay her down. Nestling my hips between her thighs, I rub against her core as I capture her mouth in a passionate kiss.

      Slipping my tongue past her lips, I steal a taste, and she’s every bit addictive as the first time I sampled her. Her hands freely caress my shoulders and back as her legs tighten around my hips. Sliding one hand down the side of her body, I apply pressure to her ass so she’s aware of what she does to me. I want this woman more than my next breath. There isn’t a damn thing I won’t do for her.

      “Brantley,” she cries out when my lips trail down her jaw and nip along the column of her throat. Tasting her, marking her perfectly tanned flesh, has my dick throbbing against her hot little pussy.

      “Real soon,” I mutter below her ear, “I’m going to be nice and deep in this little cunt of yours, Ady, and you’ll be begging me for so much more than relief.”

      Christ, I can already picture her nude body splayed on my bed, grasping for me to bring her past the heights of pleasure I want to get her to now.

      “Brantley,” she moans. A sound I’ll never tire of hearing.

      “Adilynn,” I hiss out as she bucks her hips up into me. “Careful, sugar, or I’ll give you something you may not be ready for.” It kills me to give her the warning.

      “What if I’m ready now, Brantley?” Her words instantly suspend my exploration of her body.

      Meeting her eyes, it kills me to say, “As much as I’d love that, you aren’t. I know you, Ady, and even with as little time as we’ve spent together, I know you need to be in love before giving yourself to me.” I purposely say ‘me’ instead of ‘a man’. I am her man, the only one she’ll ever have.

      Her shy smile indicates I’m right on the money. I don’t know how this happened, but Adilynn owns every inch of me, and I plan to do the same for her. I just need for her to be in the right mind frame because once she’s mine, I’m never letting her go. If that means moving her and Luke in here with me and turning her mother in for abuse, so be it. There isn’t a damn thing I won’t do for this woman, especially when she won’t do it for herself.
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      We spent the rest of the evening with Brantley and his ranch hands. His grandfather was a character. A real riot. Luke…he savored it all, soaked all the male attention in, and for the first time, I was faced with what my mother’s wretched life had truly done to him. Even if he was shielded from most of it until recently.

      I asked Brantley if Windbreaker could stay at his ranch. It killed me to ask for help, but I recognize now that if I wish to get Luke and me out of this hell, I need his help. Brantley immediately agreed, and for a minute, he looked like he wanted to ask for more but didn’t say anything further.

      We spoke for hours about what I wanted from life. My hopes and dreams. He wasn’t happy when I explained about college and being denied a scholarship because I wasn’t keeping up my end of the deal. I was angry, too, but I’m hopeful I can return to it one day.

      Mom wasn’t here when we got home, so Luke was hard to settle for the night. I forgot how much I loved watching him be a kid; I can’t remember what it was like to be one myself. The hatred and condemnation I feel towards the woman who birthed us grows and intensifies as the hour becomes later.

      She didn’t have to have us; she didn’t have to treat me like a servant or like I was invisible. She chose this life, and I’m constantly put to blame for anything bad happening. I’m the adult in this house, not her. I pay the bills, buy the food, maintain the upkeep. It’s all me. And it’s high time I start fighting for what we need.

      Grabbing a notepad and pen, I make my way out to the barn, where I find it easier to relax. I need a clear head if I’m going to approach her about this. Some may consider what I’m about to do blackmail, I call it leverage. If she doesn’t want to go to jail, she’ll sign everything over to me.

      Including Luke.

      Especially Luke.

      He’s the one thing I will not waver on. If she wants to continue with the debt of this acreage, fine. Her problem, not mine. But Luke will come with me.

      After an hour of writing out a statement for her to read and sign, I hear the sounds of her crappy car coming down the driveway, the revving of a diesel truck not far behind. She’s brought another man home with her.

      I wish she wouldn’t. I’ve begged her time and time again to stop, but she seems to do it just to spite me now. With the security of Luke’s locked door, I’ll remain in the barn with the horses. They’ll leave me in peace while my drunk mother breaks a few laws, I’m sure.

      Curiosity gets the better of me, though, so I quickly peek out the barn door and watch a man I don’t readily recognize exit his mammoth truck, made black by the darkness of the night. He wobbles behind my laughing mother as she stumbles up the steps and into the house. Just as he enters, I’m about to back away when he stops, his face shining brightly in the porch light, and I catch a glimpse of his eyes, plain as day.

      Sinister is the only way to describe them.

      They are focused, calculated, contradicting his visible intoxication. He’s faking it, and it sours my stomach as the door shuts behind them. A chill runs up my spine as I watch lights turn on in the kitchen and up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I can only hope Luke has his headphones on as they get up to their sexcapades. Backing away slowly, I’m greeted by Midnight Blue as I pass. “Looks like I’m bunking with you guys tonight.” I won’t go back in the house until that man is gone.

      Pushing the couple from my mind, I sit against the wall across from Midnight and Sand Stone—who still hates me, by the way—and read over the letter I’ve redrafted. Everything needs to be ironclad. No wiggle room and no way for her to renege on it. I understand this likely wouldn’t stand up in court, but I need this to happen so Luke and I can get our lives back. Besides, our mother is so far gone most of the time, she wouldn’t think to question its legitimacy.

      It doesn’t take long for exhaustion to overtake me, and my body slumps to the side as my eyes close. A kink in my back and stiff neck wakes me sometime later, and as I stand, the cacophony of a raging storm meets my ears.

      Rain pelts the ground as hail falls like a thundering horse on the run. Lightning zigzags brightly while thunder crashes with ease and percussion. The sounds of cracking stone echo as a flashing light emits from the house. I freeze halfway between there and the barn as I hear it again. Not thunder, not hooves. Something else. Something with deadly intent.

      A scream permeates the storm as I see Luke standing in his window, fear etched in every line of his face. My senses heighten as the unmistakable sound of boots barrels through our small abode.

      With one last look at my brother, I dart for the side of the house. Stepping back just enough to remain out of sight but still close enough to the corner to watch the man from earlier come strolling through the front door.

      The wind catches his laughter as his long strides carry him to his truck. Shrinking down, I wait for his taillights to disappear before slipping from my hiding spot. With one eye on the road and the other guiding my way into the house, I race to Luke’s room, even knowing my mother is likely the injured party.

      “Luke,” I whisper, trying not to frighten him more than necessary. “Luke, open the door.” I knock lightly. It feels like forever before it slides inward, but when it does, my not-so-little brother flies into my arms, barely giving me time to steady myself before we hit the wall. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re alright.”

      “I thought he was going to find you.” His sobbing breaks my heart while he shakes in my embrace.

      “Back in your room. I’m going to check on Mom.” I have to push him back through the door.

      Taking a breath, I fortify my resolve as I stride down the hall with purpose. I’m not sure what I heard was a gunshot; it could have been anything. Except…deep in my gut, I know. I know my mother is lying in her room, either dead or injured. That man—whoever he was—he came here tonight with the intent to do harm.

      Light moaning can be heard as I approach her door, and I push it open to find broken furniture scattered around the room. A trail of blood leads off the bed and towards the floor.

      “Mom?” I call out, scared at what I’ll find. My steps feel stunted as I walk around the bed and see her lying in a pool of blood and vomit on the floor. “Mom!” I drop to my knees beside her. Rolling her to her side, I search for a wound, something to explain the amount of blood.

      “Get off me!” she yells, shocking me into falling backwards.

      It’s then I smell it. Bitter, acrid.

      Whiskey.

      Her vice. Her midnight lover.

      Upon closer inspection, I can see that, yes, she was hurt. Her blood runs from a busted nose and split lip, but it’s the mix of that blood and whiskey that scared a few years off my life.

      “What the hell happened?” My anger can’t be contained any longer.

      “Mind your own business,” she snaps as she limps away.

      I can’t let this go. She can’t do this to us and think it’s okay. “No! You fucked up so bad tonight, and I’m sick of it!” I spin around the room, now confident that I did hear a gunshot. When I find the hole in the wall, I point to it and scream, “What if this hit you? What about me? For Christ’s sake, Mother, Luke was in the house! What if it hit him? Huh, then what?” I’m so mad, I’m shaking.

      “I’ve had it, Mom. I’m done. With this, with you. Luke and me, we’re leaving. You’re going to sign all your rights to him away to me, and we’re leaving.” I walk to the door, intent on grabbing the draft I created and bringing it back to her to sign now.

      “You can’t do that,” she hisses, full of anger. “You have no right!”

      “You stupid woman, you’re the one with no right! You’ve been abusing me for years. You bring strange men into this house with an underage boy here, and you think you’ll be able to keep him? That I’ll let you keep him? One call to Children’s Services will put an end to everything. We’re done here.” I need to leave before I slap her silly. “Get cleaned up and meet me downstairs in thirty minutes. You’re signing this, tonight.”

      Slamming the door behind me, I return to Luke. He’s standing in the doorway, listening to everything I said, and for the first time, I have a moment of doubt. I don’t even know what he wants.

      “Did you mean that? You’re going to take me away from her?” I can’t get a read on his typically expressive face.

      “I love you, Luke. More than anything in this world, and I want you happy. I want you safe. Right now, that means getting you away from here. This hasn’t been the right place for either of us for a really long time.” I pray he understands why I’m doing this. Why this is best for him.

      I stand in scrutiny from his gaze for minutes before his arms wrap around me again as he says, “Thank you, Ady. No one has ever cared as much as you do.”

      I stand there, holding my little brother in my arms, praying I’ve done the right thing by us.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Mom comes up behind me, still smelling of her cheap whiskey. “I’ll agree to your terms, but I’m the one that’s leaving, not you guys. You want the brat; you can have the expenses of this shithole house too.”

      She waves the deed to the house in one hand while rolling a suitcase behind her as she saunters down the stairs.

      Gripping Luke’s hand tightly, we follow behind. Prepared…ready…anticipating this new start to our crazy lives.
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      I drive in stunned silence with all I learned after visiting the sheriff, looking for a hypothetical on what Adilynn’s options would be regarding keeping Luke safe if she left home.

      He gave me far more information than I’m sure he was legally allowed, filling me in on all the times he was called out to the farm in the early days. Even watching Madison hit Adilynn in the middle of town. What he didn’t explain was why he left her to fend for herself. We’re a small enough town, we should have been able to help her.

      After listening to Adilynn’s story and everything she’s gone through, I don’t understand how she’s not more fucked up than she is. Her father took off when she was three, leaving her with an alcoholic mother that never hid the men she brought home.

      When the older woman met Luke’s dad, things quieted down for a while. Until she fell pregnant with the boy. Adilynn was admitted to the hospital twice in a six-month period. Both times, her parents insisted she was clumsy and fell or got into one of their boarder horse’s stalls.

      There was an excuse or reason for everything, and because Ady never spoke up, not a lot could be done. Once Luke was born, the family became even more isolated. His father left when Madison went into labor, and they haven’t heard anything from the man since.

      Seeing in black and white, her struggles with school, the scholarship she lost, her lack of roots, it all makes me incredibly sad for them. And even more determined to give them both the stability they need right now.

      Now more than ever, I must take things slow with Adilynn, make sure to move at her pace and not with the urgency building in my bones. She has to be the one in charge. The only thing I won’t let her do is push me away when things do turn serious. If her past is any indication, I know she’ll panic at the first sign of permanence.

      Knowing Luke has football practice today, I pull up in front of the junior high school, then head out to the field. It’s been a number of days since I’ve seen either of them, and Adilynn is at work in the feed store, so I figure a stop-in to see Luke might be a better idea. Even if my heart is protesting, yearning for her uncontrollably.

      Luke had told me all about some of the bigger boys tackling him when they weren’t supposed to. As a quarterback, he should be better protected from the defensive line. I guess they like to fuck with him because they consider him weak. The boy’s got a spine of steel, though, and proves it as I walk around the bleachers. The white team comes at him just as he throws the ball to his receiver. The speed and precision of the play on his part are near professional league.

      I cringe as I witness two larger kids crash into him from either side, sending his helmet flying off his head as he hits the turf with a thud that’s audible from my stance forty feet away.

      “Coach!” I yell, not thinking, only reasoning that a hit like that shouldn’t be allowed in practice. Every player on the field turns to look at me, Luke included.

      I watch him get to his feet, wincing as he pushes through the boys around him. “Brantley? What are you doing here?” There’s a hesitant hope to his voice to match the look in his eyes.

      “Came to see what you had in you, kid.” I give him a lopsided grin to hide my frustration at what just went down.

      “You won’t tell, Ady, will you?” I frown at his question. “She doesn’t like me getting hit like this.”

      “You shouldn’t be getting hit like that, period. Not in practice, at least.” My eyes stray to both coaches heading our way. I’m sure I’m overstepping some invisible line here, but I just can’t bring myself to care.

      “Brantley Marbury,” Coach Wilson whistles. He was here when I played throughout my school years. “What brings you back to the ol’ gridiron?”

      “You played?” Luke looks at me with awe.

      “Sure did, kid.”

      “Best in all his years,” Wilson confirms. “Haven’t seen him in some time, though.”

      “I came to see Luke practice.” My gaze roams the field, seeing everyone still watching us. “Can’t say I’m too pleased about what went down just now. Hits like that are a no-go in practice.”

      “He’s a tough one. Aren’t you, Luke?” The second coach, the one I haven’t met yet, grips his shoulder, and Luke winces in pain.

      “Take your hand off him, or I’ll take it off you,” I warn with a grin. I didn’t come to cause problems, but if this is what’s happening on the field, I’m damn well going to put a stop to it. Even if that means I show up to every practice myself.

      “Blaine still working out there with you?” Wilson tries to distract as Luke steps to the side.

      “Yup.” I eye the kids who knocked Luke on his ass as they meander closer. I have a feeling this new coach is a fan of theirs.

      “Luke complaining like a baby?” the shorter one laughs.

      Wilson shakes his head in annoyance. The new guy laughs with the rest of them.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      Slapping on a fake smile, he sticks his hand out and replies, “Martin Boyd.”

      I ignore his offer. “You think it’s funny when kids get concussions? Wind up in the hospital? Maybe get brain damage?” I refuse to fuck around with this guy. Either he doesn’t fully understand the risk, or he just doesn’t care.

      “They’re kids, they don’t hit that hard.”

      “Except for the part where your defense isn’t doing their job and protecting their quarterback. Your running backs had a clear shot to him, and not once was his ass covered before or after he let that ball fly.”

      They look at each other as though I’m smoking something funny. “Luke’s throw was great,” Wilson says, pride in his voice.

      “You’re right, his throw could be found on a top-ranked division field. Which is why any school in the county would likely want him on their team at any expense.” It doesn’t take long for Wilson to see where I’m going with this.

      “Now wait a damn minute—"

      “Nope. Practice will be over soon. He won’t be at the next game. For your sake, I hope by next week’s practice, you’ve got your guys in line to protect and defend without fail, or he won’t be back, period.”

      Dismissing them, I walk over to where Luke is standing with his shoulders slumped. The kid loves the game, that much is clear. But if he’s not properly taken care of, he won’t last much longer.

      “Can you really do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Get me on another team?” Sounds like he’s interested in the idea.

      “I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard. With an arm like that, any school would be lucky to have you.” I study him for a second. “You don’t like it here, do you?”

      “I hate it,” he confesses without prompting, and I wonder if Adilynn knows.

      “Is your sister aware of this? Your mom?”

      “Ady has enough on her plate to worry about. She does everything to make sure I can play. Mom”—he shrugs—“nothing matters to her anymore.”

      “What do you mean nothing matters to her anymore?”

      “She’s gone. Ady made her leave after what happened.” He doesn’t look nearly as sad as one would think.

      “What happened?” I think my girl needs a lesson in when to tell me shit.

      “James!” Coach Wilson calls for Luke. “One more play!” He’s gone before he can answer my question.

      What the hell happened on that farm?
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      Sweat pours off me in buckets as I continue stocking shelves. We received a new shipment of boots and hats, and lucky me, I got to climb five rows of shelves to stack the excess product up above. The hats are easy, they lay claim to a hook on one of the many hat trees around the store.

      With the unseasonably hot weather for this time of year and a broken air conditioner, I’d like to jump in a lake right about now. Even in a pair of jean shorts and tank top, I’m sweltering.

      The chime of the door announcing a new customer unsteadies my balance as I’m shocked out of my heat-induced suffocation. “I’ll be right with you!” I call out, descending the ladder. Once my feet hit the linoleum floor, an expensive pair of alligator-skinned boots round the corner of the shelf, and I frown. Not many people around here wear those.

      “Adilynn James?” the man asks, apparently knowing who I am.

      My head darts up in sharp reply, meeting the stare of Eric Rhodes, the same man who laughed his way out of my house in the middle of a storm after breaking my mother’s nose and shooting a hole in the wall. Sucking in a sharp breath, I nod my head, trying to control my reaction.

      “I’m looking for Madison. Do you know where she is?” His cold stare displays intelligence I had hoped never to see again.

      “No. She’s gone.” I wish my voice were steadier.

      “Gone where?” He peers around, and I wonder if he’s looking to see if there’s anyone else in the store.

      “I don’t know. She left a few days ago.”

      His glower shoots fire through me as I detect calculation in his eyes as he sizes me up. Stepping forward, he crowds me against the ladder I just climbed off. Dangerous heat emanates from him. It’s pungent, like horseshit heating too long in the sun.

      “She owes me money.”

      I snort, not at all shocked. “Get in line, buddy.” When his eyes narrow, I wish to take back the words. I could slap my own mouth. I’m usually a mouse, not a bigmouth.

      “It’s a rather large amount.” A slimy finger glides from my wrist to my shoulder, then across my collarbone. I want to puke all over his expensive boots.

      “I don’t have anything.” My voice squeaks with fright.

      “Oh, but you do.” He leans forward, and I fight the urge to kick him in the nuts when I feel his hot breath on my cheek.

      “Please don’t do this.”

      “I guess,”—he runs his nose along my jaw—“I could go see Luke.”

      “No!” I shout. No. He can’t; I won’t let him.

      “Then it’s you I get.” I swallow hard as I wrestle with my wild imagination. A whimper breaks free when his tongue slides up and around my ear, and tears begin to run freely down my face as terror shakes my body from the inside out.

      I was boiling hot ten minutes ago; now, I feel like I’ve been dunked in the Arctic Ocean.

      The jingle of the bell rings through the store like lightning on a quiet night.

      Saved by the bell.

      “I’ll be back, sweet Adilynn,” he whispers, disappearing as quickly as he appeared.
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      Henderson’s is unnaturally quiet as Luke and I enter the store. “Where is she?” he asks, not really expecting an answer. “Ady?”

      The sound of something being dropped near the shoe and boot aisle has us heading that way. Rounding the hat tree, Adilynn is on the floor picking up boxes, and I can tell from the tense lines of her frame that something is wrong.

      “Ady, guess who put Coach in his place!” Luke’s excitement can’t be masked.

      “Who’s that, Luke?” Her voice wobbles a bit, and I narrow my eyes as I walk closer to help her.

      “Me.” She looks up as I bend down, and I can see in her eyes that she’s suffering inside. Something happened, and as I’m about to ask her about it, she shakes her head with a passing glance back at Luke, who’s inspecting a pair of boots on the shelf.

      Nodding to her, I stand with three boxes in my hands and put them in the gap of the shelving where they go. My eyes roam freely down Adilynn’s body, and it’s then I realize I hadn’t seen her in her boots since before I brought her to my ranch.

      “Where’d your boots go?”

      Looking down to her feet encased in tennis shoes, she frowns. “There was a rattler out by the creek last week. Figured they weren’t worth my life.”

      Stunned, I stare. “A rattler?” How the hell can she be so damn blasé about that? “You didn’t think to tell me sooner?”

      It’s her turn to frown. “It wasn’t a big deal.” Luke’s head whips back and forth between us, a faint grin on his face.

      Hands on my hips, my head drops as I utter, “Not a big deal?”

      “What?”

      Turning to Luke, I pull out my wallet and hand him twenty bucks, with the instructions, “Go on down to the diner; we’ll be there shortly.”

      “Right on!” The kid runs out.

      Adilynn stares at him, mouth agape, before she finds her voice. “You can’t do that.”

      “I believe I just did.” I sound cocky, for sure, but I need her to realize she’s not alone in this world. That she has someone who gives a damn about her well-being. “Luke said your mom left.” A dozen questions swirl through my mind right now, but I need to find out what the hell happened at home first. I need to know if I should be making my way into town more often.

      Clearing her throat, she looks anywhere but at me. “On Sunday, she brought another man home.” A shudder runs through her. Stepping forward, I bring her body into mine, savoring how she fits into me. “There was a gunshot. Everyone was fine, but Luke…his eyes…the fear. I was so angry with her already. Then you and your damn promises. I had to do something, Brantley.” She’s rambling, defending whatever it is she’s done before I even get it out of her.

      “What happened, Adilynn?” I lift her chin up to delve into her hazel depths.

      “After Luke went to bed, I went out to the barn. I think better out there. And I wrote up this custody letter. I was going to make her give him to me. He’s all I wanted. Luke is the only thing that matters.

      “Then the storm masked some of the commotion in the house, but I heard it. It was like a crack of lightning right beside me. It was startling and powerful. I ran back to the house, but before I could reach the porch, I heard his steps, and I knew I had to hide. Luke was in the window; he was watching. He heard everything.

      “When the man finally came out, I knew he’d done something to her. I knew she’d done something to him too.” Tears flow down her cheeks. “I ran up to check on Luke first. I was terrified of what was happening, but I had to be strong, you know? I always have to be so damn strong. I never got to be a kid; I’ve always had to take care of someone, and this time was no different. Except...it was.”

      “Because of Luke,” I hazard.

      Her forlorn stare meets mine. “Because of Luke.” I fucking hate how much she gives up for the boy, but I understand it. “He wasn’t hurt. Scared, but otherwise, fine. So, I went to Mom’s room, and there was blood and the smell of cheap whiskey. I thought she was dead. I cried for her!” I can’t tell if Ady’s hurt or angry over that fact. “He broke her nose and knocked her out, but she was fine.”

      “And now she’s gone?”

      “I made her sign the damn papers! Threatened to finally go to CPS about her. It’s why I asked if Windbreaker could stay with you. I didn’t want her to have any leverage. I wanted her to take everything but Luke. I wasn’t going one more damn night knowing I couldn’t protect him. And she did it, she gave him to me. He’s mine.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “The house, the farm, the boarder barn…it’s all mine now.” I’m still not understanding. “She always just made me give her money; I wasn’t allowed access to bills and finances. Nothing. She took out an extra mortgage. The bills are barely paid. I’m in debt, Brantley, and I’m never going to get out of it.” Her body shakes as she cries into my chest.

      I can’t say I’m shocked about what she’s revealed, not after all the information Pops gave me about Madison and then the sheriff. Just from assessing the land, I could tell they were in trouble, but now my girl was the one solely responsible for it all.

      “We’ll get it figured out, Ady.” I try to reassure her, knowing I have to help. I won’t let her and Luke go homeless. I’m sure Blaine and the guys can give me a hand sprucing the place up now that breeding season is coming to a close. If anything, she’ll have to sell it to recoup some of the money lost on the second mortgage.

      Hell, I’m not even sure how Madison was given another loan. That place has been falling apart for more years than Luke has been alive. “When did your mom take out the second mortgage?” The broker would have had to come out to appraise the property. Find out if the home and land were even worth it.

      Sniffling, she pulls back as she thinks about it. “I’m not sure. Sometime in the past few years.” Her eyes have lost some of their despair. “Did Luke say you told Coach Wilson off?”

      “Uh, yeah. I did.”

      “Why?”

      “He wasn’t doing his job. Luke wasn’t being protected on the field. Saw his helmet fly off and lost my cool.”

      “Isn’t that part of football?” Her head tilts in an incredibly cute way.

      “Not in practice. These boys were out to hurt him.”

      Concern colors her eyes. “Is he okay? He’s never mentioned any of this to me before.”

      “He didn’t want you to worry. The two of you don’t give each other enough credit, you know? You try to protect him, and he tries to protect you.” They need a damn keeper, but I won’t say that to her. “I’d like you guys to spend the weekend at the ranch with me.” I think she’s shocked by my request.

      “The whole weekend?”

      “That’s what I was thinking, yeah.”

      “I don’t know, Brantley…” She looks torn between wanting to do it and needing to be responsible.

      “I’ve got a couple spare rooms. Much as I’d like you in mine, I won’t push you.” But damn, will I try.
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            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      Memories of fear and uncertainty are great motivators of mistrust and hopelessness. Brantley says all the right things and makes all these promises any typical girl would jump at, and I want to believe in him. I want to trust myself to make the right decision for my tiny family, but the past proves I can’t.

      It’s harder than I wish to admit.

      Being loved and reciprocating that love is so foreign to me that I’m terrified I won’t be able to do it. That I’ll be a waste of his time. Brantley is the sweetest, strongest, most caring man I know; the last thing I want to do is hurt him.

      The house has been quiet for hours now. Luke has finally settled down after talking non-stop since Brantley dropped us off after having dinner in town. During our meal, I fought the urge to shrink into my seat while people watched Brantley dote on me as he joked around with Luke.

      We’re the outcasts of town, thanks to Mom. No one has taken time to get to know who we are or what we stand for, and I feel like Brantley was trying to present us to them in a new light. I don’t know if it worked or not, and I’m not even sure I care.

      I just want peace.

      Needless stress and worry have me too restless to sleep, so I get up to grab a drink of water from the kitchen, and I don’t know if it’s bad luck or just my luck, but I didn’t hear the back-door squeak open or sense the sinister presence of an intruder following me through the main floor.

      I do know the pain blossoming from the back of my head as the person knocks me to the ground. It makes me so dizzy I can’t hold onto the contents of my stomach and vomit all over the carpet just feet from the linoleum of the kitchen.

      I do know I’m not meant for the myriad of good things Brantley has been hinting at as I’m dragged through the house and out the backdoor that I now recognize is standing wide open.

      I do know regret as it smacks me in the face and reminds me of all the ways I’m failing Luke right now.

      I do know regret stings my heart as I think of all the ways I could have loved if I’d only trusted my gut.

      I do know…those eyes as they laugh in my face.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Luke

      

      

      

      Ady would be so pissed if she knew I was still awake. After all she’s done for me, I don’t want to disappoint her by telling her my grades have been slipping the past few months. Football has taken over my life, and I keep getting told I’m one of the best to play at my school in decades.

      I know what that means. I know where that could take us. I have to do this for my sister. I’ve got my blankets over my head and a flashlight pointed at the book I’m reading for a paper I need to write about—Of Mice and Men. I didn’t pay attention when we were reading it in class; I was studying Coach’s playbook instead.

      The creaking of the backdoor interrupts the scene where Lennie accidentally kills his boss’s wife, and he and George must go on the run. Listening intently, I wait to hear if Ady makes any more noise. Nothing. So I focus back on my report, needing to get this done for my English class at the end of the day. If I finish the book tonight, I can start writing my report on the bus ride to school and finish it at lunch.

      If I want to play ball again, even after Brantley told them I was out until next week, I know I need to complete this report. Once Ady finds out I’ve been slacking, she’ll be sure to put football on the back burner for a while.

      Getting to the end of the book, shocked about the ending, I go to Ady’s room to check on her since I haven’t heard anything else since the squeak. I push open her door quietly, not wanting to wake her, and find her bed empty. Frowning, I figure she might be out in the barn. The fresh air and open fields help her think, but she hasn’t done that all week, not since Mom left.

      As soon as I reach the landing, a breeze from the open back door hits me, and worry overtakes me for the first time. “Ady?” I call, wondering if she’s on the back porch. It can barely hold my weight, so I don’t think she’d be out there.

      Walking along, I step in something wet on the hallway carpet. Flicking the light switch on, I notice a dark substance pooled in a small spot about the size of a baseball. Reaching down, I wipe my fingers through and am immediately shocked to realize it’s blood.

      “Adilynn!” I scream, running for the open door.

      Searching the dark, I don’t see her, so I scream her name again…still no response. Something’s wrong. She doesn’t do stuff like this. If she’s not answering me, then it’s because she can’t.

      Running around the front of the house, I search there just in case she didn’t hear me. As I reach the driveway, I can see a flame in the barn. “Shit!” I run towards it. Maybe she went to put it out.

      Smoke billows out as the fire catches the hay. I’m grateful Windbreaker is with Brantley, and we don’t have any other horses in there since Midnight Blue and Sand Stone were picked up in the middle of the week. That would be an expense Ady couldn’t take on right now.

      Yanking open the heavy barn door, smoke smacks me in the face, and I start coughing immediately. “Ady!” I call again. She can’t be in here. She just can’t. I won’t lose her.

      Running back to the house, I call the fire department and report the fire and that Ady is missing. I don’t understand what’s going on, but I know my sister wouldn’t just abandon me. Not like this. Not after going through everything she has to protect me.

      “Ady, where are you?” I murmur quietly as I run for the hose to turn on the water with the hopes of being able to save something.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      The sound of a ringing phone pulls me from a deep sleep and dreams of Adilynn and finally making her mine. “Yeah?” I answer, my voice groggy.

      “Brantley?” the hesitant voice asks, and, at first, I don’t recognize it. “She’s missing, and I don’t know what happened, but there was a fire, and the sheriff thinks she just left. She wouldn’t leave me, Brantley.”

      “Luke?” I shake the fog from my brain as I try to comprehend what he just said. “Who’s missing?”

      “Adilynn. She’s gone. I don’t know what happened, but the barn was on fire, and I can’t find her.” Shit. No. She wouldn’t up and leave the kid.

      “I’ll be right there, kid. Hang on.” Just hang on. Disconnecting the call, I dial up Blaine. “Yo’, man, get everyone up. We leave in five minutes,” I demand as soon as he picks up the line, not even getting a hello out.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Ady’s missing. Her barn was set on fire. Gotta find her.” Each word hurts more than the last, as it really hits me that she’s vanished.

      “Shit. Yeah, we’ll be ready.”

      Tossing on my jeans and a shirt, I grab my boots, hopping on one foot as I stumble down the hall to Pops’ room. Knocking so I don’t scare the man—he’s been known to sleep with a revolver under his pillow—he flicks on the light.

      “Hey, Pops, I gotta go get Luke. Ady’s missing. Can you watch him?”

      “Missing?”

      “Yeah, the kid woke up and the barn was on fire. She was gone.”

      “Well, what the hell are you doing standing in my doorway? Get gone, boy.” He waves me away dismissively as he gets up from the bed.

      Dashing down the stairs, I’m out the front door to see my men all leaving the bunkhouse, ready and willing to lend a hand.

      “Thanks, guys,” I call out, not really wanting to talk, but I also need to remember I have a ranch to run and animals in my care. “Wayne, I need you to stay here, look after things.” He nods, knowing what needs doing. “Mason, get the horse trailer loaded and make sure Windbreaker is on as well. That girl’s got more sense than any horse I’ve seen.” He runs to do as I ask. “Jake, head over to Drew’s; see if he’s got any tracking dogs he can rustle up.”

      “Hey, man.” Blaine places a reassuring hand on my shoulder while I’m falling apart inside, knowing what could happen to her. “We’ll find her. She’s a tough girl.”

      “Stubborn as hell, too.” Which makes me think of the creek she mentioned on her property. And the snake she brushed off. Dammit. “Let’s go!” I shout, running to my truck while Blaine and Brock go to theirs.

      The drive to her place doesn’t feel as long as usual. I’m on autopilot, and I realize it. Everything I’m doing is muscle memory. I don’t give a fuck about anything else but Adilynn, and after tonight, I’m not giving her the chance to run away anymore. She’s mine, and so help me, if the only way to do that is to tie her to my bed, then so be it. That’s where she’ll stay.

      Speeding through town, the sun is just starting its ascent, and people are readying their shops for a busy Friday. I’m sure some are wondering what the hell is going on since you can hear and see the sirens at Adilynn’s place from halfway down Main Street. She’s right on the outskirts, so thankfully, the volunteer fire department was able to get to them quickly. The billowing smoke in the sky indicates the fire is out, but the extent of the damage remains to be seen.

      Sliding to an abrupt stop, the truck is barely in park as I jump out, running to where the sheriff stands, getting his ass chewed out by a twelve-year-old kid.

      “She didn’t run away! Ady isn’t like that. She knows how to deal with life, how to take the knocks and beat them down.” Luke is fuming as I approach.

      “I’m just saying, Lucas, she’s a twenty-year-old girl, maybe she wasn’t ready to be saddled with a kid and all this responsibility yet.”

      “Fuck that, she wasn’t.” I give my two cents. “She’s the most level-headed woman I know. She has fought tooth and fucking nail to take care of this place, to make sure Luke stays in her custody. She would give her own life before abandoning the boy.”

      “Brantley, I didn’t know you were coming.” The sheriff runs the brim of his hat through his fingertips nervously.

      “After the talk we had yesterday, I thought you, more than anyone else, would understand how hard she’s worked to get where she is today, Tom.” I wrap an arm across the kid’s shoulder as Blaine and Brock walk up behind us.

      “Now, listen, there’s no reason to think foul play– “

      “What about the blood?” Luke interrupts, catching my attention.

      “What blood?” That’s more cause for concern.

      “In the hallway. A small puddle of it, but it’s there. And the back door was wide open when I came downstairs.” His tormented gaze, the same hazel as Adilynn’s, meets mine, and I recognize all his fears. Not just for his sister but their entire future.

      Hugging him to my chest, I lock onto Tom’s stare. “We’re looking for her. Join us or get out of the way.” Taking Luke away from everyone, I lead him to Blaine’s truck just as I see Mason coming down the driveway with the horses, Jake on his heels with Drew and Dan. “Alright, kid, here’s what’s going to happen. Brock is taking you back to the ranch.” I shake my head when he tries to interrupt. “Need you somewhere safe, kid, somewhere I’m not going to be worrying about you too. Pops and Wayne are waiting on you. I’m going to find your sister, and you’ll be the first call I make. Got it?”

      “I can’t lose her, Brantley.” Tears hover on the tips of his lashes, and I feel for him.

      With another brisk hug, I send him with Brock so he can return quickly. Mason already has the horses saddled and ready to go, while Drew and Dan went inside with the dogs to search for something with Ady’s scent.

      “Got her!” I hear called from the rear of the house.

      “Saddle up!” I grab Windbreaker’s reins, and we gallop in the direction the dogs are running. Drew and Dan, each with a sweater of Ady’s in bags on their saddles.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      I feel sick. My head is spinning, my stomach is rolling what feels like rocks from side to side as I struggle to open my eyes. A cool breeze dusts my skin just as the scent of the creek hits my nose. The odor of moss and fish overwhelms me, and I attempt to move my hands, but they’re tied behind my back.

      My body freezes with fright as I realize my eyes are open, but a blindfold covers them. A cloth or tie of some sort is wrapped around my mouth, and with each gentle blow of the wind, I realize I’m lying naked in the grass, tied up like a pig at slaughter time.

      I remember now…

      Eric Rhodes.

      The man from last week that boarded his horses with us.

      The man who came home with my mother.

      The man she left me to fend for myself from.

      The man…

      Who knocked me out cold and ripped my clothes from my body. The man who touched me...in places not meant for him. In ways I’ve never experienced before.

      I feel dirty, disgusting, like garbage.

      He touched me…

      And I want to die.

      Brantley was supposed to get that chance. I’d only just decided tonight that I wanted those intimate firsts to be with Brantley Marbury. The man of my dreams, the cowboy embedded so deeply in my heart I don’t think I can live without him. Not for a day longer.

      Why would he want me now?

      How can I possibly expect him to even look at me after everything Eric said and did to my body?

      Shame washes through me like rainwater down the drain. Tainted, used, gone but not forgotten.

      Sounds of distant rustling catch my attention, and I freeze, unprepared for the cold nose that brushes my back. “Oh God,” I mumble through the cloth in my mouth. Terror sends shockwaves through me, and I begin to hyperventilate as dots overwhelm my vision.

      Before losing consciousness, I register the dogs barking in the distance and wonder what’s happening. Who’s missing…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      “We’ve got her!” I hear Drew yell as I’m about twenty feet behind him. Jumping off Windbreaker, I can sense the tension rising in her as a body comes into view only a few feet off the creek bed.

      “Clear out!” Blaine can be heard yelling as I approach a naked Adilynn, covered in scratches and bruises.

      Retrieving the knife from my belt, I bend down to unbind her hands behind her back. “Come on, flicka, wake up,” I try to urge, while removing the bandana from her eyes and slicing through the one in her mouth. Running my hands along her fragile frame, I don’t find any grievous injuries other than cuts and bruises and a bump on the back of her head.

      Her breathing is ragged, there’s rattling in her chest, and she must have passed out. Likely had a panic attack. Stripping off my shirt, I carefully lift her delicate body, protecting her from the view of the men behind us as I put it on her.

      “Adilynn,” I plea quietly, running my fingers across her cheek. I don’t want to put her on the back of the horse unconscious unless I have to.

      “Dan, wanna come over here?” I nearly forgot he was here.

      Slipping down behind her with his medical bag, he removes some equipment while I hold her in my lap. “Just gonna check her vitals here first,” he explains. I watch her face for any signs of life or discomfort. “Breaths are short but steady.”

      “Adilynn, come on, baby. Wake up for me.” I don’t know what I’ll do if something terrible has happened to her…if she’s been traumatized beyond repair.

      “Heartrate is good. I think she’s fine to move, Brantley. There’s no indication anything is broken, and without her conscious to tell us otherwise, we need to get her to a hospital.” Dan’s concern mirrors my own.

      “Alright, baby, here we go.” I stand with her in my arms. Blaine takes her from me as I come nearer to Windbreaker. The animal is worried about her mistress, too, as she stomps her hooves and bows her head towards the woman. Climbing back in the saddle, Blaine eases Adilynn into my arms, and we start the slow trek back to her house.

      That fucking sheriff will be getting a piece of my goddamned mind once I’ve got Adilynn settled in somewhere safe.

      Tucked in my arms, the journey back to her house is slow-going as she jostles in my embrace. I fight back every instinct in me to set Windbreaker at full gallop to get there faster, but without a complete exam, I have no idea what her injuries are.

      “Almost there, flicka,” I croon into her hair. She shivers as the wind picks up pace and the sun fully crests in the sky.

      Jake and Blaine are beside me, ready to take the reins as I jump off the horse and hustle to the ambulance. I watch as they remove my shirt from her body, and the bruising becomes illuminated by the fluorescent lights, appearing much worse than in the dawning light.

      Anger flows threw me at an alarming rate as I watch them twist and turn her naked body before covering her with a warming blanket.

      “You coming?” one of them asks, and I jump into action, climbing in beside Adilynn. I hold her hand as we drive to the community hospital on the other end of town.

      Arriving at the emergency entrance, it’s a flurry of movements as everyone rushes to help her. As she’s wheeled behind doors that I’m not granted access to, I notice her eyes open carefully, and even though she appears confused and in pain, she meets my stare.

      “I’m right here, Ady, don’t you worry,” I call after her. In her weakened state, she lifts one side of her mouth, showing me she heard.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      I was awake.

      The pain of being put into Brantley’s arms while he rode Windbreaker jolted me to consciousness. I heard every murmured word—the fear, pain, and anger in his voice. I felt the ripple of muscles against my skin as he tried to contain his rage. He’s not mad at me, he’s mad at the man who did this to me.

      Eric Rhodes.

      The slimy, disgusting piece of dirty, wasteful breath. I hate that son of a bitch with every fiber of my being. There’s nothing more I’d like than to make him pay for what he’s done to me. What he’s taken from me.

      Even through the pounding in my head, I gain clarity about the most recent events. The bastard fondled me, touched me where no man ever has, bruised me, slapped me around, but it didn’t seem to be about me. My mother is the only thing that makes sense. Even while he was screaming about payback and putting arrogant cowboys in their places as I was losing consciousness, I knew I wasn’t his true target.

      Having had time to calm down and recollect what happened, I realize my panicked state during the attack made it all feel ten times worse. So much more could have happened. Eric could have raped me. He had every chance. I should be grateful he didn’t, but I’m worried about that decision now. Will he come back and follow through? I hope not. I hope to never see him again.

      Lying still through the examination, answering their questions, blushing a few times, cursing a few more, and after an hour of being pushed around, I’m over it. “Enough!” I yell at the two doctors and three nurses—which is likely every employee in this small place—catching them all off guard. “I’m fine. I’m bruised, slightly bloody, my head is killing me, and the lights aren’t helping, but I’m fine. I want Brantley.” They stare at me as if I have two heads. “Now!” I get firmer.

      “You should be fine,” one of the doctors says as everyone else leaves, and I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I know I’m fine; I’ve only said it half a dozen times.

      The door bursts open, and there he is…

      “Ady,” he sighs like he hasn’t seen me in months. Rushing to my side, he sits on the edge of the bed by my hip. Holding my face tenderly, he brings his lips to mine, and for the first time, my response comes easy.

      He feels like home. Like my safety.

      Brantley.

      I lean into him, encircling his waist tightly. I never want to be away from him again. I don’t know how it happened, but it’s there. I feel him deep inside of me. Right in my heart, through to my soul.

      Love.

      Or something damn close to it.

      He’s there, embedded in the deepest parts of me, and I never want to let him go. Not for anything in this crazy-ass world we live in.

      Pulling away, I lick my lips, tasting him. Savoring everything about him.

      “How you doing, flicka?” He’s restraining himself, holding back, and as much as his overbearing attitude once terrified me, I need it now. More than anything, I need him to take control right now.

      “Could you hold me?” I flick my gaze up to his.

      Satisfaction oozes from him at my request. “With pleasure, but let’s give Luke a call first. He’s been worried sick about you.”

      God. I’m a horrible sister. I hadn’t even thought about him since waking up.

      “Hey, kid, got someone who wants to talk to you…”

      He hands me his phone, and I’m speechless. “Luke?” I whisper.

      “Ady? You’re okay?” Relief, followed by all his fear, colors his words.

      “I’m fine. I’m so sorry you were worried.”

      “The sheriff…” he stutters, and that’s not like him. “He said you left me. That it was too much responsibility, and you tried to burn down the barn to get out of it all.”

      Shocked, I don’t know what to respond to first. “Luke, no. Never. I could never leave you. Not in a million years. I swear I wouldn’t.”

      “I know. I told him that, but he kept insisting you didn’t want me.” The uncertainty in his tone over the accusation tears me apart.

      “There is nothing in this world I want more than you. You hear me?” For years, I’ve worked to ensure he knows how much love I have for him. Now, I must do it all over again because the sheriff was too lazy to do his damn job.

      “I know, Ady, it’s just– “

      “Just what, Luke?” I hold my breath, awaiting his answer.

      He blows out a harsh breath as Brantley runs his hands up and down my arms, across my back and through my hair. Calming me in a way I hadn’t realized I needed.

      “I just worried…that maybe…maybe you weren’t ready. Or changed your mind. I thought maybe I was just another burden.”

      “Get those thoughts out of your head right now, Lucas James. You are not, nor have you ever been a burden to me. You may not be mine, and we may not share both of the same parents, but never ever think I don’t love you more than anything. It is my honor to have you as my brother.”

      “Okay.” Such a boy. So few words when confronted with a woman’s emotions.

      “We’ll talk when I come home, alright?”

      “Okay, feel better, Ady.”

      “Love you, Luke.”

      Handing the phone to Brantley after hanging up, there’s a huge grin on his face. “What’s that for?”

      He doesn’t say anything as he guides me into his arms and lays us back on the bed. Immediately, exhaustion swamps me. The safety of his arms lulls me into a blissful dream state where Brantley is my husband, and Luke is ours.

      In my dreams, I have everything he’s promised me and so much more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWELVE

          

          
            BRANTLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I held true to my promise of not allowing Luke to play in his next game while Ady and I spent the night at the hospital, and I had an angry yet apologetic phone call from his coach. Seems I was right, and they hadn’t been protecting Luke during practice the way they should have been.

      I admit to being relieved about that because even though I would have had him transferred in a heartbeat, I have a feeling Adilynn would’ve been pissed at me for a while.

      We talked quietly about what happened to her, what she remembered, and how she felt, and as her hands freely explored my body, I enjoyed her movements and curiosity too much to interrupt what she was doing. Learning it was Eric Rhodes—the same man who was so cavalier about his horse potentially injuring her—set my anger off like a fuse.

      After the sheriff left her hospital room this morning, taking her statement and asking a million and one questions, she sat quietly. Not wanting to talk. So I let her be until we were on the road home.

      Now, though, I’d like to have a conversation again, but not in the truck where she might feel trapped. Even if it is a good idea. She won’t be able to get away from me when I inform her she’s moving in, that we’ll do what she wants with her farm, but she’s not going back there.

      “Brantley?” she asks hesitantly from her seat beside me. Her hair hangs down, messy around her face, with my baggy shirt and sweats for clothing; she looks elfish. Tinier than her usual self.

      “Yeah, Ady?”

      “Do you want kids?” Surprised, I look at her, but her gaze is focused on the nature passing us by.

      “Yes.” I don’t wish to elaborate yet.

      “What if they aren’t yours?” There’s something in her tone; I think she’s referring to Luke.

      “Like another man’s, or adopted?” I need her to look at me.

      “Both?” Luke would be both of those.

      I need to think on how best to phrase my answer so I don’t sound like I’m saying no. “If it were with a woman I loved, and she had a previous child, yes. Is that what you mean?”

      “Luke, Brantley. Could you love him like your own?”

      That’s an easy fucking answer. “I already do, Adilynn.”

      Her head rolls on the seat to look at me then. Tears slide silently down her face as she beams up at me. “I really need you to,” she whispers, “I need to know that I’m not screwing his life up by falling in love with you.”

      Falling in love with you.

      It’s all I hear.

      Stopping the truck at the gates of the Running M, I put it in park and pull her over to me. Settling her on my lap, I kiss her until we can’t breathe. I kiss her until we have to pull away or suffocate.

      “Say it again,” I demand with the taste of her on my lips.

      “I’m falling in love with you, Brantley.” She looks away like she’s afraid of my answer.

      “I’m a whole lot of in love with you, flicka.” Stars dance in her eyes as they shine brightly with more tears.

      She kisses me this time. I run my hands under her shirt and up her back, bringing her tighter into my chest as I take over the kiss. Shivers run through her as our tongues tangle; soft moans escape us both as we enjoy this sudden intimacy.

      “I want you, Ady.” She attempts to speak; I don’t let her. “I want my ring on your finger.” Her mouth opens again. “I want my baby in your belly.” She jerks back. “I want us…you, me, and Luke to be a family.” I give her a second to take it all in. “Tell me you want that, too, Adilynn.”

      “I do. I swear I do, Brantley, but I’m not sure if I know how to do that yet.”

      “That’s okay, baby. I’ll show you how.” She melts in my arms again as I kiss her thoroughly, not leaving any small crevice in her mouth untouched.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Adilynn

      

      

      

      Sex.

      Marriage.

      Babies.

      Family.

      Am I ready for any of it? Each of those things seems more terrifying than the last, and I’m afraid to screw it up. Doesn’t he know how hard it was to admit I was falling in love with him?

      I couldn’t even tell him that I already do love him.

      I don’t know how to do that, let alone accept being loved. How am I supposed to do the rest?

      One day at a time, Ady. I’ve been telling myself that for years. Yet each day brought me to here. Homeless. Victimized. Alone, but surrounded by people.

      How do I do this?

      “Frown much more, and you’ll have permanent lines,” Pops says as he joins me on Brantley’s front porch. I like the older man, but he won’t even tell me his given name, and I don’t need or want his sarcasm right now.

      Rubbing the wrinkles he speaks of, I groan, “I already have them.”

      “Not quite yet. You’re too young to be so serious. Tell me what’s going on?” It’s tempting, really it is, but I can’t voice my fears to him. “What you say, it stays between us, Adilynn.” It’s like he read my mind.

      “Honestly?” I look over at him, his weathered face oddly comforting in the mid-morning air. “Brantley wants things I’m terrified of.”

      “He’s a family man.” He confirms what I already knew.

      “He is,” I nod and look out to where Thunder watches us from his paddock. “I am too, you know.”

      “I figured as much. Luke and all. He’s a good kid.” I smile at that because he really is. This morning, he was up with the rest of the hands, and he’s out with Blaine in the fields checking the fence lines now.

      “And I want my own family, too.” I stop to chew on my bottom lip and work out my anxiety. “I want it with him.”

      “You’d make beautiful babies together.” Pops grins at me.

      I can’t really argue with him. Any child to come from their gene pool would be gorgeous. “I’m terrified of turning into my mother,” I finally confess. Ashamed of my biggest fear.

      Pops doesn’t say anything, not at first. He reaches over and grips my hand in both of his, offering comfort when I need a kick in the ass. “If there is one thing I know, young miss, it’s that while we are our parents’ children, we are not them. We are not bound by some mysterious law to become them and repeat their mistakes.” He pats my hand as he speaks. “Will you make some of your own? Every day. But you’ll learn, and you’ll never stop learning. Each day will be a new adventure, and you’ll find you are distinctly you, Adilynn. Not her.”

      “Did you know her?” I find myself asking, terrified of the answer.

      “A long time ago, I did. Her parents weren’t always good people. I don’t know where and when she went astray, but she did, and you, my dear, are living with her bad decisions. Decisions that have nothing to do with how you’re raising that brother of yours or how you’ll raise your own.”

      “It’s a struggle, figuring out if I’m doing right by him. I made her sign him away to me. I pushed her out the door, and now I’ll always wonder if he’ll resent me for it.” God, I hope he doesn’t. “Luke has been my life for so long that I don’t know how to do anything for me.”

      “Let me guide you.” Shocked, we both spin around to find Brantley standing in the doorway. He looks so handsome in his checkered shirt, jeans that encase his muscular thighs, and matching cowboy boots and hat.

      Standing, I stutter out, “Ho– how long have you been there?”

      “Long enough.” I cringe, and he’s hard to read.

      “I’m going to go find me some coffee.” Pops pats my shoulder as he stands and leaves us alone.

      Panicked, I start stumbling over my words. “I didn’t…I don’t…I mean…I’m sorry.”

      Taking me into his arms, he remains silent, just holding me. Cradling me to his chest until I’m calm again. “I heard everything,” Brantley finally whispers into my hair. “We’ll go as slow or as fast as you want. There’s no contingency to my love or desire for you, Ady. I’ve waited years for you. Trust me when I say, now that I’ve got you, I’ll wait as long as you need for anything you want.” Could he be more perfect?

      “Thank you.” I let out a relieved sigh into his chest.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Luke

      

      

      

      “Well, kid, what’d you think?” Blaine asks me as we ride back to the ranch. Checking the fence line was pretty awesome; he showed me the lay of the land—where Brantley’s ranch ends and another’s begins on the west side of the property.

      “It was cool.” I’m still not sure how to take any of this. Blaine and Brantley continue talking like Shiloh, the horse I’m riding now, is mine. Being here on the ranch feels good. Like the stars are aligning for Ady and me.

      She works tirelessly to make my life better, but I can’t remember the last time she did anything for herself, and I think Brantley could be the person for her. To love her, take care of her. Even if that means he steers some of her attention away from me, I’m good with that. My sister deserves it all.

      “Why so quiet, kid?” The barn comes into view as we trot along the pastures.

      “I want Ady happy. I want her to have the things she would have had if she weren’t always taking care of me.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “Do you think Brantley will accept me too? Cause she’ll leave if he doesn’t, even when I tell her she has to stay. She needs this life.”

      “Funny thing about love, kid, is even when we aren’t looking for it, it’s there. Like a smack to the face, it’s in plain sight. Don’t doubt for a second that Brant doesn’t love you both.”

      “Except I do.” I’m being honest. “I haven’t had anyone but Ady love me, and I don’t know if anyone else can when my own mother couldn’t.”

      “Shit, kid.” I notice him wince at my words, or maybe his own.

      We’re quiet again until we’re in the barn and unsaddling the horses. I’m brushing down Shiloh when Blaine breaks the silence. “I’ve known Brant pretty much my entire life, you know. He’s always been this stand-up guy. Does the right thing, votes, gets his taxes done on time. Not once have I seen him shirk responsibility of anything. And I’m not saying he’s done that now with the ranch. It’s more like his priorities have shifted, and I like this change in him, kid. He smiles more, laughs with feeling.”

      “Okay.” I’m not sure I’m following him, but I listen.

      “I guess I’m trying to say that you and Ady do that for him.”

      “But mostly Ady,” I smirk because I see how he watches her. I’m twelve, not dumb.

      Blaine shakes his head, laughing. “Yeah, a lot of it is Ady. But it’s you too, Luke. You give him purpose as well. You’re like icing on the cake.”

      I can live with that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTEEN

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      With the rodeo in town, Brantley has been wanting to take Luke and me, give us more of a look inside his world now that we’re becoming a part of it. I’ve lived in Hixson my entire life, and not once have I gone to the event. It’s something the locals look forward to all year long, and I always hear about it, but I’ve never had the desire to attend.

      We have this meeting first, though, and the nerves in my belly are erupting like fireworks on the fourth of July. So much has happened in such a short amount of time that I can’t help the concern growing alarmingly in my chest.

      Taking a look around the room now, I’ve grown used to Brantley’s rustic interior style. He told me the house hadn’t been updated since his mom’s passing, but his bedroom and this office are definitely to his preference. Blacks, blues, greys, and a dash of white are the only colors, along with the cedar desk and bookshelves along the wall.

      If I were someone who knew anything about design work, I’m certain I’d be drooling over the expense incurred for these furnishings. As it stands, I’m too nervous to linger on our financial differences right now.

      “Miss James, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m David Richards, esquire for the Marbury family for twenty years now.” He shares a friendly smile as I take his hand.

      “Esquire? You mean lawyer?” Brantley was rather vague in his explanation about the reason for this meeting.

      “Yes.” He glances at Brantley, who continues to stand behind me. “Excuse the turn of phrase; I’m a bit of an old-school kind of guy.” His salt and pepper hair gave that away.

      “What’s this about?” I glance between the two men. Brantley places a hand on my back and guides me into the wingback chair behind the desk.

      “Your estate,” David responds, and I snort out a laugh.

      “Estate? You mean lifetime of debt.” The panic of that begins to consume me.

      Brantley spins me around to face him before kneeling down in front of me. Cupping my cheeks, he holds my stare. “Don’t even worry about that. It’s why David is here, to help figure out the options. I’m not going to let you sink.” Chewing my lip, I nod and wait for whatever the older gentleman has to say.

      “I did a cursory glance through the past loans, the property deed, and your finances, and I can tell you now, though my accountants will have to delve deeper, that the bank should never have approved the second mortgage. There’s no paperwork indicating an inspection of the property was done, so at the very least, I can challenge them on the amount owed for the second mortgage. Property tax will be harder because your mother was behind the last two years.” I’m not feeling better about any of this.

      “So what do I do?” It still feels like I’m climbing a mountain.

      “Brantley has taken care of the back taxes and paid the first mortgage up to date, which was…”—he shuffles through some papers—“six months in arrears. He’s also paid for the next six months.”

      “I don’t think I understand what’s happening here.” It’s like he’s talking in circles and I’m running in a square.

      “Right. What I’m saying is, the paper you had your mother sign is not legally binding, but I could take it to the courts and the state to prove that she has abandoned the property; they would foreclose, and the property would no longer be an issue for you. However, that would mean Lucas would go into the foster system.”

      My head starts shaking before he’s done speaking. “No. Luke stays with me. I don’t care how much debt I’m in, he remains with me.” That’s not negotiable.

      “Brantley said you’d say that. So, I’m going to fight to have your little document admitted as her signing the property and the boy over to you. You will be legally and financially responsible for both. You understand, right?”

      “If it means Luke is mine, make it happen. I’ll sign whatever I need to.” Grabbing a pen off the desk, I prepare myself.

      David chuckles as he looks up at Brantley. “You were right, a love like that is rare.”

      “Told you. Just make it happen. Do whatever you must to get her custody of Luke; I’ll take care of the finances for the boarder and house.” My eyes widen as I spin around to stare at him.

      “What? No. You can’t do that. That’s too much, Brantley.” I jump to my feet, glaring at this man, amazed at what he’s willing to do for me. For us. Taking a step closer, our bodies a breath-width apart, he places one hand on my hip, and the other dives into my hair. Brushing it off my face and staring intently into my eyes.

      “Nothing is ever too much for you, Adilynn. Not ever. Don’t you know that?” I don’t get to answer because he pulls me close and claims my lips with a kiss I feel throughout every inch of my body.

      He takes everything I have and gives me everything in return. Brantley consumes me in so many ways, I can’t keep up. Heart pounding, ears ringing, my lips tingle when he pulls back.

      “I’ll do everything for you. Always.” It’s promises like that that make me fall in love with the man all over again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      I hadn’t been certain Adilynn would accept what David was going to tell her I’d already done. I was honestly concerned it might cause a rift between us. Instead, she cried in my arms and thanked me for being her hero. What she still isn’t realizing is that I’ll always stand behind her or hold her up when she needs support.

      “You’re buying that one?” Luke points to Big Al in one of the bull pens, amazed I’m interested in the old-timer.

      “Sure am. The beast has been ridden hard for years; he deserves a good retirement plan.” We’ve already built a pen specifically for him, so he can be left alone to do as he pleases.

      “Yeah, but he’s huge.” Luke continues to stare at the animal until it snorts in his direction and ruts his hooves in the dirt. Stepping down from the fence, he backs up, making me chuckle. “I think you’re crazier than he is.”

      I shrug a shoulder casually. “Quite possibly.”

      “That why you keep Thunder?” The inquisitive question is muted, respectful. The answer is more complicated. Searching for Ady, I spot her near one of the food trucks, buying cotton candy fluff.

      “No, I keep him because my dad wanted him, and I would like to honor his wishes.” Simple, complicated…a mixture of feelings surrounds that horse.

      “Betcha Ady can tame him.” A clever grin works up his face. “Both of them.” We each take a step back as Big Al charges the fence between him and us.

      “Of that, I have no doubt, kid.”

      “No doubt about what?” Adilynn smiles as she hands the cotton candy to Luke.

      The boy smirks before wandering off to watch them try to corral Big Al into another pen. “You ready to watch some steers kick some ass out there?” I nod to the ring where the steer wrestling is set to take place.

      “I suppose.” She eyes me skeptically, knowing I’m not about to answer her earlier question. Not a damn chance I’d let her anywhere near Big Al, anyways. The beast just needs to be left in peace.

      As we take our seats, Luke stands to watch as the show begins. Amateur hour is upon us because only two men were able to wrestle down their steers, while the rest got their asses handed to them. It was amusing to watch. Made even better by Ady staying glued to my side, hiding her face in my shoulder every time one of these showoffs got tossed around.

      We spend the rest of the day assisting Drew Collins in the kids arena, helping out with the pig racing, tractor pulling, and guiding ponies around the ring for the little ones to ride.

      I’ve yet to see Adilynn laugh and smile as much as she has today, and I’m even more determined now to give it to her on a daily basis. This woman owns my heart and hasn’t a clue that she does.

      By the time tonight’s headlining musical performers take the stage, Luke is wiped out, and Adilynn cuddles into my lap as we sit and listen to the twangy sounds of an up-and-coming country singer belt out her lyrics and put on one hell of a show. If this is a glimpse of what our future could look like, then I can’t wait to get on with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOURTEEN

          

          
            ADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever felt like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole? You don’t know where you’re going or what’s about to happen, but the exhilaration and excitement keep you from wanting to stop.

      That’s how I feel. Right now.

      Luke and I have been with Brantley for almost two weeks now, and I’m still not sure if I’ve reached the bottom of the hole or if I’m only halfway there. Brantley is wonderful and kind, full of compassion, and so considerate of my feelings. At first, he wanted to drive me into town every day for work because I refused to let him get my car fixed. It would have cost more than the vehicle was worth, and I just didn’t see the point.

      With the help of Blaine and Pops, it took me three days to convince him to let me take one of the extra ranch trucks. Because the school bus doesn’t go out to the RMR, I now drop off and pick up Luke on my way home.

      Home.

      Such a weird thing to think or even say out loud. But as I sit here, waiting for Luke after football practice, I realize that’s what not only Brantley but also his ranch has become.

      Our home.

      A sacred place I never thought we’d have. I feel protected when I’m there, safe and loved. It’s an odd feeling to realize I can go to sleep at night and not worry about whether one of Mom’s men will try coming into my room once they’re done with her.

      “Hey, Ady!” Luke exclaims into my open window, startling me.

      “Geez, Luke! You scared ten years off my life.” I smile so he knows I’m teasing as he rounds the hood of the truck.

      “Sorry, sis.” He doesn’t look it. “We had really good practice today, and the coach wants to take the whole team for pizza after our next game.” It’s been so long since I’ve seen him this happy.

      “That’s great, Luke.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I try to hide my thoughts.

      “Liar.”

      Rolling my eyes, I look at him, really look at him. All grown up and more knowledgeable than most boys his age.

      “Did I…” I don’t even know how to ask. “Did I do wrong by making her leave?” It’s all I can think about lately. I hate how much headspace our mother has taken up.

      “What? Seriously, Ady?” I confirm. He lets out a harsh breath as I drive onto the highway back to the RMR. “I love her, I can’t help it. For a long time, she was good to me. But I always noticed how rude and uncaring she was to you. It’s like a part of me hated her for loving me.”

      “Oh, Luke…”

      “No, it’s okay. I don’t know everything that happened when it was just you and her. I don’t know what happened to your dad, but I do know she blamed you, and I always wondered when her hatred over my dad would turn on me. I waited years for it to happen once I was old enough to understand what was going on.” He shakes his head in mock amusement. “You did us both a favor, Adilynn. I can’t hold that against you.”

      “When did you get so damn wise, Luke?” He shrugs and grins. “So, I guess next I should ask you what you want to do about the farm? The land. Everything. Do we go back and fix it up? Do we sell and buy something else? What do you want to do with it, Luke?”

      He stares at me in horror, and I’m worried about his response. “You don’t want to stay with Brantley at the ranch?”

      “You do?” I counter. Before I make any decisions, I need to know where Luke stands with his wants and needs. It’s not just my own life I’m making them for anymore.

      “I like it there, Ady, a lot. I like the guys and Brantley and even Pops when he isn’t cursing someone out for one thing or another.” I smile because it’s true; the man likes to be a monkey on everyone’s back.

      “So, if Brantley and I… If we were to give this thing a shot, you’d be okay with it? You’d want to stay there?” I force my gaze to remain on the road ahead of us. Half-afraid to see him say one thing and mean another.

      “I watch him, you know. When you’re around, when you’re not.” Luke grips my shoulder in support. “I feel like he’s a pretty happy guy, easy with the smiles and jokes.” I swallow nervously as Luke talks. “But when you’re around, there’s this shift in his whole behavior. It’s like when Beast falls in love with Belle. The way his chest puffs up, and he stands taller.”

      “Beauty and the Beast, you’re kidding?” I can’t help my laughter, and he smiles with me.

      “Exactly like them. True love.” His words are filled with awe.

      “You get all that, huh?”

      “I’m twelve, Ady, not blind.” He’s been saying this a lot lately.

      “I guess so.”

      It’s a lot to digest. Knowing how I feel, how Brantley feels, hearing Luke describe what’s clear for everyone around us to see, I’m blown away. My priorities are shifting, and three months ago, I would have been appalled, but now, it’s exhilarating. I want so much with Brantley, and I can only hope he feels the same.

      “Who’s that?” Luke leans closer to the dash as we drive up to the ranch. The place reserved for the ranch hands’ parking on the west side of the barn is empty except for one lone truck. An unfamiliar one.

      My trust is understandably shaken where strangers are concerned, so I instruct Luke to stay in the truck as I park beside the house where Brantley asked me to.

      Stepping down from the vehicle, I slam the door loudly so that whoever is here knows someone’s home. Pops and Brantley were out at Drew’s, stocking up on vet supplies for the animals’ emergency care after Thunder’s last fiasco a few weeks back. Everyone else must be out doing ranch stuff, and they aren’t anywhere close with the other trucks being gone.

      “Hello!” I call when no one makes their presence known. Luke knocks on my window and scares another ten years off my life. As I spin around to him, I see he’s pointing out by Thunder’s paddock.

      Brantley has it so that the horse can come and go as he pleases in the barn. Because no one can physically get near him, they didn’t want the horse to feel contained.

      Shielding my eyes from the midday sun, I see a man on the far side of the paddock watching Thunder, who seems very tense. Turning back to Luke, I mouth, stay put, and slowly wander over, keeping the paddock between us as a shield.

      “Can I help you?” I call, and Thunder stomps his heavy hoof at the man in what seems like anger. The horse doesn’t like this visitor, and I trust animals far more than people, so I keep my distance.

      The man slides to the side to try and see around the beastly animal, but Thunder counters the move, so I remain out of his sight. He laughs like it’s a joke. “Did you teach him that?” His voice is gravelly, like he smokes a pack a day.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” I won’t get personal with him.

      Ignoring Thunder, he slowly walks along the outside of the paddock, coming closer to me, which only amps up the horse’s frustration, and gets him more and more agitated by the second.

      “I’m looking for my nephew or my father.” He’s five feet away, and I can see his eyes for the first time, so much like Brantley and Pops’.

      “And you are?”

      He offers his hand, and I watch, slightly amused, as Thunder puts good use to his name as he storms forward brashly. “Name’s Darrell Marbury. Brantley is my nephew.” He doesn’t drop his hand, and I don’t offer mine.

      Skeptical, I look around, hoping someone will come home. I’m in unchartered territory here. Neither men have ever mentioned him before. “I’m sorry, but they’re not here right now. Can I help you with something?” I’m getting annoyed with asking this question.

      When Darrell steps forward again, Thunder goes wild and rears back on his hind legs, aggressively kicking his front ones out before him.

      “You need to leave.” I don’t care why this person’s here. If Thunder is acting so abnormally, I trust his gut.

      “This is my ranch, too,” he says, taking a step back.

      “Ady?” Luke calls from the truck’s open door.

      “Get back in the truck, Luke!” I yell at him as Darrell greets him with, “Hey there, young man!” and a friendly wave.

      That just pisses me off. I step towards him, more anger and menace flowing through me than at any other time I can recall, and snarl, “Don’t talk to him. He’s off-limits. I don’t know you. I don’t care who you are, but you need to leave. Now.”

      Hands up, he backs slowly away. “Calm down there, little missy. I’m just looking for my share of land. You tell Brantley I’ve been by.” Before he gets in his truck, Brantley pulls up, and I sag with relief.

      The vehicle has barely stopped before he’s hopping out of the driver’s side and charging forward, while Pops leisurely gets out of the passenger’s side and makes his way over to Luke.

      “I told you, I fucking told you, not to show your face around here again. You’re not welcome, and we have nothing for you.” Brantley seethes with anger as he gets in the older man’s face.

      Darrell looks shocked at the amount of hatred radiating from his nephew. “Why do you hate me so much? Until recently, we’d never met.” Not exactly an unfair question.

      “Seriously?” Brantley laughs harshly. “Grams died, and I sat there; I watched as Dad, Pops, the fucking mailman cried over her, but nothing from you. Mom died, and it was the same thing. Dad died, and I called you six times, and nothing. Now you show up out of the blue to talk breeding. I don’t fucking think so.”

      “Wait a minute, that’s not fair. I didn’t know about my mother until after the fact, and your mom, well, she never liked me. She wouldn’t have wanted me there to begin with.” I notice he doesn’t defend regarding his brother.

      “What about Dad? Huh? Your own brother.”

      Brantley’s skin is crawling with this need to do the other man harm.

      Darrell looks away briefly. “I was mad at him still, okay? Is that what you want to hear? That I was too angry to say goodbye, too bitter that he had everything handed to him while I had to work my ass off.”

      “Bullshit. You were offered the ranch first, you horse’s ass.” Pops wanders over with Luke. “You two go on up to the house.”

      Grabbing Luke’s hand tightly in my own, I hesitate. “Brantley?” He turns to me then, his facial muscles relaxing as he approaches me.

      “It’s alright, flicka. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” His lips lay gently on mine as one hand slides around my back to bring me in tighter to his body.

      “Gross,” Luke gags from behind me.

      My whole body tingles as Brantley chuckles while pulling away, a genuine smile in place. “Missed you today.”

      “Missed you too.” I return the grin. “I, uh, I’d like to talk to you about something. After this.” My gaze slides over to his grandfather and uncle locked in a glare-off.

      “Anything you want.” He turns me away with a swat to the ass and gently shoves us towards the house.

      “That was really gross, Ady.” Luke looks a little green as we enter the home. Ignoring the raised voices outside, I drag my brother to the kitchen to help me start dinner for everyone.
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        Brantley

      

      

      

      I’m fucking fuming mad as I stand here, watching my family head into the house.

      When I pulled up to the ranch and found Luke sitting in the truck I’d given to Adilynn, and her fixed in place, close to Thunder and unsure of what to do, I was immediately pissed before I’d even seen it was Darrell causing her distress. When he came into view, it was hard not to charge him like an angry bull.

      “You need to leave, Darrell, and never come back.” If Pops wants it differently, then so be it. But until the old man speaks up, I have no reason to give any wiggle room to this man.

      “Half of this ranch is mine,” Darrell snaps.

      “No, it ain’t, boy.” Pops shakes his head. “The day you walked away, you signed those papers, forfeiting all rights to the ranch unless we sell. And even then, you only get 10% of the profits. You don’t have a hand to hold on this one, Darrell.”

      All color drains from his face. I read that document, and he basically signed his name away. He had to sign one part where he agreed to either read the complete document himself or have a notary or lawyer read it for him. The entire thing was signed in front of a judge.

      “That’s not right, Pops, and you know it.”

      “Except, it is. You knew what you were walking away from. You even had the choice to be a partner with Lance, and you turned it down. Don’t act all butthurt about it now.”

      “Is this why you really came back, Darrell? Because you keep throwing a bunch of scenarios around in your head? Hoping to get back into the family fold after disappearing for all the hard times.” Seriously, I just want to finish this shit with him and be done with it.

      “I came because I want to breed one of my mares with Thunder,” he sighs.

      “Then why these games about the ranch?” I snap.

      “Because it ain’t right that you’ve got all this success, and I’m near foreclosure.”

      I’m not touching that one with a ten-foot pole. “What mare?”

      “Midnight Blue.” Alarm bells ring in my head loud and fucking clear.

      “You know Eric Rhodes?” I’ll fucking kill him if he had anything to do with Adilynn being hurt.

      “Brantley?” Pops asks. He knows about the incident, but I never mentioned the man’s horses’ names. It wasn’t important.

      “He’s one of my ranch hands. Why?” Darrell asks skeptically. “I came ahead of him. He found a boarder place for a few days until I sent him back home.

      “Except he didn’t fucking go home!” My ears ring with rage; I can barely stand still. “Tell me you didn’t fucking know he did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “Attack Ady. He left her for dead, naked, by the creek behind her property.” Flashes of her bruised and bleeding flesh inundate my mind as his mouth works like a fish struggling for air.

      “Eric did that?” He’s genuinely shocked, and some of my anger fades. “Are you sure it was him?”

      “Adilynn is, and that’s all I need to be sure.” I look back to the house to see Luke standing on the porch, his face drained of any color.

      “You know him?” he calls as he stomps towards us.

      “He works for me, yes.” Darrell squirms under the kid’s scrutiny, and I don’t put a stop to it.

      “He tried to kill her. The only person in the world who cares about me. He tossed her off like garbage, like her life was worth nothing when she’s everything.” Tears gather in his eyes. I reach over and place a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it in a show of support. “You need to leave. You have to go, right now,” Luke demands. An animosity enters his voice that I’ve never heard from someone so young.

      “It’s time to go, Darrell,” Pops tells him while I keep an eye on Luke. He’s never spoken much about Adilynn’s attack, and I can see he has a whole lot to get off his chest.

      “I’m sorry about the girl, but that’s not my fault,” Darrell tries to backpedal.

      “Not your fault?” Luke rolls the words around his mouth. “You brought him here. To a town, to a family, you knew wanted nothing to do with you. You let him come to our house and board your horses. You. Brought. Him.” His fists ball at his sides. “You need to leave. Right now!” His control snaps, and I have to hold him back from attacking Darrell. He flails in my arms, screaming obscenities at my uncle, a man I hardly know.

      “Luke?” I hear her soft voice, full of worry for her brother, as her steps come closer. “Luke, what’s wrong?”

      “He did it!” the boy yells. “He brought Eric here! He let him hurt you!”

      “I’m sure…I mean…Brantley?” When her voice cracks, so do I.

      “Get the fuck out of here, Darrell.” Luke still struggles in my arms as Pops pushes his son towards his truck.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” He looks remorseful, and that’s the only reason I offer a sliver of anything. “If you’re sorry, if you want to make amends with this family…my family…you’ll turn Eric into the sheriff. You’ll hand him over, and you and I will be square. We’ll talk. But not until Eric is arrested.”

      “Done,” he agrees, shocking Pops and me as he takes off.

      I release Luke, and he races into Adilynn’s arms. Both with tears streaming down their faces as Blaine and Mason drive back into the yard, soon followed by everyone else.

      “I wanted to kill him, Ady!” Luke screams against her chest. Never have I seen this woman, this soft, sweet, and loving woman, look as broken as she does right now.

      “Brantley?” Her voice cracks.

      “I know, flicka.” I cradle the two of them in my arms as the guys walk around us, giving us the space we need. “I didn’t know the connection,” I confess because even though the timing was right, and maybe I should have clued in, I was so damn consumed by this new thing with us that I didn’t even consider it an option.

      “I know, Brantley,” she whispers, lifting a hand to my face, scratching her fingers along my rough stubble. Something she confided in me that she loved doing.

      “Let’s get some food in you guys, and maybe we’ll go for a ride.” I guide them both to the house.

      “I’ll be right back,” Luke says as he runs upstairs.

      Adilynn watches him with worry. “He’ll be alright, Ady.”

      “I know,” she looks at me with her big green and gold eyes, the weight of the world on her shoulders, “I just worry about him so much.”

      “I know you do.” I kiss her tenderly, loving the feel of her soft lips under mine. “It’s what makes you such a great sister.”

      Adilynn and Luke remain subdued through dinner, much to be expected, but the men are loud as can be, and I think it’s so neither of them feels the need to fill in the silence surrounding us. I appreciate it, but both of them are just antsy to escape the commotion.

      Scooting my chair back, I look to Brock and say, “You got cleanup tonight,” as I go around and collect Luke and Adilynn, heading for the front door.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      “I think I’d like to just go upstairs,” Luke says, looking away, and I can’t tell whether it’s because he’s upset or wants to give us time alone.

      “Luke?”

      “I’m fine, Ady. Just need some space.” The interaction between the two of them is full of love and support. “Go, get some air. I’m sure Windbreaker is dying to see you.” She nods, and he’s gone in a flash.

      With her hand in mine, I guide us out to the barn where Windbreaker has made her spoiled self at home. There’s no doubt that Adilynn has given her all to the animal. Windbreaker carries a confidence that only a well-loved animal sports.

      Maybe she’ll rub off on my stubborn-ass stallion.

      “Tell me about school.” It’s one of the very few things we haven’t talked about. Fall is in the air as we stroll, neither of us in a hurry.

      “School?” she repeats.

      “Yeah. I know you know Drew Collins. In fact, he was pretty upset when he found out you’d left.” I keep my eyes ahead so she doesn’t feel like I’m interrogating her.

      “He was?” Feeling her gaze on me, I nod my head. “I didn’t exactly leave.”

      “No?”

      “I had a scholarship. I worked for years to make sure my grades were good. Volunteered everywhere I could with animals to make sure I was accepted, to show them I was worthy of that scholarship. Turned out to be all for nothing.” Her sadness about the situation is tangible.

      “How so?” Everything I’ve learned about animals has been through hands-on experience, but I did take a few online business classes a while back.

      “I’ve been taking all the extra courses I can. During breaks, summer, regular school year. I realize I’ve been pushing myself. Working at Henderson’s, running the boarder by myself, but I swear, Brantley, everything was on track. All the lost sleep, the exhaustion, it was going to be worth it. Then I got sick, some stupid stomach bug, but it turned into more over the summer, and I started falling behind. Coming in late, missing a few assignments or turning them in past their due date.” She laughs humorlessly. “The day my car broke down, I was called into my adviser’s office and told I was being kicked out of the program because I was no longer holding up my end of the scholarship.”

      “Seriously? Don’t they give warnings or something for this shit?” I’m pissed for her.

      As I push open the barn door, she continues. “They did. In a written letter that they mailed to the house. Only I never got any of them. I suspect my mother did and simply hid them to spite me.”

      “Bitch.”

      “I’ll say. Anyway, Drew wasted his money by investing in me, and I feel like a failure.”

      “Wait, Drew? What does he have to do with it?”

      Her head tilts to the side as she looks at me. “Drew’s clinic is one of three in the county I volunteered at throughout high school, and he and his clinic set up the scholarship. There were donations from the others, as well, but it was mostly his money.”

      That’s when it clicks for me. She’s the one he talked about all these years. He even insisted I let him bring her here a few months after mentioning his new high school volunteer. Said she was a miracle worker with animals, could tame any beast.

      Laughing, I shake my head as I walk up behind her, wrapping my arms around her. I love the feel of her body nestled against mine. “He told me about you. A few weeks ago, Thunder got stuck in a fence and was being an ornery asshole. Drew said he wished you were around, that you had a special touch with difficult animals. He mentioned you’d left and wished you hadn’t.” She looks back with a smile that lights up her eyes. “A few years back, he tried to convince me to let you volunteer on the ranch when he came out, said you were a beast tamer. I told him no little girl was coming to my ranch to work with aggressive stallions during breeding season. He never brought it up after that first time, and I never asked your name.”

      “So, you were the prickly cowboy, huh?” She turns with a teasing smile that graces her delicate features.

      “Sure was,” I respond seriously. Gazing into her soulful eyes, I can’t help but wonder what could have been if I had only said yes. “You could have been mine already,” I whisper to her.

      Bringing her hand up to my face, scraping her nails through my whiskers, I turn to kiss her palm, the smooth skin seeping into the very essence of my core. This woman, this small slip of a woman with a remarkable heart of gold, tells me, “I’ve always been yours, Brantley. I just didn’t know it.”
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      You could have been mine.

      We never did make it out for that ride. Instead, we climbed the ladder to the hayloft, opened the bay door, and watched the sun set. We admired the twinkling stars and shivered in the crisp fall air.

      You could have been mine.

      We fell asleep on a bed of hay, covered by a horse blanket. Brantley held me tight to his chest. He let me use his shoulder as a pillow, and when I stole the blankets, he only held me closer.

      You could have been mine.

      I hear his words on sweet replay in my mind as birds chirp in the early morning air. They soothe any fears I might have still been harboring. He’s told me time and again, even shown me on more than one occasion, that I’m all he wants.

      You could have been mine.

      I am yours.

      My heart, my soul, my love. Everything I am belongs to him. I’m done being a timid doormat. I’m done being afraid and fighting against my wants and needs; all I truly want is him. Brantley Marbury…strong, confident ranch owner. Man of my dreams. Other half of my tortured soul.

      Listening to his steady heartbeat while he sleeps, I’m more confident than ever in the decision I’ve made. I want this man, I love this man, I’m going to give him me.

      Wholeheartedly, completely. Physically.

      “You’re thinking awfully hard down there, flicka.” The rumble of his voice vibrates along my body. Closing my eyes, I savor the touch of his hand as it runs through my messy hair. Gripping a handful, he pulls back gently. The feeling of his lips brushing against mine elicits a moan from me.

      “I could get used to this,” he groans as his body presses me onto my back. Nestling himself between my thighs, I feel his swollen member press against my core, and my eyes widen with shock.

      “Used to what?” This position leaves me breathless.

      Running his nose along my cheek, down my jaw, and into my neck, he inhales deeply. I feel the air fill his lungs before he slowly releases it, murmuring in my ear, “Waking up with you in my arms.”

      “Oh.” I squirm because he’s applying pressure between my thighs, and I’m not sure what else to do. “Are we…do you…I mean…” Pausing, I take a moment to gather my thoughts. “I’m ready, Brantley.” I gaze up at him through my lashes, hoping he sees how much I want him, too.

      I feel him tense, but he doesn’t move away. His breathing picks up, becomes shakier as he trails light kisses along my throat and down my collarbone.

      “Brantley?”

      “Just need a minute, flicka.” That voice. So rough, words choppy, and I pray it’s a good thing.

      Lifting my legs to his hips, I cradle him against me as I run my fingers through his short hair, the dark locks smooth against my palms. His powerful hands move down my sides and to my back, the callouses from hard labor coarse on my fair skin. I’ll surely have red marks anywhere he touches me.

      Finally, he settles back, regarding me with lust-filled intensity, and his dark blue orbs have turned nearly black with need for me. Grabbing my ankles, he crosses them behind his back with a firm squeeze, ordering me to keep them there.

      I watch, enthralled, as he lifts his shirt over his head before he drops it beside us. My eyes devour the sinewy muscles on his torso, each formed ridge, mouthwatering and taut with slightly pronounced veins. A dusting of hair covers him from chest to waist—not so much that it’s all I see, but enough to make me wonder if it’ll tickle or entice as he loves on me. A tattoo on his right pec catches my attention as he moves to unbuckle his belt. It’s the Running M Ranch logo with the horseshoe in the middle, surrounding the M.

      “Is that your only one?” I ask, unable to look away.

      “For now.” The smirk in his voice gets me to look up at him, and I become utterly captivated by his stare that I couldn’t look away if I tried. But I can feel his jerky movements, hear the leather from his belt as it slips through the denim loops in his jeans. Then the clatter as the weighted buckle hits the hay-blanketed wood and ricochets around us with an echo.

      “These fucking shorts,” he growls as his hands undo the button on them, “teasing me with every step you take. Each sway of your graceful hips.” He doesn’t appear nearly as pissed as he sounds; instead, he seems to be enjoying it. The zipper slides down, in sync with his harsh breathing. “Can’t tell you how many times I’ve wanted to bend you over and pull ‘em down. Slide my hands across this sweet little ass.” He punctuates his words with a squeeze to my butt cheeks, beneath the denim.

      “I didn’t know.” My voice sounds husky to my ears.

      “Of course you didn’t; you’re as innocent as they fucking come. You’re pure and light and everything no man deserves, but I’ll be fucked if I give you up.” I blush at his words, the heat spreading quickly up my chest and into my face.

      “You’re like a whole other person right now, Brantley.” He claims I’m pure innocence; well, he’s pure man. All possessive dominance with a touch of sweet. Only enough to show me that he’s in this for the long haul. Enough to show that while he’s losing control, he still cherishes me and what we’re about to do.

      “I know.” His deep baritone washes through me like water rushes a river in a storm. “It’s you. Only you, Adilynn.”

      I don’t know how it happened, but suddenly we’re both naked, his shirt laying under my back to protect me from the itchy hay. I close my eyes and just feel…the rough hairs of his thighs against my ass and the back of my legs. The tantalizing ripple of flexing muscle as his hands roam freely over my body from hip to head. His callouses leave minor abrasions as I squirm in his hold.

      “More,” I gasp when the pads of his fingers graze my sensitive nipples—peaked from the cool air and my own arousal.

      The breath leaves my body in a gush of warm air when I feel his mouth cover one hardened nipple, sucking it in deeply. My hands claw at his shoulders from the unfamiliar but intensely pleasurable sensation.

      His body moves, sinking me farther into our makeshift bed, and his hardness drives against me. My legs spread wider, and I let go and feel; the pulse in his swollen dick as he gently works me over, addicting.

      With each slick pass, the head grazes my pleasure nub, and my womb clenches tight when his mouth moves to the other nipple. Cool air hits the first like a bucket of cold water on my head. I gasp in pleasure, and he chuckles, satisfied with what he did.

      “This is wonderful,” I whimper into the peaceful morning.

      His free hand slowly grazes the front of my body, creating goosebumps as he goes. When his nail scrapes across my clit, I cry out from the intensity of the shudder it creates.

      “Sensitive, are you?” he grumbles in my ear as his fingers search out my heat. Gently rubbing me from front to back, he bucks his hips forward greedily. “You ready for me, flicka?”

      Am I?

      “Yes,” I keen.

      I don’t watch, just feel; my senses are on fire. And I can feel him grab his dick as he guides it to my entrance. “Relax, Ady.” His words soothe in my ear. He’s calm, whereas I’m full of nervous excitement. “That’s my girl.” The head of his cock pushes through my folds.

      “Ohhh”—I breathe in—“my”—I breathe out.

      It’s…sensational.

      He fills me to bursting, and I know we’ve barely just begun.

      “Deep breath. This might hurt a bit.” He doesn’t allow me more time than it takes to inhale before plunging deep inside my channel. Pain tears through me, and I fight the urge to push him away. I knew it would hurt; I didn’t realize it would feel like bullets ripping through my flesh at warp speed.

      I’m so glad I waited for Brantley because, with any other man, it never would have been the same. His tender care is only proven by his next words.

      “God, you feel like home.” And just like that, the agony melts away. “So perfect, wrapped nice and tight around me. You feel that, Ady? You feel me all the way inside your snug little pussy? How perfectly we fit.”

      I open my eyes then and meet his penetrating stare. “I feel it,” I whisper to him. I feel him through to my soul.

      When his hips begin to retract slowly, panic squeezes my chest. I’m not ready for him to leave me. I need more. So much more of him.

      “I’m coming back,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “Relax for me, Ady. Loosen your hips.” Listening to the gruff cadence of his voice, I do as he says, and it’s then I understand why people are so sex crazed.

      My skin prickles with awareness as he leisurely slips back in; my thighs, feeling weightless, struggle to hold tight to his hips. Letting go of his shoulders, I bring my hands to his chest, brushing through the hair as he moves inside me. Our eyes locked in a stare-off, I’m helpless to do anything but enjoy the ride as ecstasy rolls through me in consuming waves.

      “Deeper,” Brantley groans as he hooks my legs over each of his arms, hoisting my body in the air a bit. His balls slap at my ass as his thrusts increase in speed and force.

      It isn’t until his hands grab my hips to stop me from moving that I understand what he’s doing. “Oh, Brantley!” I wail. He’s so deep against my cervix—nearly painfully so. Each pump of his hardness brings new sensations.

      “Take it, Adilynn. Take all of me,” he bites out against my neck.

      With fireworks bursting behind my eyes and shivers wracking my body like an earthquake, I cry as my vision blurs and my body stiffens in his hold. His own roar of completion melts my body into his as he fights to get farther still. Warm jets of his essence coat my insides, and I’m left feeling so…complete.

      Yes. Brantley completes me. In every single way.

      Call me old-fashioned, call me primitive, it’s what, no who, we are. We are one. And with him by my side, I can conquer the world.

      “I love you, flicka.” His whispered words are felt more than heard.

      “I love you back, caveman.” I giggle when he growls, feeling lighter than I have in years.
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      She keeps on thanking me like I gave her this tremendous gift when it’s the other way around. I’ve searched my entire life for the unattainable, only to find it in little Adilynn James.

      The way she came apart for me, flawless. Breathtaking. Profound in a beauty I’ve never seen.

      Having Adilynn’s heat wrapped around my cock was more intense than I anticipated, and neither of us lasted very long. Next time, I’ve vowed to give her more, show her the heights of pleasure she’s only ever dreamed about.

      The sound of approaching vehicles has us hurriedly dressing and running out of the barn to find Pops and Luke sitting on the front porch. Pops with a smirk on his face and Luke holding a knife and small piece of wood, learning the fine art of whittling. Something Pops has done all his life.

      “Go on inside. I’ll be there once I talk to the sheriff.” I give Ady’s joyful, smiling face a fervent kiss before sending her on her way. “I’m gonna marry that woman.” Verbalizing those words feels damn good.

      “Morning, Brantley,” Tom greets, climbing from his cruiser. “Surprised to see you around still.” Like most ranchers, I’m usually off in the fields or working on the fences by now.

      “Having a bit of a lazy day. How can I help you?” Darrell’s truck pulls in behind him, so I have a suspicion this is about Eric, which is why I sent Adilynn inside. She doesn’t need to be stressing about it unless it’s necessary.

      “Well, Darrell came to see me. Told me he knows the man who allegedly attacked Miss James.”

      “Allegedly?” There’s no hiding the censure in my tone. Where the fuck did the sympathetic sheriff go from when I visited him to find out more about Adilynn and her life? That man hasn’t made a fucking appearance once since that meeting.

      “Until proven guilty.” Tom shrugs. “Anyhow, he’s in lockup at the courthouse. I need Adilynn to come down and identify him before I can formally charge him.”

      Relief floods my system at those words. Knowing her abuser is behind bars will make having her out of my sight easier. “I’ll bring her by this morning.” With a nod of his head to me, then Pops, Tom is gone again.

      Darrell remains standing beside his truck, appearing uncertain. For the first time since he’s shown up, I really assess the man I’ve thought of as a betrayer my entire life. It wasn’t so much that Dad or Pops talked badly of him but more his effortless abandonment of the ranch I love so much.

      Walking closer to him, I recognize that, in this one thing, I need to make peace with the man. I understand he didn’t have to turn his friend in, but he did because of what my girl suffered. I stretch out my hand to him. “Thank you, Darrell. I know Adilynn, hell, even Luke, will sleep easier knowing he can’t touch either of them again.”

      “It was the right thing to do.” He grabs my hand tightly, neither of us moving. “I may be a cold bastard, but looks like she’s family, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned in more than fifty years on this earth, it’s that family is everything.”

      Accepting that, I gesture for him to come up to the house. “I’m gonna go talk to Ady, let her know what happened. Would you like a coffee?”

      His eyes widen in shock before looking up at Pops. “You sure?”

      “The old man’s all bark and no bite these days.” I laugh as we walk together.

      “Maybe to you. Pretty sure his bite is worse than a rattler.” I listen intently to the inflections in my uncle’s voice, and I hear the hope, the desire to be part of the family again. Before Adilynn and Luke, I’m not sure I’d have given him a second chance, but it was seeing how hard she fought for her brother that changed my mind.

      Hell, the chance isn’t really mine to give. He didn’t hurt me. “I’d like to start over, Darrell.” My words are abrupt as I stop.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I judged you unfairly. Hell, I judged you before I met you. You didn’t do nothing to me but have a shitty way with words. I’d like to move past that, because you’re right, family is everything.”

      He looks back to Pops standing beside Luke, watching us as we stop at the foot of the steps. “Pops?” Darrell queries.

      Luke comes closer, walking down the stairs with an outstretched hand, “I’m Luke James. Pleased to meet you, sir.”

      “Pleasure is mine, Luke.” My kid or not, I couldn’t be prouder of this boy right now.

      “Hey, Luke, why don’t you go start mucking out the stalls? Brock will be by to help out shortly,” I suggest, knowing Pops and Darrell are going to need some privacy.

      As he leaves, I look to the man who helped raise me, waiting for him to say something. I’ve admired my grandfather for many years, and I know he has it in him to forgive. Forgetting may never happen, but I’m confident he can do this.

      “You got that knife I gave you when you were a boy?” Pops asks as he sits back down and grabs two fresh pieces of wood from the crate by his chair.

      “Sure do.” Darrell pulls it out and climbs the steps ahead of me. As they get to work, I go to enter the house when Pops’ gaze catches mine, and he winks, conveying to me without words that they would be fine. That he’d figure out a way to work things through.

      Rushing through the house, I go on a quest for Adilynn and almost miss her in the kitchen as she makes coffee and sticks the frozen cinnamon rolls she premade days ago into the oven.

      “That was a really sweet thing you just did.” She turns and smiles radiantly at me. “Moving forward, giving him a chance like that.” Pride shines brightly in the gold flecks of her eyes.

      “I don’t know why it took me so long to see it.” Sidling closer, I pull her pliant frame into mine.

      “See what?”

      “That his sins weren’t mine to be angry over. Sure, he walked out on Pops, but I wasn’t even a blip on the radar yet. I pre-judged the man without having all the facts.”

      “You’re a smart man, Brantley Marbury. I’m not shocked you figured it out.” Her grin is full of mischief now.

      Leaning my forehead into hers, I breathe her unique scent in. Wildflowers and horses. Home. She is my home. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Watching the way you’ve fought for Luke, making sure he’s put first and has everything he needs, is an inspiration.” A blush works up her cheeks as pleasure lights her eyes. Fuck do I hate having to extinguish it. “Did you also happen to hear what Sheriff Craft had to say?”

      She bows her head and looks to the side, out the window where she can see the barn and Luke moving in and out with a wheel barrel. “I didn’t hear the words, but I imagine it can’t be good.”

      “Yes and no.” She doesn’t need sugar-coating. “Darrell turned Eric in. He’s in the courthouse lockup as we speak. Tom needs you to come down and identify him before they can formally charge the man, unless he confesses.” I give her a minute to absorb this new information. “I told him I’d bring you in this morning if you’re up for it.”

      “Right. Good. We should get this over with.” Her words come off distracted.

      “Adilynn?”

      “It’s just, what if I’m mistaken? What if he didn’t do it, and I got it wrong? I’ll have ruined his life.”

      “And what if you’re doubting yourself right now, and he did do it, but you stay silent? What if he does it to someone else, only they aren’t as lucky as you are?”

      She pales, and I feel bad until she raises her head high, reflecting resolve and steel in her eyes. With confidence in her step, she grabs my hand and leads me out to the truck. After a quick nod to the men on the porch and a short explanation to Luke, we’re gone.

      One step closer to our lives becoming one by putting this behind us.
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        Adilynn

      

      

      

      Breathe deep, close your eyes, and pray.

      Pray I’m doing the right thing.

      Pray his sins are convicted.

      Pray I can heal from the damage.

      Breathe deep, close your eyes, and forgive.

      Forgiveness is a powerful thing. I watched it happen only steps away from me this morning as Brantley made his peace with Darrell. I experienced it when I realized I wouldn’t have Luke in my life if my father hadn’t left when I was a toddler. I soaked it in when I wrestled over the decision to force my mother from our home.

      Forgiveness can be given, or it can be taken.

      As I stand behind a blackout window, watching men file into the sparse room on the other side, I recognize Eric Rhodes. And, yes, he does need to pay for his crimes, but I also need to forgive him in order to move on.

      If I want a fresh start with Brantley, I need to go into it with a clear mind. I need to release any burdens that could bring me down and, inevitably, him as well.

      “Miss?” the prosecutor prompts.

      “Number three,” I reply.

      “And where do you know him from?”

      “He attacked me in my home, knocked me out, and left me for dead by the creek on my property.”

      “Do you wish to press charges?”

      “Yes.” No thought required.

      “Sheriff, that’s your cue. Miss James, you’ll need to sign your statement and be available for follow-up questions. Otherwise, you’re free to go, and we’ll be in touch come time for trial unless he opts to take a deal, in which case, we’ll consult with you first.” He exits the room, and I’m left flabbergasted at all the information I’ve just been given.

      “Why’d he do it?” I ask before everyone’s out of the room. It’s the one question I don’t have an answer to but need most.

      The other cops share a look before the sheriff answers me. “A witness from the bar your mom worked at said she stole from him. He came back looking for her but was told she left you kids alone.”

      “He came after me because she owed him money?” He confirms. I’m speechless. I have no idea how to react to that piece of information. I shouldn’t be surprised. It was what he was carrying on about as he took me, stripped me down, and beat me. I just didn’t want to believe it, I suppose.

      “He was also pissed about Brantley hitting him at your farm. Something about you not being able to handle his horse.”

      Seeing Brantley in the waiting room, I run to him. He wasn’t allowed to be with me when I identified Eric because he could potentially influence me or something. His rugged arms wrap around me, and I don’t feel like I’m suffocating anymore.

      “How’d it go?” he whispers into my hair.

      “Fine. Just have to sign some papers, and we can go.” He kisses the top of my head and holds me close as I’m given what I need.

      As we leave, I’m feeling aimless. Lost. My mother…the woman who gave birth to me…is the reason I’d been hurt and left for dead.

      During the waiting period for the line-up to be brought in, all I could think about was forgiveness and moving on, moving forward with my life. Now, I find myself wrestling with so much hatred for her.

      I hate her for what she put me through growing up.

      I hate her for never loving me like a real mother should.

      I hate her for making me jealous of Luke for even a second, as she showed him more love and care than I ever got.

      I hate her for choosing stray men and booze over Luke and me.

      I hate her most of all for giving up on us so easily.

      There was no fight when she left. She didn’t even care that she was leaving us behind with the full knowledge that she had a mess to clean up and didn’t.

      A scream pierces the peaceful afternoon air, and it isn’t until Brantley’s got me enveloped in his hold that I realize it’s coming from me.

      My frustration is so palpable that I can’t hold it in anymore.

      “Why? Why would she let him come for me? She had to have known. I knew from the first time I saw him that he was bad news. She just didn’t care, though. She never cared.” I wail against his chest with my fists, and he takes it. He lets me take my frustrations out on him. It doesn’t matter that I’m making a scene or likely embarrassing myself, he gives me free rein while keeping me safe. Brantley has become my anchor on the darkest of days.
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      The days following Eric’s arrest are filled with anger and tears from both Adilynn and Luke. They’ve been struggling since discovering what their mother had really been up to and why. Learning that the woman was not only selling herself to men for money and drugs, she was also ripping them off. Which was what happened with Eric.

      The first time they met had been the day he brought Darrell’s horses to Adilynn for boarding. Madison spent the week warming his bed, or vice versa, and when she ripped him off, in the hopes he wouldn’t notice, he came back for her, intending on recouping his money. The night Adilynn kicked her out, she had given him half of it with the promise of her daughter paying him the rest.

      I hadn’t known he went to Henderson’s and threatened Ady until she woke up crying one night. After calming her down, we talked for hours about everything that had happened, and eventually, I convinced her it was best to go to the prosecutor on Rhodes’ case and tell him everything.

      To our surprise, Eric confessed to it all when confronted with the new allegations and cut himself a deal. For Adilynn, it was over. She told the courts all she wanted was for him to serve his time, be put on a sex offender’s registry, and never be allowed near animals again. Sand Stone had been a gentle horse at one time, Darrell told us. He hadn’t been able to figure out why she became so mean. As it turned out, Eric had been mistreating her also.

      Now, finally, after a night of tossing and turning, I think my girl has found her ambition again. She confessed to me this morning that she wanted to quit Henderson’s and figure out a way to get back in school with her scholarship. I had to curtail my smile of triumph since I was not too keen on her being around the old man anymore. With plans to talk to Drew about everything that happened surrounding her dismissal, I have a feeling he’ll be able to get her back in without much fanfare.

      “Ady, you ready?” Luke yells up the stairs to her. Today is his final game of the season, and they’re having a big dance at the community hall for the players and their families afterward. Like most years, a good majority of the town will probably be there.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming; hold your football!” Her cheerfulness rings through her words, and I think this is the first time since meeting Adilynn James that I don’t register any kind of pain. She’s a woman who feels with her heart, and it reflects in everything she does.

      Standing at the front door with Luke beside me and Pops, Blaine, and the rest of the guys outside, waiting by a couple trucks, my jaw hits the floor as she makes an appearance. I’m not sure anyone else will notice it, but I sure as hell do. I notice everything about her.

      Long blonde windblown hair curling down her back. Her signature flannel shirt tied around her waist, showing just a hint of skin. The denim shorts she loves that wreak havoc with my libido, ride her hips, and skimming her calves as she moves are the white cowgirl boots I bought her to replace the pair she lost by the creek.

      It’s her eyes, though, and the radiant smile that captures my attention the most. Nothing but pure joy and freedom reflect back at me.

      Happiness radiates from her like a beacon.

      “Finally!” Luke rolls his eyes as she jumps into my arms.

      “Get out to the truck, kid, we’ll be there in a minute.” I can’t take my eyes off her.

      “You said that yesterday and ended up making out for ten,” he grumbles as he walks away.

      “He’s right,” she whispers with a smirk.

      “I know.” I’m not apologetic about it, either. “There’s something different about you today.” I wonder if she notices it.

      “I feel better. I know I’ve been a mess lately. Everything just crashed around me at once, and I struggled.” Sadness is nowhere to be found as she explains her pain away, which is another first. “I feel like our lives are intertwining, and it feels amazing. It feels right, Brantley. Do you feel it too?”

      “Seeing is believing, flicka.” I lean forward for a gentle kiss before the horns outside start blaring in the rush to get to Luke’s game on time.

      “Let’s go!” Luke yells again.

      “Guess we better,” I mutter, but make no move to put Adilynn down or get closer to the door. “Are you happy here, Ady?”

      “More than I’ve ever been.” She kisses my jaw.

      “Could you be happy here forever?”

      “And a day.” A mischievous grin overtakes her face as she drops her feet to the floor and pulls me out the door, cheering, “Let’s go Bobcats!” Her enthusiasm is infectious, and soon everyone’s cheering and honking their horns for Luke.

      Poor kid has no idea just how loud this game is about to be.
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        Luke

      

      

      

      “Alright, guys, one last play, and we’ve got them in the bag.” Coach explains the play he wants us to make, and I look back to the field. It’s the last down on the thirty-yard line, and the ball is ours. One touchdown, and we win.

      My first year as starting quarterback, and I could play a perfect season. With Ady, Brantley, Pops, and all the guys from the RMR in the stands cheering me on, I want to bring this home. I want to win for them. To show them I’m worth it.

      “Luke, you got that?” I acknowledge the play. He wants me to pass to Jack, our team’s best running back. No one expects him to have the ball because I haven’t passed to him all night.

      “Hands in!” I call. It’s my job to ensure they know I have confidence in them. “Let’s go, Bobcats!” we cheer together before lining up on the field.

      Thirty yards to play.

      Last down.

      We got this.

      The play is called, Jack’s in position, and I’m about to throw the ball when I see one of the opposing team’s massive defensive ends beeline straight for him, so I tuck and run.

      And I run.

      Breath sawing in and out in ragged bursts.

      My legs burn.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Aaron tackling one of the guys gunning for me, and a massive rush of adrenaline kicks in as my speed picks up.

      “Touchdown!” the announcer shouts through the surround system. “Hixson Bobcats win the district finals! Lucas James, rookie quarterback, sets the position for a spot in the JV regional playoffs!”

      I stand in stunned silence as my teammates run for me, the crowds go wild with excitement, and there in the middle of it all is Ady, on Brantley’s shoulders, with tears in her eyes as she screams for me.

      Pointing the ball in my hands to her, I wink. This one is for her.
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        Adilynn

      

      

      

      Lucas James. My little brother. Football star. Kid extraordinaire.

      I don’t care how the game might have turned out, but watching him make that winning touchdown, knowing he won the game—a game and team he loves so dearly—brought jubilant tears to my eyes. I could barely see through the stream of them.

      Observing him now with all his friends, seeing the way he’s grown in the past few months from timid pre-teen to little man, makes me so proud.

      “You’ve got a great kid, Ady,” Blaine smiles at me. Brantley’s arms tighten around my waist as I sit on his lap.

      “He really is, Blaine.” I grin; I can’t help it.

      “I hear the Jaguars have scouts out there for nearly every game. Think he’s going to follow through to high school?” Mason asks from his spot across the table.

      “I do. I think he’ll do everything he can to get into the pro leagues.” I won’t be shocked when he does it, either.

      The celebration is in full swing at the community hall with a live cover band and BBQ everything. Twinkling lights hang throughout the courtyard, from fence to fence, giving the evening a magical flare.

      Luke comes over to grab my hand as the band returns from a short break. “Hey, Ady, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.” I couldn’t deny this kid anything.

      “Do you love Brantley? The Beauty and the Beast kind of love?” I’d laugh at the recollection of our conversation, but his eyes are serious, so I tell him that I do. Brantley is my prince charming. “Marry him,” Luke says, and I search his eyes for the punchline, but nothing follows.

      “What? That’s kind of soon, don’t you think?”

      “No, you guys are perfect for each other. You’re perfect together.” The beginning sounds of a song I’ve loved for so long come on, and his insistence grows. “Do it, Adilynn.” He never calls me that. “Do it for you. Ask him. Now.”

      “You set this up, didn’t you?” I smile as the band slowly slips further into the song. Their eyes focus on us.

      “Yes. Because I know you, Ady, I know you won’t do this unless I push. I want this too. I want to be part of his family, and I’m sure he wants to ask you. I’ve seen him start and stop so many times. Just ask him.”

      With a watery smile, I acquiesce, and he nudges me towards Brantley. I continue on my own, towards the man of my dreams, the love of my life, and drag him onto the dance floor, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “You have tears, flicka.” He sounds confused.

      “I’m happy. More than I’ve ever been in my entire life,” I confess. “I love you, you know, more than I ever thought possible.” I settle a finger over his lips when he attempts to speak. “This is one of my favorite songs, did you know?” I sing the chorus to him, hoping he gets the meaning behind the words. Praying he understands what I’m asking him.

      Leaning into his chest, I whisper into his ear, “You were gonna be my forever; I wanna be your wife. We’re gonna be the greatest love story this town has ever seen.” I changed a couple of words, but when his body freezes against me, when his hands on my hips stop our swaying, I know I’ve got his attention. The lights appear dimmer, the noise level has gone down, motion ceases around us as I say, “I’m gonna be your forever; will you be my husband?” The music dissipates when Luke motions for them to, and I hold my breath as I pull back to look into Brantley’s emotion-filled eyes.

      “You’re asking me?” He laughs lightly.

      “I am.”

      Stepping back, he gets down on one knee, and I’m instantly frozen in place. “Adilynn James”—he pulls something from his pocket—“I would be honored to be your husband.” His words are loud as he slips a dainty gold band on my left ring finger.

      “Oh, my.” I let out a stunned breath and bring my other hand to my mouth.

      Applause rings loud around us as Brantley stands and pulls me in for a panty-searing kiss. His big hands climb up the back of my shirt, warming my chilled skin as his tongue seeks entry to my mouth. “Time to go home,” he mutters before hauling me over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold.

      The cheering follows us to his truck, and he holds me all the way home. No words are spoken, our breaths needy with our excitement, extracting all the oxygen from the vehicle. The drive time passes faster than ever before, and before long, we’re crashing through the front door, clothes being tossed as we go, as Brantley carries me upstairs to our room. Yes, I’ve finally begun calling things around here ours, or even mine. I love it here and can’t imagine being anywhere else.

      After that first time in the barn, we’ve been using protection, but tonight, I push the condom away when he goes to grab it. “You’re going to be my husband, and I don’t want anything between us. Not now. Not ever again.”

      “Whatever you want, flicka.” He grins as he tosses me on the bed. Appearing the predator he sometimes is, he grabs hold of my knees and spreads them wide, exposing my most intimate area.

      Drawing me to the edge of the bed, he drops to his knees and leans forward, blowing cool air across my flesh. A shiver races through me, and my back arches.

      I can feel the heat from his skin as he comes closer. Oversensitized, I cry out when he rubs his stubble against my pussy. “Brantley!”

      “Just want your scent with me everywhere I go,” he whispers, his lips pressed against my lower ones as he speaks. “Look at you,” he mutters, “all pretty and wet just for your man.”

      “Always,” I groan, waiting, always waiting for more of his torture. “Please, Brantley.”

      Without warning, he flings my legs over his shoulders, spreads my lips, and dives in. His roughened tongue laps at my folds with vigor. He gives me his all without fail, each and every time. But this…this is so much more.

      This is our love connecting us as two souls. Merging us together.

      Forever.
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        Brantley

      

      

      

      I could live right here for the rest of my life and never be happier. With Adilynn’s cries and moans of pleasure as I derive the most from her as possible, my heart is whole and my cock antsy.

      All soft skin and sweet honey, her juices could sustain me forever, and I’d die a happy fucking man. I love going down on her, experiencing the way she comes apart as I suck at her, lick her sweet lips. Bringing me more pleasure than when I get off.

      Dancing with her tonight, hearing her sing her love song to me—and then that proposal—it was hard not to strip her down and take her right there. I’d been carrying an engagement ring around in my pocket for far too long, and on more than one occasion, I’d wanted to propose only to hesitate because I thought she wasn’t ready.

      Tonight has proven she is more than ready to begin our lives as a family, and I’m more than man enough for the job. I want this woman tied to me as soon as possible.

      With her hands in my hair, her legs wrapped around my ears, and my tongue deep in her cunt, I decide to test her limits, see how far she’s willing to go. With my free fingers, I push into her pussy, covering them in her pleasure before sliding down to her tight little rosebud. I’m confident she’s never been played with here, either.

      Watching her running around in those tiny fucking shorts, the desire to own this very intimate area has been considerable. I want to bury my body in hers everywhere I can.

      “Oh!” she cries out as I apply pressure to her before my finger breaches the tight ring of muscle. Kissing her clit, I suck the soft flesh into my mouth, gently playing it with my tongue. Her moans grow louder and more pleasurable, so I add a second finger to her back hole before using my other hand to play with her pussy again.

      Pushing one finger in her tight channel, I wait with bated breath for her reaction, and she doesn’t disappoint as she lifts her ass in the air for more.

      “That shouldn’t feel so good,” she mumbles.

      Taking my hand away from her pussy, I use it to press on her belly so she’s flat on the bed again. “Been dreaming about this ass for a long time, flicka.” Gripping her hips with both hands, I flip her onto her belly.

      “Brantley…” Her breathing is choppy with anticipation.

      Lifting up her hips, I spread her ass cheeks to get a clear view of both holes. “You want it, Ady?” I rub my dick against her folds, coating them with her essence.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “But you do.”

      “Yes.”

      Bringing my cock to her back entrance, I rub against her nice and easy. I don’t push for more until she begins wiggling in my grip and shoving back against me. Running my cock against her folds, I use as much of her natural lubricant as I can get before pushing the head into her rosebud. Her body tenses a bit, but I stroke her back until she starts to relax again. With slow, torturous movements, I gain inches as she continues to squirm. Not once complaining.

      “Fuck is this a beautiful sight,” I groan when I’m balls deep inside her.

      “Move, Brantley, please. It’s too much.”

      Laying my chest over her back, I use one hand to massage her breasts and tug on her nipples the way she likes and the other to rub slow circles against her bundle of nerves.

      “You feel so good wrapped around me like this,” I moan in her ear as my hips start moving in a thunderous pounding.

      Our shouts of ecstasy carry long into the night as we come apart together more times than either of us can count.
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      I don’t think I slept a wink all night between Brantley waking me up and the excitement of our engagement. Sleep simply wasn’t important. I’m in the kitchen making coffee and debating breakfast when Thunder catches my eye out in his corral.

      With the sun peeking out on the horizon, the day looks to be a beautiful one, and I have the urge to spend time with the feisty stallion.

      Slipping into my boots, I make my way outside, ambling cautiously towards him, making as little noise as possible. He could spook easily.

      “Hey, boy,” I greet when he begins to walk closer to me as I stand on the bottom rung of the fence. He doesn’t hesitate as he butts heads with me, gently rubbing his nose against the side of mine.

      Climbing higher up, I rub my hands along his swarthy neck. Not only offering a comforting touch but assessing for any ailments he may have. He likes to kick up a fuss when anyone comes around, so he probably doesn’t get as thorough a workup as he should.

      Seated atop the fence now, he turns sideways, leaning into me, nuzzling me for more. While he loves giving Brantley a hard time and being surly, he also revels in a soft touch. I’ve spent quite a bit of time with him these past few weeks, and I can decipher his moods pretty easily.

      Right now, while his muscles are rippling, I know it’s because he wants to be touched. He wants to be loved. It’s a heady feeling knowing I provide that for him.

      “Should we go get Windbreaker?” The two cluck their tongues and stomp their feet at each other so often that I think it’s time they get together. “Maybe we should wait for Brantley before we do that one?” I’m not a complete idiot. I know he’d be upset to see me here now, but I can’t help it.

      Thunder nudges me with his shoulder, dancing in place, and I take a chance, a dumb chance, but one I won’t regret until proven I should. Sliding one leg over his side, I position myself on his back with no jarring movements, and my hands glide through his lustrous mane of hair. I speak soothingly to him while he trots around the pen.

      He’s more relaxed than I thought he would be as we walk and talk. The sound of the house’s screen door creaking open catches my attention, and I look back to see Brantley storming his way over.

      “Here he comes,” I lean forward, whispering to Thunder. With my cheek on his neck, the horse turns to face his owner, daring him to do something about what we’re up to.

      “Flicka.” Brantley’s voice holds an angry warning in it.

      “He’s happy, Brantley.” I sense it in my bones, the same way as I do when something’s wrong with Luke. Intuition is a very powerful tool.

      “You shouldn’t be on him.” He literally growls.

      “He needs it. He needs to feel like he isn’t just some wild animal destined for a life of solitude,” I defend, my fingers still playing with his thick mane.

      Mumbling under his breath, I recognize the moment Brantley gives in. Pointing at me, he grumbles, “Only when I’m out here. No one else, and not fucking alone.”

      “Deal.” I grin triumphantly.

      Circling the paddock, Thunder grows more comfortable with the feeling of me on his bare back, and I wonder more about him and his past. “Where did your dad get him?” Stopping in front of Brantley brings back the tension in Thunder’s burly shoulders. I’m unsure if it’s from being near someone else or because he doesn’t want to stop.

      “He was to be slaughtered because of an accident at the previous owner’s barn. A snake got in his stall, and while trying to trample it, his hoof caught a teenage boy across the head when he opened it to clean it out.” I see how Brantley watches the stallion, not with disgust or even anger, but more a sadness for his father.

      “How’d your dad find him?”

      “Thunder was a champion racing horse—good temperament, manners to match. Dad used to watch him at derbys around the state. When he found out about the accident, he couldn’t let them put him down. People would pay big money for this one’s seed. I’ve had offers like you wouldn’t believe, but I’ve never been able to get him near another horse, or person for that matter.” His gaze looks up as Thunder stomps a foot as if agreeing. “Until you.”

      “He seems to have taken a liking to Windbreaker too.” I beam, so happy about that fact.

      “Yeah, the spoiled duchess of the RMR.” He chuckles, and I fight not to as I object.

      “She is not spoiled.”

      “Whatever you say, flicka.” Grabbing my wrist, he leans forward to kiss me, and I sort of expect Thunder to prance away, but he remains still. Brantley’s lips are warm against mine as he sips at them. Excitement and arousal course through me like a shot when he licks my lower lip.

      “Hey, guys!” The sound of Faith’s voice interrupts our moment and startles Thunder into dashing off. Had I not been holding his mane so tightly, I’d have been in the dirt. “Sorry,” she whispers, coming up beside Brantley.

      “Calm down, boy, it’s just Faith.” I lean against his neck because he seems to enjoy the contact as Brantley drags Faith away while still keeping an eye on us. “That’s a good boy,” I coo in his ear, trying to direct him towards the barn. As soon as he’s settled next to Windbreaker’s stall, I hop off his muscular back, landing on my feet with a soft thud. “I’ll get you two love birds an apple and be right back.”

      I notice Faith and Brantley joking in the middle of the yard after closing Thunder’s stall door, and I smile; she’s such a nice girl. One of the few women in town who hasn’t judged me over the years because of my mother.

      As I exit the barn, I spot Blaine near the bunkhouse watching Faith with rapt attention. His eyes follow her every move, and when ours meet briefly, he grins sadly before disappearing behind the building. He tries to mask it, but I’ve caught the love he feels for the girl in his forlorn gaze, and I can’t help but wonder what happened between the two of them.

      “Hi, Faith!” She hugs me as soon as I approach, her auburn hair wild in the subtle breeze. “What brings you out here?”

      A bright beaming smile overtakes her face as she talks animatedly. “Well, I know about what happened at your place, with the fire and everything. And I was wondering, since it seems like you’re basically living here now, what are your plans for that place?”

      I blink a couple of times when she finishes speaking. The words flowed so quickly that it was hard to catch up. Brantley grins and starts to walk away. “I’ll leave you two to talk about that. I have a fence with my name on it.”

      “I haven’t talked to Luke about it much, but I’ve been thinking of selling. The problem is, Mom took a second mortgage out, and the property’s not worth what we owe. And I’m not sure the insurance would be enough to cover the excess debt.” I’m not attached to the property; the only good thing about it was the creek.

      “I’ve got an excellent lawyer that might be able to help with some of that stuff. See if maybe he can convince the bank to go after your mother for the second mortgage instead of you, or something.” She still hasn’t lost her smile.

      “Brantley’s lawyer, David Richards, is helping with some of the legal stuff too. Maybe they could work on it together?” Hopefully, they can figure something out.

      “I’m game if you’re willing to sell. To me.” She adds the last part with a frown.

      “Well, I’m not opposed to it as long as Luke is fine with it and you are getting your money’s worth, I guess.”

      “Great!” If possible, her smile grows wider as she bounces back to her truck.

      Baffled by the interaction, I realize I need to talk to Luke now. I really don’t see him having a problem, but who knows? Entering the house, I start on breakfast. The guys normally come up here for whatever I’ve got on the table before taking off for the day until lunchtime rolls around.
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      After hearing Faith’s bird-like chatter—her mouth going a million miles a second—and what she was here for, I thought it best to leave the girls alone. I want Adilynn to sell, I want her home to be here, but she needs to decide that on her own, and even after becoming engaged last nigh-…

      “Well, shit.”

      “What?” Blaine comes up behind me as I enter one of the storage barns containing the fence supplies.

      “I’m engaged.” I don’t even know if anyone paid attention to that detail last night or me just dragging her off like a damn caveman.

      “I figured that’s what happened.” He laughs. “So, what are you ‘well shit–ing’ about?”

      “Faith wants to buy Adilynn’s property.” I notice his reaction—surprise.

      “So, she’s staying in town then?” The pitch in his voice becomes angry.

      “What happened with you two?” They’ve had the hots for one another for years, but they’ve never gone on an actual date or spent any time together, so I don’t get it.

      “Nothing,” he grumbles.

      “Then what the hell is the problem?”

      “That nothing happened. I tried; she pushed me away. I tried again; she left.” I recall that she’d gone away for a year. No one ever knew why or where.

      “So maybe she’s ready now.” The two of them were meant for each other. I saw it in the way he watched her this morning while Ady was getting Thunder settled.

      “Did I see Ady up on Thunder’s back this morning?” He’s deflecting.

      “She’s out to kill me,” I mutter. I wasn’t pleased about finding her out there, but I also wasn’t surprised. I know how much she’s been itching to get more familiar with the beast. “But I think if anyone can bring him around, it’ll be Adilynn.”

      “She definitely has a soft touch. Everyone’s just drawn to her,” Blaine marvels.

      We don’t talk too much after that, needing to fix a break in the fence line in the south pasture before letting the horses out to graze again. We’ll be bringing out the hay baler in about a week before the autumn chill settles in, so I want everything finished and ready for the births in the spring.

      We currently have eight mares here at the ranch that will be giving birth to foals and another dozen that will be coming back around Valentine’s Day to birth and have inspections done by Drew for lineage and genetics.

      I’ve only ever bred the best, and people pay extra for the paperwork, so we work our hardest to ensure they don’t worry while their animals are in our care. With Luke and Adilynn here now, I have a feeling quality of care will go up if at all possible.

      Already I can imagine the pregnant mares and the studs happier and slightly larger than before she came. Their coats will be shinier, and their eyes will light up when she enters the barn. It’s no wonder Thunder has taken to her so well.
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        Adilynn

      

      

      

      I’ve spent all day with Thunder and Windbreaker, acquainting them with each other. They’re finally in the paddock together, and everyone’s watching. Luke is on one side, while Mason stands on another.

      I’ve been testing a theory I have, and it seems Thunder’s only problem is large men. He trots over to Luke with no problem, lets my brother touch and pet him the same way he does me, but refuses to go near Mason. And I’ve enlisted all the guys except Blaine and Brantley in my experiment. Even Pops was able to get near him.

      “Here comes Drew!” Brock calls, exiting the barn with another mare, Starlight. She has patches of white in her black hair that look like stars.

      I called Drew a couple of hours ago so he could see what I’d learned. With this new information, I believe Thunder could be rehabilitated into a great riding horse. I’m unsure he’ll ever be a stud; he’s too skittish and potentially volatile to be introduced into that life, but it would be good for him to be around more people again.

      “Adilynn!” Drew’s smile is delighted as he walks over to where I’m sitting on the fence. “It’s damn good to see you with animals again.”

      “Thanks for coming, Drew.” I can’t take my eyes off these two beautiful creatures. With Thunder’s obsidian hair and Windbreaker’s lightness, they’re night and day. They’re complete opposites, meant to be together. “You see how protective he is of her? The way he crowds her away from everyone but Luke and me?”

      “He’s shadowing her.” His voice is thoughtful while he observes as Mason tries to coach Windbreaker over with her favorite treat—an apple.

      “Now watch.” I jump down into the corral and hear Drew’s shocked gasp as I whistle for them both to come over. They do so without hesitance. Thunder even blocks my body from Drew’s.

      “It’s the estrogen; he knows you’re the weaker sex.” Drew’s voice is full of awe. Horses are extremely intelligent creatures, and while this is shocking to witness, it’s also beautiful.

      “Watch the way he is with Luke, though.” I walk over to my brother, who is still standing on the second rung of the fence. Tall enough to reach the animal but not so high that he would be considered a threat.

      “You’re doing great, Ady.” Luke smiles down at me as he reaches out a hand for Thunder’s shoulder, lightly scraping his fingers through the rough hair.

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” I’m so overjoyed right now.

      “Adilynn! Goddammit, what did I tell you!” Brantley’s voice as he jumps over the fence and stands a few feet from Drew is full of anger and admiration.

      I can sense the air surrounding Thunder shift with the knowledge of someone other than me in his pen. “Get down, Luke.” I don’t know how this is going to go, but I don’t want him caught in the crossfire.

      With a gentle hand on Thunder’s neck, I soothe him before taking tentative steps towards Brantley. I keep my body loose and relaxed, with the hopes that Thunder will take his cues from me. Windbreaker, the poor girl, seems torn about the tension surrounding her.

      “What are you doing in here, Brantley?” I’m about five feet from him when I hear Thunder’s impatient steps.

      “Could ask you the same fucking thing, flicka.” His voice is feral. Lord, I love this man.

      “Do you see him? How pliant he was with Luke.” Three feet now.

      “What I saw was you ignoring me when I said you did this with me around only.”

      Two feet. “You said I couldn’t ride him without you here.” I realize I’m poking the bear.

      Growling, he reaches a hand out and pulls me into his arms. “You’re mincing words when you know exactly what I meant.” His lips land on mine in a possessive kiss full of everything he’s feeling: lust, love, fear, pride.

      Thunder’s looming presence remains behind me as Brantley’s hands cup my ass and pinch the bottom of my cheeks. “I told you about these fucking shorts,” he groans against my lips.

      Ignoring his complaint, I keep an eye on Thunder as he circles around us. Gripping one of Brantley’s hands in my own, I bring them to Thunder’s shoulder on his next circle, and he stops. Pressing the strong hand against tense muscle, I move mine away.

      Thunder’s head turns to see what I’m doing, and while his nostrils flare, he doesn’t move other than to click his tongue at us. “He’s growing used to you,” I tell my future husband. “One day, he’ll let you ride him.” I have no doubt.

      “Drew,” I call softly. “I’d like to get a full workup on him now. I think he’ll let us.”

      “I’ll get my bag.” He doesn’t appear as confident as I am, but I know this horse. I know his moods. How much he can take, and when he’ll lash out.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” Brantley hasn’t moved his hand away and starts petting the horse as we wait.

      “I’m positive. Watch and wait, Brantley. Thunder is going to show you just how deep his loyalty runs.”
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          ADILYNN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later.

      

      

      “Adilynn,” Brantley’s groan of pleasure is music to my ears. The feel of his rough, impatient hands in my hair calms me as I slide to my knees on the shower stall floor. “You’re going to be late.” He hisses out a breath when my tongue flicks out to lick the head of his hard cock.

      The flavor of him gets me off faster than anything else can. Unless he’s inside of me. Then I’m completely done for.

      “I won’t be,” I promise, my voice husky with desire.

      “Flicka…” There’s a warning to his tone as I wrap my lips around him. Sucking and laving with my tongue, I feel his body strain with the need to take over. He loves to be in control, and this is the one and only time he allows me to take the lead.

      “Mmm,” I moan against him, letting the vibrations run up and down his hardness as I gently suck him deep into my mouth. His hands fist in my hair, struggling not to yank me closer.

      Scraping my nails up and down his thighs, I set a leisurely pace, giving him just enough to set him on edge as water cascades down our bodies. Closing my eyes, I savor his warmth as I pull back, the veins pulsing against my tastebuds with his every breath.

      Sucking him back to my throat, I can feel the throbbing between my legs intensify, and I tighten my core to hold back my own pleasure. I want this to be about him, a thank you for everything he’s done for Luke and me.

      I love pleasuring my man often, especially when he’s in the shower, wet, hard, and aching for the feel of me wrapped around him in one way or another.

      “Ady.” Brantley’s growl is full of impatience. “I told you not to tempt me, that all this is for your pretty little pussy. I want a baby in you before the year is up. Now, knock that shit off.” I smile as I swallow his cock again before teasingly dragging my lips down and off his length.

      “Whatever you want.” My giggle when he picks me up and slams my back against the shower wall turns into cries of delight when he pummels his cock into my core with aggressive force. “Ohhh.”

      “That’s a good girl.” He shudders against me as his hips piston in and out of my heat. With each passionate thrust, I tilt my hips into him. Feeling the depth he’s getting to, I realize it won’t be long before I come apart.

      “Brantley,” I groan into his neck, nipping the flesh as his movements slow down before picking up speed again. My channel clenches around him, pulling him deeper into my body as his breathing intensifies with his impending release.

      “Fuck, Ady, you feel so good.”

      Together we explode into a state of orgasmic bliss that rivals anything we’ve done thus far. My body tingles in delicious ways as he keeps undulating inside me. The warmth of his seed satiates me as he pushes it as far into my body as he can get, the hopes of planting a baby high for us both.

      “I love you.” His words are soft and sweet. They always are after we make love, no matter how frenetic and dirty it gets.

      “I love you, too.” I can’t help but appear languid as he releases me, and I glide down his body. My nipples brushing his chest hair give me the shivers.

      With a tap on my ass and a kiss on the nose, he says, “Get cleaned up and ready, or you’ll be late.” I watch his muscular ass as he leaves until I can’t see him anymore, and I sigh.

      This past year has been a whirlwind of emotional highs and lows, what with the engagement and quickie wedding on New Year’s Eve. Selling the farm to Faith had been harder than anticipated because my mother didn’t have the deed notarized before signing it over, so all debts fell on her. When the bank couldn’t locate her, the house went into foreclosure, and Faith was able to get it for a steal this past summer.

      Sometimes I think the court took mercy on Luke and me because she left. Even with all the fancy footwork the lawyers did to get me legal custody of Luke, they refused to saddle me with the debt of our home. After the bank took it from us, a suffocating relief had been lifted from my shoulders, and I was finally able to concentrate on the future.

      Luke even took his team to its first championship in over twenty years at the end of football season, and I couldn’t be prouder of the young man he’s turning into. He’s been working hard to keep his grades up while excelling as a quarterback. Scouts have even been keeping an eye on him. One from Notre Dame told me he’s one to watch for over the next few years.

      I couldn’t be happier with my little family than I am at this moment. Even Thunder has taken such a liking to Brantley that he’s the only dominant male the animal will let near him. He’s not 100% yet, but he’s getting there. Drew and I have faith that he’ll keep recovering from his trauma.

      I started back to school at the end of summer after Drew threatened to withdraw his clinic from their courses and no longer make yearly donations. They took me back as long as I finished the classes I had missed from the beginning of the semester. So, while it’s been an exhausting few months, it’s been well worth it, and now I’m back on track to earn my assistant veterinary degree in another two years’ time.

      “You’re still getting Luke today?” I call out to Brantley. With no practice, I won’t be there in time to pick him up, even though I’m working in Drew’s clinic in town. I have to stay until closing every day this week for my practicum.

      “I got him.” His head pops back in the bathroom with a grin as his eyes devour me while I’m soaping up my body. “I’ll have you later.” With a wink, he’s gone, and I’m tingling all over again.

      Our life is good, great even. Far better than I ever imagined when I was a girl and dreaming of getting away from here. When I pictured my white knight, he was in a faraway land, with walls built as high as the treetops. Never did I anticipate a hometown cowboy would change my mind with the sweetest love I’ve ever known.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

        Six years later.

      

      

      

      Standing on the outside looking in brings me a sense of déjà vu as I watch Adilynn with Sand Stone in the corral Thunder once called home. Over the years, she’s been working tirelessly at rehabilitating the broken creature. And finally, after all of her efforts, bruised limbs, and many curses—from me, not her—my wife has the horse ready for her new owner.

      Little Christine Marbury is gearing up for her first barrel race, and she insists Sand Stone is the only horse that can do it with her. Like Thunder, Sand Stone took a shining to a singular person, and that happened to be our little girl. From nearly the moment Darrell brought her to us four years ago, it’s been love at first sight.

      Adilynn has been working with her non-stop ever since.

      With Luke preparing to attend college at Notre Dame, she’s been more occupied than usual, not wanting to say goodbye to her baby brother. I can’t say I blame her either; I’m pretty attached to the kid myself.

      “Daddy!” The children in question come racing over at the mere thought of their names, like normal.

      “How’s she doing in there?” Luke asks, with Christine on his shoulders—a place she loves to be.

      “Said she was ready a month ago,” I tell him. My wife is nothing if not cautious where our girl is concerned.

      “Momma! Daddy says my horse is ready for me!” Christine’s hands cup her mouth as she calls out. Her light blonde hair and hazel eyes are a perfect match to her mother; the two couldn’t be more alike if they tried. “Down, please, Uncle Luke.”

      As he helps her to the ground, he looks up to me. “You ready for this, man? That animal could eat her tiny frame.”

      “Eww, Sand Stone won’t eat me, she loves me.” With that, the princess is off and running, and the aforementioned horse prances over to her as she climbs each rung. Adilynn is there to help her down and show her how to approach the horse, where to go, where not to stand. Our daughter absorbs it like a wet sponge, her attention focused on what her mother is saying.

      I still remember the day Adilynn told me she was finally pregnant. It’s been nearly six years to the day.

      “Brantley?” Ady comes running from the bathroom, looking pale but excited.

      “Are you okay?” She’s been sick a lot lately, and it’s killing me not knowing what to do to help her.

      “Look!” She waves a pink and white stick in my face with double lines, and it takes my brain a full minute to register what it is.

      “You’re pregnant?” I stare at my wife in amazement. We’ve wanted this for what feels like forever. I’ve been trying for over a year to plant my seed. “We’re having a baby?”

      “We’re having a baby!” she screams at the top of her lungs.

      “What is going on?” Luke and Pops are in the doorway, devilish looks on both of their faces.

      “How’d you know?” I ask Pops.

      He shrugs. “I just did. Been through this a time or two. Didn’t want to ruin your surprise.” There’s a tear in his eye as he grins and walks away.

      “A baby, Ady?” Luke’s voice sounds just like mine, full of awe and wonder.

      “A baby, Luke.” She waits, poised for his rejection.

      Luke walks over to her, drops to his knees, and makes a man fucking proud. “Hey there, peanut, I’m your Uncle Luke. You’re going to have the best life.”

      The kid wasn’t wrong.

      “Am I ready for my little girl to get on a horse that hasn’t been ridden in years?” Luke raises a brow at me. “Not in the least.” Squeals of delight abound as Adilynn assists Christine onto the mare’s back as the animal dances happily in place. No, I’m not ready. “But damn, does she look good up there.”

      “That she does. You realize she’s going to conquer every race there is on that horse?” The kid laughs as he walks away, his truck packed half full and ready to leave for school as soon as he watches his niece practice with the damn horse.

      “Well, Brantley, what do you think? Will she be a star?” Adilynn smiles with more pride than the day we had Christine, as she trots around the pen.

      Life’s funny sometimes. You think you have everything you ever wanted in the world, then boom! You get smacked upside the head by a quiet blonde bombshell, and nothing makes sense anymore. Your priorities shift, and there, right before your eyes, like a beacon of hope, is the one thing you know will always be your guiding light.

      “You did good, flicka, real good.” We stand, watching, like the adoring parents we are as the two race around the barrels in perfect harmony. Gold in their future.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Luke

      

      

      

      For more than half my life, I watched Ady struggle to accept her place in this world and who she was as a person. For half my life, I watched as the woman who was supposed to love us both burn and reject her at every turn. For my whole life, I’ve been loved and supported so ferociously by that same broken woman that I don’t miss the toxic presence that was my mother.

      Adilynn now has everything I’ve ever wished for her and more. Brantley hasn’t just been my brother-in-law, he’s the father I never had. The friend I’ve always needed and the man I’ve looked up to when deciding what I would do with my life.

      Because of Brantley, I’m going to a prestigious college on a full academic scholarship. He told me football wasn’t everything, and I couldn’t predict the future. If I were ever to get injured, I’d lose the scholarship, my life…everything. He encouraged me to have a backup plan, and he was right.

      Driving away from the ranch after watching Christine hop on Sand Stone has me feeling proud of where I come from and how our lives have turned out. With a 1300-mile drive ahead of me, I’m leaving the Running M Ranch with peace in my heart for myself, Adilynn, and Christine.

      I know Brantley will take care of them so I can find myself.

      Who knows, maybe I’ll be as lucky in love as they are and find my soulmate early in my journey through life.
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          ADILYNN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four Years Later.

      

      

      If you’d have asked me when I was a ten-year-old girl if this was how I pictured my life, even then, I’d have laughed in your face and told you, you were crazy. But here I am…here we are. Married to the man of my dreams for a decade. A champion barrel racing daughter ready to take on the world. Two mutton-riding twin boys with dreams of being bull riders who also love nothing more than giving me heart palpitations, and one more surprise baby coming along in a few months’ time.

      If you’d have asked me four years ago if I saw Luke getting drafted to the NFL, I’d have screamed a resounding yes from any and every rooftop. My faith in his ability to make his dreams a reality never wavered.

      If you’d have asked if I thought he’d be getting married before his first season started, nobody would have been more shocked than me.

      When Luke met Gracie Marshall at the beginning of the school year, he was instantly smitten. His life no longer revolved solely around football, it became about Gracie and then football. And he made it work.

      “If you don’t stop crying, I’m going to have to do something about it,” Brantley growls in my ear as we watch the man we raised together tie his life to a woman who is his perfect match.

      “I can’t help it,” I whisper back. “It’s these damn hormones.” His hands go straight to my belly, rubbing it in soothing circles.

      “Worth it, though.” He grins with the cockiness of a man who absolutely has no shame about knocking me up after I’d had my tubal ligation when the twins were born. As it turns out, that procedure is not always foolproof.

      “Of course.” I don’t regret our surprise for anything in the world.

      Christine is standing up for Luke as his best girl, because no matter the distance or the time between visits, they are still the best of friends. A relationship I am forever grateful for. They have always been two peas in a pod, even when Christine was leery about Gracie when they first met. The older woman won my daughter over quickly; however, after learning that Gracie was also a barrel racer when she was younger. Christine couldn’t get the two of them down the aisle fast enough today.

      “I can’t believe he’s getting married.” Faith leans forward from her seat behind us to murmur in my ear. A year after her return to town, Blaine finally claimed the fiery woman he’d been in love with for years.

      Their courthouse nuptials are talked about to this day after Blaine carried her over his shoulder into the building and forced her to make a choice: take him then or let him go. She obviously chose right because they are now sickeningly in love.

      “Me either. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around the fact that he’s even old enough.” We share a quiet laugh as the newlyweds seal the deal with a scorching kiss that has Christine gagging and punching my brother in the leg, giving him a charley horse so he’s forced to release his new bride.

      A lot has changed in Hixson over the years. It’s grown more than I imagined it ever would but continues to retain the small-town charm everyone loves.

      “Is it over now, Mom?” Greyson, my younger-by-three-minutes twin, asks with a bored look on his face. Love is not for my boys. Not yet, anyway.

      “Yes, go, go, have fun.” Luke didn’t want just a typical wedding for him and his bride. Taking into consideration that his niece and nephews would be here, plus Blaine and Faith’s three boys, he also sets up what could be described as an outdoor funhouse for the kids.

      There are bouncy castles, waterslides, ball pits, and so much more. Brantley enlisted some of his newer, younger ranch hands to keep an eye on the kids as well, so the parents wouldn’t have to worry. Though, there might have been threats of lost limbs if anyone got hurt or misplaced. They’re taking their duties seriously.

      “And me?” Brantley grins down at me. To the casual observer, he appears to be gazing lovingly, but I can see his eyes and the inky desire he’s kept leashed, waiting for the opportunity to take me to a private room and ravish me.

      Kissing his cheek as I stand, I don’t answer him as I make my way out the doors to find my brother and new sister. Peering over my shoulder, I bite my lip when I see my husband prowling after me like the predator he is.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brantley

      

      

      

      I fucking love this woman. She’s everything I never knew I would need in this life. She’s kept me sane when I thought accepting my uncle back into our lives would drive me crazy. She loves our family, our ranch, fervidly, protecting everyone she considers to be hers with a ferociousness that would leave the most hardened men quaking in their boots. My wife is the epitome of strength and loyalty.

      Following her out of the barn that we decorated to the nines for Luke’s wedding, I loom in the shadows as she kisses her brother’s cheek and hugs the newest addition to our family. I spot our kids dashing off with Blaine’s towards the children’s area and estimate that I’ll have at least thirty minutes of uninterrupted time with my beauty before she’s needed again.

      I catch her watching me from the corner of her eye. Her hand reflexively moves to the proof of my virility, rubbing her rounded belly like she’s reminding herself that I couldn’t have possibly knocked her up again.

      Everyone thought it was funny as hell when we discovered we were expecting once again. With Christine, Greyson, and Skylar, there was a running joke that all I had to do was look at my wife, and she was pregnant—they might not be wrong. Even though it took a while with our daughter, as soon as we decided to try again, Adilynn became pregnant with twins. At that point, she believed that our children rounded out our family perfectly, and accepted the suggestion of permanent birth control when the doctor mentioned her need for a c-section.

      However, life is funny, because a few weeks before getting pregnant for this third time, my sweet wife confided that she wished we could have just one more. So imagine our surprise when her wish was granted.

      “Wife,” I growl when she grows closer to me, with the same shy smile on her face she always flashes when she knows I’m ravenous for her.

      Sneaking up to the house, I lock the front door and pin her against it, careful to cover her belly with my hand.

      “You’re always protecting us,” she sighs, rubbing her ass back in my rigid length.

      “My sole mission in life.” I kiss along her neck, nibbling on the flesh under her jaw, causing her to squirm.

      “Mmmm,” Ady moans, arching back, begging without words for me to fill her up. Making quick work of unfastening my pants, I lift the flowy part of her dress and tear the panties from her body, bringing the delicate fabric to my face and inhaling her sugary musk before stuffing them in my pocket.

      “You ready for me, flicka?” Pinning her wrists above her head with one hand, I snake around her front to play with her taut bundle of nerves and discover she’s soaked for me. “Yeah, you are,” I groan.

      Her legs spread, making room for me as my cock finds her little honey pot like a heat-seeking missile and slowly slides home. “Brantley, please.” I love hearing her beg.

      “Anything you want, filly.” And I prove it, eliciting one orgasm after another until she’s too exhausted to support her own weight anymore.

      Holding her against my body, I give her one more explosive orgasm before finding my own relief and unloading inside her supple body.

      “You know how much I love you?” I kiss up her neck until she turns her head to grace me with her lips.

      “Almost as much as I love you,” she teases.

      “Woman,” I growl, taking her mouth hard and fast. She always has to one-up me, and it’s a damn good thing I like it.

      

      
        
        The End!
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        From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes an all new series about three brothers who love harder, fiercer, and obsessively more than the last.
I am Cross Malcolm
And I get. What's. Mine.
Cattle are simple.
You take care of them; they take care of you.
Women, not so much.
They're fickle, stubborn and emotional.
They're time consuming and unapologetic.
And yet, I can't live without her.
She's passion and sin.
Heartache and innocence. 
Isabella Sharp is every man's weakness.
She'll bring me to my knees.
And in return I'll worship her with my dying breath.
I am Cross Malcolm
After the secrets and through the lies…
Past the darkness and into the light…
I get what's mine.
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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