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Pain comes in a feast of flavors, and there are few I haven’t tasted.

But this moment, looking at her, this is a beautiful, brilliant new sort of pain.  It’s like a heartbreak for something yet to happen.  A lurching, crackling monster in my chest, from the first time I spotted the turn of her head across the practice ring.

She’s mounted on an enormous chestnut gelding whose rusty brown coat matches the neat bun at the nape of her neck.  The contrast between the glowing color of her hair and the translucent cast of her angel skin makes my mouth water.  Her back is straight accentuating her front.  I immediately harden at the sight of her.

I straighten my own back, unconsciously stiffen my walk, wanting to stand upright when I look at her.  She guides her horse over to a waiting groom who gathers the reins in his hand as she gracefully dismounts. 

My thoughts turn to catching her before she hits the ground.  The way her soft curves would feel against the stiff erection filling the front of my pants.  She smiles, and my knees nearly buckle.  There is a lightness in her walk, an air about her that is unlike anything I’ve felt before.  It’s radiating toward me, a gravitational pull latching onto my core, and I don’t even know her name.

Yet.

I shake my head. Yet? Where did that come from? I have to adjust myself as much as possible without drawing attention.  The growing length under my black dress pants will not yield to my thoughts of control, and I bring my cane around, centering it in front of my rising dick.  I cup both hands on the top of the cane in hopes it will shield any passersby from the clear outline of my stiff cock. 

My professional demeanor is the standard upon which my training program and reputation are built, and I’ve never reacted to someone like this before.  I’m known for my reserved manner, my exacting standards, and my results in bringing former equestrian champions back to the ring after serious trauma. Be that physical, mental or more often a combination of both.  

I don’t think the sight of my pants tented is quite the image people have of me.

For a moment, I lose myself looking at her again.  The nagging thought that I’m needed elsewhere taps inside my brain.  But tearing myself away from her feels wrong.  

But, my own student is counting on me. I grind my teeth together until it hurts, fighting to pull my eyes away from the young woman across the riding ring – a young woman who seems to have some wire attached to my heart. Because every time I try to look away, there is a sharp pain in my chest. 

I’m not sure how much longer I stand there watching the young woman walking through her routine again.  She’s the perfect blend of curved softness and impeccable sophistication.  I watch as her lips move, she’s talking to herself and more than anything I want to listen to every word. Know all her secrets.

I nearly jump out of my skin when Nancy appears on my right.

“Mr. Sawyer?”  My student is nearly thirty years old, and an experienced, professional rider. Her brunette hair is neatly twisted at the base of her helmet. This is appropriate and expected at this level. She’s dressed in her tailored jacket and high neck white shirt, leading her mount next to my place at the gate of the indoor practice ring. 

“Yes, Nancy.”  I shift again, giving her a reserved smile and holding my cane close in front of my out of control erection.  I make sure her eyes are with me before I continue.  “You can do this.  I believe in you.  Training meets preparation meets success.”

“Thank you.” Her eyelids flutter. “I’m nervous.”  She leans a shoulder into Grand Teton her enormous bay gelding’s neck who answers her by curving his head around her.

“Close your eyes and remember who you are.  You are the leader; your horse wants to trust you, but first you have to trust yourself.”  I swallow, fighting the urge to look back into the ring.  

Nancy does as I say, shuts her eyes and her horse lets out a low snort, dropping his head a few inches as he stands calmly by her side.

“You cannot simply say the words.  You need to believe it. In the deepest part of you, you have to believe that you are the leader.  Grand Teton will feel that and follow you anywhere.  You’ve done the work.  I’m proud of you.”  I’m uncomfortably warm even though the day is cool.  A temperate breeze breaks through the open doors of the massive riding arena bringing with it the sounds and smells of the beautiful day outside.

Nancy sighs as her chest fills, and her shoulders move back.  My body ignites in another flash of heat when I see movement out of the corner of my eye in the ring.  My skin ripples and tingles and I am baffled by my visceral reaction to this unknown young woman. I’ve barely set my eyes on her for more than a few seconds, but she’s known to me in other ways.  Ways I didn’t understand until right now.

“Thanks.”  Nancy speaks and I flinch, so lost in my lustful thoughts.  “I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for you.”

I shake my head and give her a controlled smile.  I should lay a hand on her shoulder, give her some physical touch to sooth her, but I never touch students unless it is to adjust a leg or correct a movement.  It’s nothing personal, keeping things strictly professional serves both student and teacher.  

When I see her take a deep breath, I continue.  “You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”  I nod at her.  “When you came to me six months ago, do you remember?”

She bites her lip and nods.  She leans her face into Grand Teton’s shiny, perfectly groomed neck and inhales.  “I was a mess.  I remember shaking so bad you just sat with me for over an hour on the bench in the ring.  Just talking about this and that.  Then just when I thought you were going to make me get on a horse, we went for a walk.  It was a great day.”

“Yes. Well, you could call it that.  It was a new beginning.  Now look at you?  Ready to rise up and show everyone what it means to fight your way back to the top.  Who said a shattered pelvis, five broken ribs, and a collapsed lung would keep you from competing again?” I fight the grin that is threatening to take over my face.  I’ve been known to curve my lips upward, but a full smile for me is rare, especially with my students.

She wraps one hand around Teton’s snout, moving in to give the enormous bay a kiss on the side of his cheek. Then she chuckles in agreement. “It wasn’t the broken bones, you know.”  She speaks softly into the horse’s face.  We both know.  

This is a precarious sport, full of powerful beauty and unexpected outcomes. Persuading a thousand-pound animal to do as you wish is a thrilling honor but they are still unpredictable, and Nancy didn’t just take a horrific fall during her warm up at the Dublin International Eventing competition. She also landed in the path of an oncoming horse who couldn’t avoid her and who’s front two feet landed on her when he came down off a jump.  She’s lucky to be alive.

“I know.”  I nod.  “Now go get your head right, get in there and bring that first place ribbon back with you.  You deserve it. You are the best.  Keep your eyes up, your heart and your hands soft.  Imagine the perfect ride in your mind’s eye and then follow through.  Go!”

I toss my head in the direction of the open door of the practice arena urging her to move away, and she pats Grand Teton on the neck before turning him firmly. She walks him to a mounting block where one of our grooms is waiting.  I watch her mount up then walk outside where she will move into the que to ride her course.  

Finally I’m able spin around, anxious to make sure the beauty in the ring is still there.  A flash of anger courses through me for letting her out of my sight at all.  

My heart sinks when I find the practice ring empty. I swivel my head around, but there’s nothing.  Shutting my eyes and clenching my teeth together, I tell myself to let it go.  After all it was just a look.  One look.

But I know better.  

There hasn’t been a woman in my life for a long time.  Over ten years now.  Truth is, I don’t know if there will ever be a woman in my life again.  The last time I had someone in my life, it ended when I saw my then best friend pulling his dick out her. Let’s just say I haven’t been back in the game since.

The worst part of that situation was they’d started up together when I was still in the hospital after my injury.  Laying there with my leg in traction, not sure I would walk out of that hospital with my leg at all.  

It’s the invisible injuries that are hardest to heal, as I tell all my students now.  The rebuilding of trust.

After my injury, there was no question my competition days were over.  Warner, the owner of the barn where I rode, offered to make me head trainer and I produced three world champions in the next few years.  That’s where I’ve stayed all these years, although now I specialize in re-training and rehabbing riders and horses.  But I have a world class staff that work under me producing some of the best amateur and professional riders in the world.  

After the incident with my former best friend Travis, I made sure he figured out he was no longer welcome on the team nor in the barn, and Warner backed me up.  Travis made his way to another facility about fifty miles north of where I now still train.  Our sport is a small world, and I’ve made peace with seeing him, but my trust was shattered that day, and I’ve never had the desire to take that risk again.

It wasn’t even that I cared all that much for the girl, it was the fact that the closest people in your life can make the choice to hurt you in your most vulnerable times.  

Besides, this business is just that – business.  And I don’t like things messy.  Or complicated.  I spend eighteen hours a day working, and this is my life. I’m comfortable with the way things are.

A low groan rumbles out of me as I spin on my good leg to start in the direction where my own student headed off.  She’s on deck next, and I need to be standing in my usual spot so she can feel my support.  Licking my lips and squeezing my eyes shut for a moment to block out the vision of the beauty in the ring, I flip my cane up and around and step forward.

I open my eyes just in time to hear someone cry out just as my cane smacks her in the face.

“Oh, dang it! Holy cow.”  A pained voice cuts through me like a diamond blade to my heart. Her hands cover her nose, and she nearly doubles over.

It’s her. The throbbing in my cock returns with a fervor.

“Shit, I’m sorry.”  There’s that pain in my chest again, but this time, it fills my entire torso and trickles down to pool in places long forgotten.  

When I turned, I flipped my cane up and spun it around. It’s just one of the bad habits I seem to have picked up. Usually it’s just annoying, but this time I whacked her right in the nose with the solid, sterling silver horse’s head that tops the carved walnut stick.  “Are you okay?”  The words come out in a horrified burst.

There are people milling around outside, going on with their day, while inside me a conflict of epic proportions rages.  She’s right here –I can reach out and touch her– but I’ve hurt her, and that thought is twisting inside me, causing my stomach to tighten and lurch.

She’s still holding her nose, and I think if I see a trickle of blood come out I may just die.  Whomever she is, I’ve hurt her, and that is unforgivable.  No one should hurt her. Ever.

Of all my senses, it’s her scent that brands me first.  A near mind-numbing blast of some magical perfume, defying definition, runs through me like an electric current.  It’s not just sweet either, more like fresh ginger and lilacs, and my skin ignites with a palpable energy.

“Are you okay?”  I repeat because I need to know.  The words come out in a husky grunt between the thumping of my heart into the wall of my chest.

When her eyes finally come up, I’m gone.  The swirling inside my head is now a tornado inside my body.  Her eyes must be spun from turquoise and sapphires, but right now they are filling with unshed tears, and I hate that I’ve caused this.

A high-pitched, unsteady moan comes out of her, and my heart beats so fast I’m about to keel over. The pained sound mixes with a stifled giggle and my eyes pin on her face.

“Travis said this would be a tough event” Her voice hits me in places I didn’t know were still alive, and the sudden urge to pull her against me is almost stronger than I can fight.  “You studied at the Tonya Harding School I guess.”  She drops her hands from her nose with another musical giggle.

She straightens up, and I lean in, trying to make sure her nose isn’t bleeding or swollen, and she smiles at me.  

“Here.”  I reach to my back pocket, producing a perfect white square of folded cotton.  It’s an old gentleman’s custom, carrying a handkerchief, but one I am happy as fuck I’ve continued even as this century has forgotten some of the subtleties of being a true gentleman.

Suddenly, I process what she just said.

“You train with Travis?”  The horror that I may have injured her has now multiplied a hundred fold and a river of fire runs over my skin. “You’re his student?”

“Yes.”  She wiggles her nose, pinching it between two fingers before shaking her head and dropping her hand to her side.  “I’m new.  Sort of. This is my first international level event.  I’m not off to a great start.”  She brushes both her hands over her chest, and she must be brushing away some invisible dust because she is immaculate.  The dark, fitted blazer is cut perfectly around what has to be the world’s most stunning set of tits. 

She’s not tall, but not short either.  She’s filled out in a way that feels as though her body was created just for my hands to cup and discover.  Curves top above her waist like a Hollywood starlet from the golden age.  Her hips balance out below with just as much soft wonderment as my mind can take right now.

I stutter out more words of apology.  “I am so sorry. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. But I should go.”  With a frantic swivel of her head, I’m suddenly filled with anger because I’m sure she’s looking for Travis.

Even with her power still draining the blood from my brain, I manage to think of how to keep her with me longer.  “I was just walking over to watch my student.”  I raise my cane in the direction I know she needs to go.  “Are you sure you don’t want me to get you some ice?”  I need her to stay with me for at least a moment longer, so I move toward the open doors of the indoor area toward the outside where the hustle and bustle of spectators, grooms, trainers, riders, and horses make for a hectic energy.

I’m more aware than usual of my limp and the weight I place on my cane as I step forward.

But, I’m lost her eyes which remind me of blue glitter, and when she raises them to meet mine with a soft curve on her full, pink lips, I’m sure my heart stops.  My dick’s been taking a decade-long sabbatical, but he’s back with a vengeance and walking with an erection the size of mine takes concentration.

Mine. 

That word hits me with its new meaning.

Mine.  I need her to be mine.

That thought slams around inside my head, making it hard to breathe.  No woman has ever affected me this way, and I still don’t even know her name.  But I know her scent. Something primal is going on because her smell has imprinted itself so deep inside me already, she’s becoming part of me.  

My brow knits together, and an inner caveman surfaces. I scan the crowd, making sure no other man is looking at her.  My lips are tight, ready to bare my teeth and lash out at anyone that comes too close.  It seems I’ve been asleep for a very long time.  A vampire in a darkened coffin. As though the fresh scent of virgin blood is in the air, and I’ve awakened with a need thumping so deep I’m scaring myself.

“Yes, I need to get out there and find my trainer.  I’m up in the next level seven group.  Travis hates when his students aren’t where he wants them to be.”

My trainer. His student.

I hate those words.  They are my new least favorite words.

The muscles in the back of my neck ache with the tension so thick between us, but I step forward with her.  She stands just to my shoulders. I’m close to six foot five inches, so I’d guess she’s about five six herself.  Perfect size, with curves up top and an ass that has me ready to speak in tongues.  It’s full and ripe, and the way she flutters her eyelashes when she looks at me, then just as quickly looks away, has this new, inner, dominant beast in me ready to guide her onto her knees. 

My cane keeps time with our steps as we snake our way through the crowd, making steady headway through the throngs of other humans and animals. I squint at the bright sunlight.  It’s a stunning day.  Puffs of white clouds slowly make their way from west to east over the late summer sky here in Michigan.  Announcers on loudspeakers fill the air; the hooves of horses clomping by mix the buzz in the air which is no match for the buzzing inside my body.

She flips her head to look at me and finds me looking back at her.  Her eyes questioning, then focusing, and her lips drop open slightly. She draws a quick breath then just as quickly lets it go and I want so badly to feel it against my skin.

She pulls her lips to the side, and I count the seven freckles that dot the middle of her swooping nose.  Her face reminds me of a Romanesque marble statue.  Breathtakingly beautiful and round in all the right places.  Cheeks like ripe peaches fill as she smiles.  “You’re Reed Sawyer.”

It’s not a question, but the sound of my name on those lips reminds me that my heart's purpose is not simply to move blood through my veins.  

“Yes.”  Immediately I feel like a dolt for not introducing myself properly.  This little angel has me forgetting my manners when I need them the most.  

Her fingers come up to cover her lips, a shy, sweet awe spreading over her face.

Her hand lowers from her mouth to tug at the high collar of her white shirt.  “Wow.  The great Reed Sawyer almost broke my nose before my first international competition.  I think that’s good luck.”

The crowd thickens around us; pushing in as we walk the worn grass path to where my student Nancy is ready to mount up and enter the ring.

Before I reply, a man’s voice shouting through the noise of the crowd and I flip my head around to see Travis flapping a hand in her direction with an irritated scowl.  

“Ugh, see?  He’s very particular.  I need to go.”  She jogs forward a few steps, and I’m losing her.  A lump forms in my throat as the space between us increases.

A new sensation courses through me.  Jealousy.  Something I don’t ever remember feeling before.  My fingers turn to fists, tightening with every step she moves closer to him.

“Wait, what’s your—“  I manage before she cuts me off with a disarming smile that sends drops of cum soaking into my underwear. Thoughts of pushing my face between her legs and breathing in her scent for hours on end tumble through my addled brain.

“It was nice to meet you.”  She says as she scurries forward.  “Maybe you’ll get to see my ride.  Might be good luck.  You want to be my good luck charm?”  She crinkles her nose again and rubs it playfully between two fingers before turning and skipping away from me.

She breaks into a run, turning fully away, so I only see the back of her...  The sound of Travis’s shouting at her to hurry up from down the grass track has the hairs on my neck on end.  I want to go lay him out, shove my cane down his fucking throat for speaking to her like that.  

For knowing her at all.  Why him?

I shake my head and grip the top of my cane so hard my knuckles crack.

She’s out of earshot when I finally answer her last question. “I don’t want to be your good luck charm; I want to be your everything.”

C H A P T E R  T W O

Constance
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“Are you part of this team?”  Travis snaps at me the moment I open my mouth to apologize for being late.

“Yes.  I just had an accident. Sort of,” I mumble as my fingers move unconsciously to my nose.

My face is still flaming hot, and there is a vibration coursing through my body that is highly unfamiliar.  My nose is throbbing a bit, but it’s drowned out by all the other unfamiliar feelings I’m processing.  Before I even knew who it was that’d whacked me in the nose with his cane, I felt giddy looking at him from my place inside the practice ring. 

He’d stood there watching me do my walk through, and from the second I looked over his eyes were on me. It was like being thumped in the heart with something hard and soft at the same time.  A kind of jolt that nearly sent me out of my tack.

“You had an accident?  Can you ride or not? Is your head in the game, Stanzie?”

My name is Constance, but ever since I was little most people call me Stanzie.  It was okay when I was younger, but I don’t much like it now. But try telling that to Travis Houghton.  He’s not so great at listening, but he’s good at developing champion riders, so I am lucky he took me on.  

“My head is in the game.”  I nod my eyes down as I kick at a tuft of grass.

Even as I say it, I can’t help but turn my head, and my eyes betray my words as they follow the figure of Reed Sawyer, working through the crowd toward his mounted student.  

I recognize her, the woman on the stunning warmblood. Nancy Morgan won silver at the last Olympics and was a top professional Grand Prix rider. Not too long ago, she took a bad fall that sent her to the hospital and rehab for a month.  Now she’s back, and after only six months in Reed Sawyer’s training program, she is the favorite to win the level nine at this international competition on her mount Grand Teton.  

Travis puffs up his chest before he speaks. “Good, if you are part of this team, you win.  You understand?  We win.”  Travis sweetens his voice and brushes a lock hair off my forehead.  I wince at the contact.  His touch feels like an invasion. I would never just touch someone whenever I liked, not unless it was a very different kind of relationship.

Travis looks like a Ken doll less the friendly smile.  I know many of his students have blurred the lines between a professional and personal relationship with him, but I don’t see the appeal.  I suppose if you were able to gauge simply his attractiveness based on his physical features alone, he’s technically attractive, but as a human, he’s not.  But, like I said, I’m grateful to be part of his team. A good student must trust their trainer and do as they say.

Travis’s eyes are stuck on my chest.  He often does that, and I clear my throat trying to break his locked gaze.  I’m nervous about my practice ride on Ruby, and he is my trainer, so I pluck up my courage and tell him what I’m thinking.

“Ruby seemed a bit off in warm up.”  The words come out less confident than I would like.  I feel like my hat is always in my hand with him.

“Off? Off how?”  He cocks his head sideways with a condescending reply and a forced sweetness. “Be specific.  If there’s a problem, tell me now, and I’ll go pull you from the roster.  My instincts told me you might find a reason to pull out from competition today.  I’m not convinced you’re ready.”  With a dismissive sigh, he turns to step away and my stomach sinks.

“No.”  The pleading sound of my voice only makes me more upset.  “I’m ready.  I’m just saying, she seemed a bit jumpy. Spooky is all.  Not like her usual self.  She was shying at things and even bucked a little at the mounting block.”

“Well, if you want to be a pro, then learn to handle it. Horses get excited before a show; you should know that by now. This isn’t some B level show with your grandma in the crowd.  You want to be here with the big dogs, then nut up.  I’m telling you; there’s nothing wrong with that horse.  I checked her over myself earlier, and she was fine. I breezed her around a few low jumps just to be sure this morning, so the problem is not the horse, sweetheart.”  He pinches my chin, and I flinch, then jerk my head from his touch.

With that, he drops his fingers, and he’s shouting at another member of our team who is mounting up and on deck for her course.  He steps away, then just as quickly spins his head back to look at me with something in his eyes that makes me cross my arms and pull one shoulder toward me ear.

“Your parents came to see me a few minutes ago.  Your father is very excited to see you win today.  His expectations for your performance are high.  Don’t let us down.”  Travis has sucked up to my parents since I started with him, especially my father.  

The sucking up to my family is nothing new. I’m used to the way people change around me and especially around my father.  

The fake smiles, the overly flattering words.  Everyone wants to be my father’s friend, not for friendship sake, but because of the number of zeros in his net worth.  Forbes published their list in last month’s issue, and my father was there for the seventh year running.  

I reach around to try to find my backbone.  Metaphorically of course, but that’s something my father likes to say to me.

I guess when you move up to this level of competition, the kiddy coddling is over. Travis has been tough on me since I started with him eight months ago, but I’m also a better rider for it.  I think.

Yes, I am.  How else would I be here at this kind of competition?  I’m one of the youngest in my class.

My father, on the other hand, he’s been tough on me since the womb.  He’s bigger than life, and I want so badly to make him proud.  But I always seem to fall short.

My chest is constricted, and I know if I’m tense Ruby will feel it too.  I guess it was probably just my own nerves making her jumpy earlier.  I step over to the team tent and pick up my riding crop and stuff it under my arm. 

When I do it, my mind immediately thinks of how Reed stood watching me with his cane under his arm.  With a shake of my head, I’m back to reality, thinking of Ruby and what I can do to be sure she is in the best frame of mind for our ride.

My temples thump with a growing.  I’m nervous, and I’m lucky that Travis is letting me ride Ruby in the first place.  She’s a champion in my amateur riding career. She hasn’t shown what she can do here at this level, but I love her. We have a special bond and even when Travis encouraged me to try a new horse under his training program, I stood strong.  I trust her, and she trusts me.  

Ruby was plenty expensive when my parents bought her, but the horses Travis would like to see me on now?  We are talking millions.  Yep. For a horse.  It’s crazy, and my parents would probably pay it, especially my father if he thought it would make me a ‘winner.’  

But, I’m sticking with Ruby. She and I will show them what we can do. 

I know Ruby was close to a million herself, but my parents have always indulged me and my love of this sport.  I was so thankful for her, but today, my mare just felt odd.  I’m going to trust that Travis thinks it’s me and try to take some calming breaths before my groom brings her back out for my course.

There are sounds and voices from behind me, I turn to see a rider and horse needing some room, so I move out of the way.  Even as I slip between some other grooms and trainers, I catch another glimpse of Reed in the near distance, and my stomach feels like a herd of tiny buffalo are stomping all around.  

He’s standing tall and solid, an energy around him causing an invisible ring where no one steps inside.  He’s facing away from me, and my eyes trace up and down, drinking him in from a safe, anonymous distance.

His perfectly pressed, white, button down oxford spreads across the back of his shoulders like a tight sheet.  His carved wooden cane is tucked under his left arm just like my riding crop and for some reason it makes me shiver.  The immaculate trim of his dark hair follows just above the shirt collar and up around his ears.  I knew he was tall; I’d watched him ride in competitions and on TV for years before he got hurt. 

But in person, he’s a presence unlike any I’ve ever experienced.  I barely came up to his shoulder. I felt like a little kid looking up at their father when he spoke to me.

His features were intense, but there was a deep kindness there as well.  The gray of his eyes was rimmed in a black thread that made me think he only looked at me that way.  Silly and stupid, but they were glistening like a moon reflecting off a still lake. 

The way he looked at me made me want to tell him things.  He spoke without words.  When he licked his bottom lip, I realized how beautiful his mouth was.  Full and soft, not tight and thin like Travis’s.

And yes, I imagined kissing him. 

Even now, with my eyes pinned to his back, unable to break my gaze as I side-step and inch toward where my Ruby will be coming out any minute, I’m hypnotized by the way he stands.  How can standing be sexy?  I swallow hard because standing is definitely sexy when Reed Sawyer does it.

I’d say his body is lean, but still thick in all the right places, and he radiates a calm power, standing nearly a head above most people that move in that wide berth around him.  When he looked at me for that first moment in the practice ring, I honestly thought my knees would give out, and he’d be picking me up off the dirt floor of the riding arena.

It takes effort but with a huff, I turn away and stand straight getting my mind right.  I need to get to Ruby, so I try to get my head in the game and move forward, leaving the vision of Reed Sawyer behind.

I’m younger than most riders in my class here as well.  From the first moment I got a leg over a horse when I was four, it all just made sense to me.  I worked my butt off in school because my parents always told me the only way I could ride was if I kept my grades up.  And, if I brought home less than an A+ my father would probably kill me.  At least that’s how it felt.

Well, I did more than that.  I skipped second grade, and by the time I was fifteen, I’d graduated high school and then finished college in the next three years with a double major in Micro-Biology and French Literature.  It didn’t leave much time for friendships outside of my fellow riders, but I figure if my equestrian career ever fails, I’ll become a vet. But as of right now, I just turned nineteen last month, and my riding career seems to be on the right path.

My parents are most likely in one of the VIP tents. They are good folks I suppose by most standards.  Pillars of the community types.  I’ve heard more than once how lucky I am to have such wonderful and adoring parents. My dad works all the time, so the mere fact that he’s here today only adds to the pressure for me to win. Failure is not in our family’s DNA – he’s reminded me of that enough times over the years.

When I started showing, there was one competition I’ll never forget.  It was raining, and my pony stalled at a jump, slid in the wet sand and I toppled over face-first into the mud.  

Disqualified.

Instead of a reassuring hug and words of comfort, my father informed me that if I embarrassed him alike that again in front of the crowd, he would not come to any more of my shows.

My mother, of course, fluttered around and tried to minimize his harshness because that’s what she does. But dad’s a perfectionist.  It’s gotten him to where he is today.  That’s what he tells me, at least.  

He sits on the board of directors for multiple Fortune 500 companies.  He is still the largest shareholder in Montgomery-Bristol, the equities firm he founded twenty years ago. He lunches with Warren Buffet and is a collector of Picasso and all things flawless and priceless.  

With the image of my father held firmly in my head, I tug my blazer down straight, pull my shoulders back, and take one last glance behind me.  I see Reed Sawyer’s cane meet the grass, and he steps forward, speaking encouraging words to Nancy as she stops to look down and listen to him before she enters the ring to ride her course.  

I should look away and be on my way, but I’m mesmerized.

Nancy nods and smiles.  Nods again, straightening her back, pulling her shoulders back as he speaks. 

The last thing Reed does before Nancy nudges her mount forward is lay a hand on the shoulder of her horse; he bows his head for a moment and then just as quickly looks back up at her. He nods again, tipping his head toward where she will enter the ring for her ride.  She looks peaceful.  Whatever he’d said to her calmed and centered her.  A hot flash of jealously burns inside me. Not because I see anything other than a professional trainer and his student, but because I want all of those moments with him.  As though they belong to me already.  

I long for the clear connection and the trust she has with her trainer.  It would be an honor to be his student but thoughts of what else I’d like to be with him burn in a different part of my body.

As Nancy’s horse eases forward, Reed squares his shoulders and takes his proud stance; his attention intently focused on his student.  The flock of butterflies that have taken up residence inside my stomach take flight again.

I swallow hard. The contrast of his hulking, ominous presence being soft and gentle in such an anxious moment, right before a competition, sends a quiver down the indent of my spine.  

Travis’s style is more sandpaper than silk, although he throws in the occasional “sweetheart,” “honey,” or some other thinly veiled offer for our relationship to be more than professional, I’ve managed to keep my distance from all that.  My experience with dating has been minimal at best, and the experience I do have frankly sucked...

This part of my life takes up nearly every hour of the day, so boys or men have been a low priority for me.  The few dates I’ve had over the years were pitiful.  No, they were painful.

The last one ended with a disgusting grope at my left breast, and a thick tongue jammed between my lips.  I figured if that’s what dating is all about, I’ll stick with horses, thank you very much.

But, something tells me today that things could be very different with the right man.  I’m suddenly a giddy schoolgirl, the thought of Reed Sawyer, the famous rider, and teacher, has thrown some kind of seductive pixie dust on me.  I take one last look at his broad form, standing tall and straight, as Nancy circles her mount outside the waiting gate.  

The fluttering from my stomach moves lower as his long legs, and a behind that created the word sexy, step back. He settles his cane in front of him, and a wet spot grows in my panties.

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Reed
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“You see that?”  Bennet Webster’s voice echoes behind me as my student Nancy takes the last jump in her perfect round.  I’m so fucking proud of her I feel like a father watching his own daughter.

That’s how this works for me; I’m an all or nothing person.  Anyone I train, I give them my all and I get more satisfaction from watching them fight back and win than I would if I were the one out there.

“Yep.  I see,” I answer.

Bennet’s a friend from years back.  He was my personal, full time groom once upon a time, in my glory years.  He’s a funny guy.  Stands about to my chin loves his job and is loyal to a fault.  Wouldn’t even take on new clients when it was obvious to everyone I could never ride again.  At least not as a competitor.  

He also loves Star Wars.  And I guarantee, under his team polo he’s wearing a Darth Vader T-shirt and black boxers.  

“You’re a miracle worker.”  He crosses his arms and watches Nancy give Grand Teton a huge pat on his neck as she comes through the last gate, beaming with pride on a flawless round.

“Naw. No miracles.  I just see the potential. I understand the fear.”

“Yeah, you also know she’s a piece of hot tail herself.”  Bennett chuckles, shifting on his feet with a bob of his eyebrows.

He’s quirky, and a friend, but he’s got his flaws.

“I don’t see it that way.”  A growing agitation tightens inside me.

“Yeah?  You could have a stable full of split tails ready and waiting for your personal enjoyment.  I already got myself taken care of in the back of Molly MacMillion’s horse trailer. You know, these shows are as good as a house full of drunk sorority girls.  All you need to do is snap your fingers, and you’d have them on their knees, all frothing for a piece of you.”

“You know what?”  My voice sharpens as I snap my head around to glare at him.  “You should show more respect.  I don’t need to hear that sophomoric, locker room bullshit, and you shouldn’t be saying it.  Be a man.  Boys brag men don’t need to.”

I usually ignore this side of him, or roll my eyes and stay silent when he recounts his conquests, but for some reason today my fuse is shorter than usual.  I’ve never been one to enjoy that kind of low brow male bravado anyway, but right now my tolerance is zero.

Don’t get me wrong, in the past, my mind has been filthy with thoughts of all the things I want to do someday.  With the right woman.  I’d imagine all the ways I would cherish and worship her.  

Make love to her and fuck her until her legs gave out and the only word she knew would be my name.  But, I would never date a student, and after what had happened before, all those years ago, I don’t think I could ever fully trust a woman again.  And over the years with what I see going on in this Peyton Place of a sport?  Until today, my dick hasn’t even gotten hard at the sight of a woman. Around these shows, it’s always who’s cheating on who, who’s swapping boyfriends and girlfriends, and that shit just isn’t for me.  

Maybe it’s that same gentleman in me that still carries a handkerchief, but my idea of love and relationships don’t fit with today’s hook-ups and casual encounters.  I believe in a one and only.  Complete devotion, loyalty, honesty and commitment.  I must be living in the dark ages, though because I have yet to see those traits exhibited by any of the couples I know.  

Bennet’s laugh interrupts my thoughts.  He shakes his head, staring me up and down before continuing.  “It’s a waste, man.  If only I had your looks, your whatever it is, I’d be knee deep in— “

“I have to go,” I cut him off, stepping away. 

I know the next words out of his mouth may cause me to say something that I might regret later, and Nancy is coming around her closing circle and will be out of the ring momentarily.  I always greet my students when they come off the course. Win or lose, every ride is a success in my book.  A learning experience, ribbon or no ribbon.

There is always this small rush that comes with the completion of every ride, and I feel it right along with my students.  I’m in motion toward Nancy. My leg aches as I grip the top of my cane, urging myself forward through the constant pain, hoping Nancy can see the pride in my eyes.

She comes around to the exit gate, Grand Teton prancing through. Horses know when they’ve done well, and they both have an unmistakable glimmer in their eyes.  Nancy is patting the gelding’s neck and speaking calmly, telling him what a good job he’s done as I limp my way closer.

I open my mouth to give her some well-deserved praise, when behind my left shoulder I hear a woman’s yelp, then gasps from the crowd.  Before I turn my head, sounds of voices raised in excitement and the bang of something big hitting the aluminum barn wall.  

Nancy maneuvers toward me on Grand Teton as I flip my head around toward the scuttle and noise from behind.  

I see the back of a mounted rider, their helmet obscuring any identifiable features, but whoever it is, it doesn’t take more than a second for me to surmise they are losing control of their horse.

Adrenaline immediately rockets through my veins. These magnificent animals can be as dangerous as any weapon.  The huge horse spins, other riders on the ground are grasping for the reins, but the horse turns and kicks out, the mounted rider doing her best to calm the anxious horse, but it’s not working.

“Wasn’t that amazing?”  Nancy’s excited voice comes from my right and I turn to look up at her.  She hasn’t noticed the commotion, her eyes twinkling, still lost in her excitement.

“Yes, a perfect ride,”  I manage to say as my eyes dart back to see the horse and rider moving toward the barn again and for a moment I think they have managed to get things under control.  

I dart my eyes back to see Nancy’s face fill with a broad smile.  She drops her reins, and Grand Teton stands in place, breathing heavily from the effort he’s put forth.  Nancy is leaning down to grasp the enormous animal around the neck with both arms in a congratulatory hug.  Just then, a terrified scream shakes me from my left, the pounding sound of hooves and the crowd’s gasps turn to the shrieks of panic.

I flip my head back around, my available hand instinctively reaching for Nancy’s loose reins, but my eyes are drawn, and my attention turns away before I can grab the leather strap.  “Oh my God,” I mutter, my mind racing as I see the horse near the barn rear up.  Standing almost vertical on its hind legs, the rider’s face cast with terror. But that’s not what freezes me in place.

It’s her.  The sapphire blue eyes are wide filled with fear, her mouth agape was her horse slams its front feet to the ground surging her face forward into his neck, throwing her even more off balance.  Her mount digs in and barrels forward, knocking two people to the ground. And she’s heading straight toward Nancy and Grand Teton.

And me.

But I don’t care about me, only about them.

“Nancy!”  I shout, louder than I should, and Grand Teton jumps at my voice, sending Nancy off balance as she frantically tries to sit up and regain the reins.  “Go!  Get out of the way!”  I push at Grand Teton’s shoulder giving the animal a gentle smack on his hind quarters, but it’s futile. Teton is a solid fifteen hundred pounds and already has a look of terror in his eyes.

Just as Nancy sits up and grasps the situation, the other horse is bearing down on us. The terrified animal’s nostrils are open wide, the whites around his eyes showing.  Nancy kicks at Teton’s sides, pulling his head to the right just as the chestnut mare with the beauty that already tugs at my heart is on top of us.

Time is running out, the crowd now screaming. Nancy is fighting to move but the chestnut is galloping and closing in on us, out of control. My beauty’s horse hits the fence just to our left, spinning around, bucking and kicking out, smacking Grand Teton in the side of the head as Nancy tries to pull him around.

The crazed mare reacts, rearing up and screeching, spinning my way as I’m barely able to miss being barreled over.  Blood explodes from Grand Teton’s head.

“Nancy, here!  Dismount!”  I manage to grab one of Teton’s reins, holding on as he jerks and pulls, tearing the leather through my palm, burning as I reach up with a single open arm, my cane falling at my feet.

Instinct kicks in and Nancy knows what to do.

She’s an experienced horsewoman, and the best place to be in a situation like this is not on top of an injured and frightened animal. In one swoop she flings her leg over the back of the horse and down into my waiting arm, her legs crumpling under her, but just as quickly she is back upright, her hands securing the other rein as Teton backs away, his powerful legs digging into the dirt desperately trying to be anywhere but right here.

“Take him!”  I point and yell.

Grand Teton wants nothing more than to be somewhere else, so when his trusted rider runs forward with his reins in her hand he more than gladly follows.

“Get him to the vet!”  Blood is dripping down from the gash on his head as they run in the other direction from the chaos.

As I’m shouting orders at her, there is more crashing to my right.  I don’t want to lift my eyes, but I react automatically, spinning on my good leg and lurching forward as the chestnut mare takes off at full gallop into the solid wooden fence surrounding the riding ring. I’ve seen a lot of things happen at horse shows, but this is one of the most out of control horses I’ve ever seen.

My heart stops, I should have done something more.

Travis comes running, but it’s too late, the mare is completely in flight mode. Everything seems to slow down.  The angel I’d met this morning is on top of a speeding freight train as I watch her hold on for dear life.

The crowd is going crazy. I take off at as much of a run as my shattered leg will allow, lurching over the broken boards of the fence with my arms high above my head, trying to draw the terrified animal’s attention.  Something is very wrong with her horse.  Experienced riders and horses do not react like this unless they are hurt or something else is going on.

“Whoa!”  I use a calm, commanding voice, just loud enough to draw attention, but just as the horse looks up, Travis comes out to scream at the rider. The horse bolts straight forward toward him, and he dives behind a solid wooden double gate jump, the horse heading straight for him.

She’s doing whatever she can to control the animal, and finally, the beauty can grab one rein to do what we call an emergency turn. She pulls with all her strength on one rein, forcing the horse’s head to turn. With the mare’s head facing in the other direction, she slows down, at least for the moment, following her nose as horses do.

“Keep pulling, circle her!”  I’m within ten feet now, stumbling in her direction and the horse is slowly turning my way, but she’s still crazed. She bucks and rears, the rider, has the reins ripped from her hands, and I see what is coming next before it happens.  

“Please—” Her eyes train on me in a look of such horror my heart stops beating.

The horse jets forward, crashing through the first set of poles on the jump that Travis cowers behind, trips, then comes tumbling down, falling head first into the next jump, throwing the terrified beauty straight into the solid wooden pole that holds up the horizontal wooden poles.

It’s all in slow motion, but I still can’t get there fast enough.  Her helmet smacks the wood, her body flipping end over end with the force and forward motion, her mount coming down with her as her boot is caught in the stirrup and the enormous animal collapses to the ground next to her.  The mare’s front feet paw in the sand and each time she struggles she hits my beauty in the helmet until the strap finally gives out. As I throw my body over hers, the horse brings down a final hoof blow, straight onto the top of her unprotected skull.

I block two more hoof beats with my back, the pain barely registering until the animal falls still.

An eerie silence falls, pulsing around us.  My heart beats deafening in my ears. The enormous mare, exhausted, lays gasping for air.  But all I care about is the raspy breaths of the angel under me.

I’m spitting dirt as I lift my body from hers to reach over and frantically free her foot from the stirrup in case the animal finds the strength to have another go.

Her hair is wild around her head, the formerly neat bun at the nape of her neck a tangled mess.  The dust from the sand and the flailing horse settles on her, and as I look down, I’m as terrified as I’ve even been. And yet a spark is lit inside me.

She is a fragile doll, and she looks broken, but her eyes flutter open. The shimmering blue is unfocused for a moment before she rests her gaze on my face.  I want nothing more than to scoop her up and fix her.  Take her somewhere with me and be sure she’s safe from now on.

“You’re okay.”  I brush some dirt from her cheek, praying silently that my words are true.

“Ruby.”  Her raw voice croaks out and her mare to my right is still breathing hard. Travis is on his knees next to the animal now and a swarm of people are running our way.

“She’s okay,” I lie, because clearly that horse is not okay.

I raise my head and my voice.  “Where’s the fucking EMT?”  There is always an ambulance and EMTs at every event, and they need to be here right fucking now.  

My fingers gently cradle her head.  The sight of her soft curves laying on the ground at such an unnatural angle makes me feel sick.  I’m desperate to pull her into me, scoop my hands under her, but I don’t dare.  I could hurt her even more so I brush my free hand over her head from the forehead back, and then I freeze...

I lift my fingers to see the crimson smears, and my heart is in my throat.  I settle my palm softly over where I feel the blood.

Her hair is matted and soaking, an enormous bump is raising on the left side of her head where Ruby’s hoof smashed against her head, and I know the rising injury is bigger than it should be in such a short time.

“Hurry the fuck up!  Someone get the fucking ambulance!”  My voice cracks, and I don’t understand why people are just standing around looking.  I hate them all right now, anyone that is not helping is on my shit list.

She coughs softly and I look down. “Please,” she whispers.  Her eyes turn watery and my heart melts.  She raises one hand and I take it in mine.  She holds on so tight that I don’t ever want to leave.  “Help me.”  Her eyes close and the stomping of feet comes from behind.

Before I can say anything to comfort her, two paramedics and the doctor are on us.  It takes all my will to tear myself away and let them work, but it’s what’s best for her and that’s all I want.

Travis is standing now, a vet and two assistants tending to the mare on the ground.  The look on his face seems distant, disconnected, like he’s thinking of something other than the safety of his injured student.  Our eyes meet and a fury ignites inside of me when he glances away.  His eyes light on the gasping mare lying in the center of the broken fence.  He bites his lip and looks at his watch, and thoughts of how I’d like to kill him play in a loop in my mind.

He looks back at me for only a split second, then he glances back over his shoulder.  Suddenly, his demeanor changes, then he steps forward to lean over his student, my beauty, displaying a sudden dramatic concern.

I struggle to my feet as the paramedics and doctor crowd me out.  A screaming woman and a distinguished looking man break through the gathered circle of people, settling on both sides, flanking Travis.

He looks at me one last time, and I hope he understands what my eyes are saying because he and I have some scores to settle very soon.  I’m done playing.

C H A P T E R  F O U R

Reed
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The sun is up and my face is in my hands as I sit in the world’s most uncomfortable chair.

“Sir.”  A woman’s voice breaks through my foggy thoughts.

I look up to see a familiar face. “Yes?” This nurse has become my best friend since I took up residence in the main hospital waiting room. I’m pretty sure it’s pity I see in her eyes but I don’t care.

“I’m not supposed to tell you this.”  Her dark skin and broad smile give me some comfort. If it was bad news I don’t think she’d be smiling.  “But Miss Montgomery is stable and they’re moving her out of ICU and down to a regular room.  Maybe you should go home and get some rest, then come back later. You gotta be tired.”

Constance was delivered here to Hartford Memorial yesterday afternoon, and has been in the ICU ever since while they monitored her head injury.

I am not allowed up on the ICU floor because according to the hospital I’m not family.

This sounds crazy, but when they said that it made me mad.  I think of how she looked at me, how much she needed me while I cradled her head and tried to give her some comfort.  

And I needed her, too.  Some connection unlike anything I’ve ever felt before stirred like an unearthed beast within me, and I’ve been sitting here in the lobby, trying to find out anything I can about her condition.

“Thank you, Melanie.  I’ll stay.”

The kind, maternal look in the nurse’s eye has become familiar.  

“Suit yourself.” She drops her voice to a whisper. “I’ll see if I can’t get you her room number once they get her moved.”  She walks away humming.

I stuff a hand down into my pocket to find my phone.  My neck aches from dozing off sitting up, and as much as I hate that I take them every day, the pain medication for my leg is back at my house so my body is throbbing and my nerves feel raw.  I tap the phone screen until I find the number.  I’m calling in a favor, but I can’t shake the feeling that something is not right and there isn’t much I wouldn’t do to find out what caused her horse to go berserk.  From everyone I’ve asked, that horse has never done anything like that before and I’ve been around long enough to know when something smells like shit.

“Doc Mills here.”  The gravelly voice on the other end of the line is always the same.

“Doc, it’s Reed.”

“Reed.  Heard there was some commotion over at Warrington yesterday.”

“Yeah, that’s why I’m calling, I need a favor.”

“Sure thing.  What is it?”

“That mare that went nuts, they trailered her to Michigan State University to the Veterinary Hospital.  You know the director there, don’t you?”

“Yes, Morris Wyatt and I went to vet school together a hundred years ago.”

“I want to see the blood work on that mare.  I want them to run a full panel for anything in her system. I’ll pay them directly for the test.  I want it kept quiet though.  Just you and me, okay?”

“You thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

“I’m thinking Travis may be the one walking with a limp very soon, but I need proof.”

“You got it.  I’ll get it done.  You know who that girl is, don’t you?”

“Yep.”  I want to tell him that she’s my future wife and the mother of my children, but that’s not what he’s asking. “Okay.  You know, Travis has always been digging for gold.  Not sure what he was thinking if he doped that horse.  But if my instincts are correct, it had something to do with getting himself ahead.”

No one knows for sure, but the day I took my fall, my horse had a similar reaction to the mare today.

There have been other occasions when I’d suspected Travis of pumping his own horses before a show to get them to jump higher or go faster, but until today, when I saw that exact same reaction in her horse, it was just a vague suspicion. I’m fairly sure he’s got a hand in this, though, and I intend to prove it.

Horses are tested at random, but it’s not enough to catch everyone and everything.  I’ve seen some shit in this sport that people do to their animals that makes me want to quit, but at least if I’m here, I know my students and horses are treated right.

I wrap up my phone conversation with Doc because my nurse friend is headed back my way.

“She’s in room 503.”  She smiles and whispers.  “And, it looks like she’s doing just fine.  They’ll keep her under observation for another twenty-four hours, but looks like she’s going to go home tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Melanie.  I owe you.”

“Oh, you don’t owe me a thing.  Been awful nice to look out here and have such a big, handsome man who’s got Cupid’s arrow sticking straight out of his heart.  More men should be like you.  Gives a girl hope.”

With that she’s gone whistling back to settle behind the front desk. I get to my feet to stretch.  After the ambulance had taken my beauty away, it felt so strange that I was so connected to her yet knew so little about her.  The thought of her disappearing and me not being able to figure out where she went and if she was okay nearly brought me to my knees.

After the ambulance had left and I managed to get what information I could from people I knew, I drove like a mad man to the hospital, where I’ve been sitting ever since.  Travis conveniently disappeared otherwise he and I would have had a come to Jesus chat.  Her parents piled into the ambulance with her so I couldn’t get to them.

Something about her makes me feel she is my responsibility.  That it’s my job from this moment on to assure her happiness and her safety.  That may sound crazy, but I know what I know.  I’m more settled than I’ve been in as far back as I can remember.  Something about my beauty is making me feel like I’ve finally found something that feels like home.

My clothes are a mess from being down in the dirt yesterday, and my usual neatly pressed look is a bit ruffled.  I decide to take an hour, run to my house on the barn property, shower, dress and make it back here and stake my claim outside of room 503 until I get my eyes and hands on her again.

She’s got my heart; I’ll leave that here with her and come back for it later.

Leaving her here is making me nervous, but when I go in to see her, I want to be at my best.  Besides, I need to do a quick check on Grand Teton and Nancy back at our barn.  I take care of my obligations and they are both on my watch as well.

C H A P T E R  F I V E

Constance
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“I’m fine.”  My heart is racing and my anxiety is sky high because I just want to be out of this hospital room.  I also can’t seem to stop thinking about Reed Sawyer’s face hovering over mine after the accident.  I’d hoped he would have come to see me, but it’s just been my mom here with me for the most part.  

I remember Reed’s eyes; he looked more frightened than I’d felt.  I can still hear his voice shouting desperately for the EMTs and brushing the hair from my face, the way his eyes lit on fire when his hand grazed over the spot on my head that is now closed up with twenty-two staples.

“Darling, please. One more day won’t kill you.”  My mother’s peace maker voice only ratchets up my anxiety a few more notches.  My father is at work, of course.  

I couldn’t tell from my dad’s reaction yesterday if he was more irritated that I’d fallen or that I’d not won.  He barely spoke to me in the time he was here yesterday.  Either way, he’s back at work now because that is his first priority.

Besides a nasty gash and bump on my head, I feel pretty good considering what could have happened.  I’m a little sore, and my head feels foggy and achy, but my mom had the hospital run every test possible and they say I’m going to be fine.  

My dad sits on the board of directors at this hospital, so Mom insisted I be put into ICU for the night when I arrived, even though it wasn’t medically necessary. If I were some Jane Doe off the street, they’d have stapled me up, snapped a quick x-ray and sent me home. 

But I’m me. So I’m still here.

There is one thing though. Twice I’ve had these tremors start in my hand; then they go up my arm and before I know it, my right side and my head are shaking like mad and I can’t stop it.  It only lasts about a minute, and both times no one was in the room with me, thank God.  Just an adrenaline rush and stress, I’m sure.  It is definitely weird though, and if it keeps happening even I know I have to have it checked out, but right now I just want to go home and forget the entire incident.

To be honest, I’m scared to death of getting back up on a horse, but it’s been drilled into me from my fifth birthday, when I took my first tumble off Murphy my  Shetland Pony: You fall, you get right back on, no questions, no hesitation.

No fear.

You overcome.  You overachieve.  You conquer.

Yes, Dad, you don’t need you in my head thank you very much.

This need I have to please him sucks.  Couple that with the fact that in his eyes I’m never quite good enough, sucks even more. 

“I’m leaving, whether or not you come with me,” I snap at my mother.  I’m not usually so surly with her, but I hate it here.  “Just hire someone to come and hover around me if it makes you feel better.  A private nurse like you did for Grandma. But I’m not staying here.”

I hear the bratty tone in my voice and I can’t stop it.  I’m legally an adult, but I think part of my petulance comes from the fact that I am still so far under their thumb.

They pay for everything.  My car, my training, my gear, my food, my horses.

My horses.  Ruby.  Grief grips at my throat.  

From what I’m told, Ruby will be okay, but my father didn’t hesitate to tell me I’ll never ride her again.  They bought her from Travis even before I started training with him.  He’s part trainer, part high end used horse salesman, and even though they paid more for her than some islands are worth, but my father put his foot down.

I pray they don’t get rid of her without me knowing.  I wouldn’t put it past him.  I’ll keep her forever, even if I don’t ever ride her again.  I love her and she loves me.  I know how some people treat their horses in this sport.  Like a piece of equipment.  They will do whatever they need to do to get their horse to perform, whether or not it is in the horse’s best interest.

Win at all costs, right?

I’m not sure if my dad doesn’t want me to ride her because he thinks I’ll get hurt again or I’ll embarrass him.  For a moment I hate myself for how I still obey my father without question.  Like I’m still a child.  

I choke back a groan as my mother continues to wring her hands.  I’m just happy Ruby’s going to recover.  

“Travis called,” she adds with forced enthusiasm. “He said he’ll see you in a couple weeks.  He’s leaving for two shows he has to go to with the other riders, and he’s worried about the liability of your riding at the barn until he’s back and he can supervise.”  Mom is flitting around the room again, adjusting one of the ten or so enormous floral arrangements in her bright yellow and white capris with matching polo and cardigan.  Her hair is a perfect blond helmet secured with enough Aqua Net that it would take a missile strike to make a dent.  “You took a bad fall, honey, don’t take it personally.  Travis is just looking out for you.”

Yes, he cares so much he didn’t even bother to come by and see me.  Not that I wanted him to. 

That scary thought dances through my head.  

I’m not sure I want to ride again.

The thought has my stomach tight and maybe I’m just not ready after all.  My confidence is shot and vet school seems an attractive option right now.

Before I figure out how to reply to her, a soft knock on the door draws our eyes. I stumble forward and throw myself back into the bed because I’m clothed only in this stupid hospital gown with my rear end hanging out.  Mom had a suitcase of my clothes delivered when they knew I was going to be okay and my room was moved, but I haven’t had a chance to change yet.

“Come in.”  I shout louder than intended.

I clear my throat as my mom gives me a look of displeasure at my raised voice.  But I’d invite the entire cast of the Kardashians’ show in here for a chat right now if it meant a distraction from June Cleaver.  

She has always fussed and fretted with everything around her to avoid real conversation.  I think anything that requires some sort of emotional connection to me must cover her in hives.  

I’m expecting a nurse or orderly to come through the door.  Or some other visitor that wants to suck up to my mother or annoy me with more questions about how I’m feeling.

Instead, the tall frame that fills the open door steals the oxygen from my lungs leaving a burning feeling in its absence.  “Hi,” he says.  That single word has to be one of the most stunning sounds I’ve heard in my life.  

The sound of those two letters neatly put together falling from his lips nearly topples me off the pillows. His greeting is quickly matched by a smile that pulls up on the corners of Reed Sawyer’s lips, making my mouth start to water.  When his steel gray eyes hit me, it’s like a silk fist to my chest. My stomach is full of those maniac butterflies or buffalo or whatever they are and I remember I haven’t brushed my hair since I dressed for the show yesterday.  

My heart is thumping so hard it must be visible through my gown.  My hands clutch at the white sheet covering my legs. I tug at it until it’s around my waist, trying to tuck it in so the view of my hospital gown is a bit less horrifying.

For a moment, I wonder if he’s just here to suck up like so many that have come before. With my family, that’s the first thing I think when someone new is nice to me.  But someone like Reed Sawyer doesn’t need to suck up.  He’s a force in and of himself.  He doesn’t strike me as the suck-up type.

Reed gives my mother a single polite nod, a quick, “Ma’am,” then his focus is right back to me.

“For you.”  He pulls his hand from behind his back.  He’s holding a single rose, its petals unlike anything I’ve ever seen.  They are ivory, with the edges of each petal tipped in bright red, like they’ve sipped on red wine.

“Thank you.”  

“And this, too.”  He reaches into his back pocket, pulling something out then handing over the flower and a photo as he steps forward.  Only after he reaches the side of the bed and I take the items from him, does he turn to my mother again.

“Ma’am, I’m Reed Sawyer.  I was fortunate enough to meet your daughter yesterday.  I’m only sorry I wasn’t able to prevent her injury.”

“Reed Sawyer?”  Mom puts on her best flirty face.  “Well, of course, I know you.  Everyone who’s anyone in our little horse world knows you.  Thank you so much for helping Stanzie yesterday.”

“Constance,” I quickly correct her.  I’m sure most women would prefer the more jazzy, hip version of my overly-formal name, but not me.  

“I only wish I could have done more,” he answers Mom, but his eyes are back on me and I stare intently at his lips as they move.  Watching his tongue and his teeth as a warmth gathers low in my belly.  “I would have given anything to prevent your fall.  I’m so sorry I didn’t move fast enough.”

He regards me, taking me in and I feel his gaze wherever it lights.  But unlike when Travis lets his eyes roam when Reed does it it’s almost honorable.  Like it’s his responsibility.  His duty to look at me this way. And it’s sending some new sort of tingling sensation swirling over my skin and focusing somewhere deep in my core.

My mom shoots me a look, and I look away pretending she’s disappeared in a puff of Chanel No. 5.

“Well, I think I’ll go get myself a cup of coffee.”  Mom chimes in.  For once maybe she and I are on the same page.  “Mr. Sawyer, is there anything you’d like?”

I see the glint in his deep-set gray eyes, the way they narrow a bit in thought.

“No, thank you.”  He bites slightly on his bottom lip as he answers her in an even, polite tone. “I’d like nothing more than to just spend some time making sure Constance is okay.”  He never takes his eyes from mine.  When he licked his lips, I’m pretty sure my nipples poke two holes through the thin fabric of the hospital gown.

“Bye, Mom,” I say, clear and crisp.  

I’m old enough to lay in a hospital room by myself, but she’s not so much as left me more than five minutes since we got here.  

Something about his presence fills me with confidence.  I feel a sense of pride in the way he looks at me.  This monster of a man, with features cut square, and yet his look is rounded with softness.  There is a calm, powerful confidence about him that bleeds into me and I want to reach out and see if I can feel it when I touch him.

I roll the stem of the flower in my fingers, my other hand pinching the photo as mom takes her leave. 

“There are no thorns.”  I look at the stem.

“I removed them.  I didn’t want you to get hurt.”  He steps forward, and I swear I feel his energy blanket me in warmth. He runs a hand over his close-cropped dark hair from forehead to neck before continuing.  “How are you?  What did the doctors say?”  The sincere concern in his voice is a sound I’ve longed to hear from my own father.

“The doctors said I was fine.  Besides the cut on my head, they did x-rays, MRI, Cat-scan.  You name it; my parents made sure they did it. I drew the line at the ink-dye in my vein thing though.  And in the end, they said I’m lucky and I should have no lasting effects.  Not even a mild concussion, I feel fine.  I wanted to go home last night,” I snap.  “But my parents are a bit controlling.  I was about to dress and leave when you knocked.”

My eyes drift down where his t-shirt pulls across his chest, lower to where it hangs cresting on the front of his jeans, and I swear I see a fullness there that makes my eyes dart back to look at the photo he handed me.

My cheeks light up bright as the sun when I finally look and see the image of Ruby staring back at me.  Her eyes soft and sweet, a bandage wrapping around her neck with an IV tube snaking low and out of the picture.

“Oh my god.  You went and saw her?”

“Is she important to you?”  He tips his head with the question.

“Yes!  She’s the most important thing in my life.  My best friend. I love her.  I texted Travis like ten times and asked him to tell me how she was, and he never got back to me.”  I grunt the final words with an irritated huff.

Tears spring to my eyes looking at the photo.  This stupid horse.  I’m so in love with her.  And I’ve been so worried about what happened between us yesterday and how hurt she might have been.

“Well, things that are important to you are now important to me.”  Reed shifts his weight back and forth like he’s uncomfortable standing.  

Just when I think I should offer him a seat, he fixes his cane in front of him and continues.  “I have to be honest, I didn’t take the picture myself. I’ve been in the downstairs waiting room since yesterday, just rushed home to change and get back here.  But I sent my own vet over to put his eyes on Ruby and give her the once over.  He texted me that pic and I printed it for you when I ran home to change.”

“What did he say?  Your vet I mean?”  The tips of my ears are hot.  Reed is making me nervous in a way I’m not familiar with, and combined with my anxious need to know if Ruby is going to be okay, I’m an over-eager mess.

“Said she'd need some rest, but she looked bright eyed. A few stitches here and there.  She was eating and drinking.  Had a nasty gash on her head.  Kinda like that one on yours.”

“Yeah, I’m sure I look like I should be on the cover of Franken-gurl Monthly.”

“Don’t say that. You look beautiful.”  He pauses and so does my heart. “But, Ruby will recover.  Just like you.  That’s all that matters.”

His tongue darts out to lick his bottom lip and I see him draw in a quick breath. He closes his eyes for a long moment and I hold my breath, waiting, because he seems lost in thought I’m not sure what I’d said that may have upset him.

“You are breathtaking.”  The words come out of him quick, like they’re all part of one long word, his eyes still closed, and there is a thumping in my ears drowning out everything else.  When he finally opens his eyes, the words I’d like to say crowd in my throat.  

He takes another step toward the head of the bed and I swallow hard, my knuckles white as I put down the photo and fist the sheet once again.  

“I’m sorry I didn’t get to you sooner yesterday.  I only wish I could have prevented your fall.  I regret that very much.”  The radiating energy coming from him envelops me, and I feel washed in a safe warmth because I don’t just hear his words, I can feel the sincerity in them.

“It wasn’t your fault.  It all happened so fast, I knew Ruby felt off when I warmed up.  I shouldn’t have taken her out.”

“Your trainer should have noticed that.”  He growls.  His eyes flare with anger and his jaw sets tight.  He has one hand behind his back and one grips the silver horse’s head at the top of his cane.

Before I can stop it, the words are tumbling out.

“I told Travis.  I guess he thought I could handle it.  He’s tough on me, but I need that.”

“Being a good teacher is not about being tough.  It’s about making you safe and confident and always doing what is best for you.  And your horse.  Always.  He put you in danger and that is fucking inexcusable.”  Reed’s eyes turn dark.  I think for a moment that he’s not someone I would wish to make angry.

A low rumble comes from him that has me tensing into the bed. I draw my knees up and hold my breath.  But I’m not afraid of him. On the contrary. I feel like I can say whatever I like and he’d respond with the same calm, collected demeanor he’s wearing now.

“He’s an accomplished trainer, though.” I honestly don’t know why I’m defending Travis, and my words just cause Reed to stifle a dark chuckle.

“I know him well.  And I also heard how he spoke to you before your ride.  Saw how he looked at you.”  He sets his teeth into his bottom lip for a long moment, his eyes narrow. “I don’t want you training with him.”  Reed looks up and down the bed, then back to my face.  “You shouldn’t train with him.  I’ll train you.  I don’t trust anyone else.”

The way he’s talking should scare me. I mean, we barely know each other, and it sure sounds like he’s making decisions for me.  As though he has some authority over me.  Some kind of dominion.

But coming from him, it just sits right.  The great Reed Sawyer is looking out for me and all my girl parts seem to like what they hear.

Still, I think I should object.  It only seems the appropriate rational response, even though rational is not what I’m feeling.  

“Maybe I don’t want to train with you.  Maybe I don’t want to ride anymore.”  It’s what I think I should say, but deep inside I know that the way Travis treated me bothered him.  It always bothered me, but for some reason I just felt like I was lucky to be allowed onto his team.  It’s the same way I feel with my father, and it sucks.

My parents were so proud when Travis agreed to take me on and get me into the professional circuit.  I had enough amateur points, but I just lack that killer instinct they keep harping about. 

I don’t have a financial sponsor yet, so all my funding comes from good ol’ Mom and Dad...  I’m a grown woman. Well, twenty is technically an adult. But even with the trust fund stipend I’m allotted each month, it wouldn’t come close to paying for all the expenses of my career.

“Look at me, Constance.”  Reed brings the cane he’s been leaning on in front of him, his hands stacked on top of the silver horse’s head that tops his cane.  “Do you want to ride again?”

My belly flips and flutters, but I can’t help but raise my eyes as I shift uncomfortably under the sheet.  I lower my knees again because I’m not sure what else to do with them.  I can’t believe I’m laying here in my hospital gown, no bra or panties, my hair pulled in some twisted knot on the opposite side of my head from where they stapled me up.  

When I finally nod he nods with me.

“You’re training with me.” It’s a statement of fact; I hear that in his voice.  “I won’t have it any other way.  I’m sorry. I don’t know how to explain it, but you are my responsibility, and I take that position seriously.  I’ll take care of Travis.  I’ll inform him so you don’t have to.  From now on, your best interests come first.  Do you understand?”

Deep down I had this nagging feeling Travis took me on to get to my parents, and from the way Reed is talking, I know it’s true.  I am a top amateur rider, but even I was doubtful I was ready for the International Level. But Travis pushed it, told my parents he would work miracles with me and within a few months, he made a big production at a dinner at the hunt club that he was entering me in the next competition.  

He’d even put his arm around me, squeezed me like he had done that all the time.

I also know that when he sold us Ruby, it netted him a good hundred grand in finder’s fee.  That’s above and beyond the thirty-thousand plus a month it costs for his training and board and everything else.  

That night at the hunt club it felt odd and staged, but I went along with it when I saw the pride in my father’s face.  The way he nodded at me with something I’d been longing for.  Admiration.  

The warmth bathing me from Reed’s eyes right now is something I am not sure what to do with. Reed takes one hand from his cane, tops mine with his, his fingers pressing into my palm and pulling my still clenched fingers from their place next to my hip.  

The touch of his skin on mine sends fireworks blasting around in every nerve ending.  My ears crackle with static.  The spot where our flesh connects is lit with a tension and heat I can’t explain.  Like two chemicals reacting with something dangerous and magnificent.

His touch feels like coming home.

Safe.  Nurturing.  Possessive.

Intoxicating.

Before I know it, I’m squeezing his hand and pulling him closer.  I need him near me. If I had my way I’d jump to my knees and throw my arms around those broad shoulders and bury my face into what I imagine are the hard muscles of his shoulder.  Something makes me desperate to cling to him, this brooding monster of a man with something in his eyes that tells me he’s here for me. 

Like he’s been waiting.

And what girl doesn’t want that?  Someone that’s waited just for her.

C H A P T E R  S I X

Reed
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I’m supposed to be here to help her, but I can’t help what happens next.  She squeezed my fingers. A gentle tug was all it took.

My mouth nearly crushes hers as I take our first kiss.

Her lips taste innocent as they open, my tongue lighting up with the first flavor of her.  Something rumbles out of me like a pained groan, because it hurts.  This kind of intensity hurts in a spectacular way.

Her tongue answers me with its movement, her own sweet, tiny sounds that make my dick shatter the ceiling of the space available in my pants.  He’s curling in half as he grows, and I hope she doesn’t notice.

If I had my way, I’d hear that tiny moan every second of every day for the rest of my life.  It’s more than beautiful; it calls to me.

It’s lips and soft moans and the soft click of teeth meeting teeth before I break away, my hand grasping possessively around the side of her face.  My thumb rasping back and forth in an attempt to feel as much of her soft skin as it can.  My fingertips digging harder than they should into the back of her neck, bringing my forehead to rest on hers.

“I’m sorry.”  My face is flushed, I’m shaking.  “I shouldn’t have done that.”  

My head is throbbing, along with my balls.  They are tight against my body and something inside me is born.  Something that wants her in a way that frightens me.  An obsession explodes and I’m not sure I can tame it enough to keep from hurting her.  I want my cum dripping from her; I want to feel her flesh to flesh from the inside.  I need her vulnerable, available, spread for me to enjoy and make filthy with me.  Never before has a woman ignited this kind of lust, these kinds of thoughts, and frankly I’m scared shitless.

“I’m not sorry,” she murmurs as I desperately try to regain control of the animal she’s created in me.

The air in the room seems to disappear.  My lungs ache but inside my head, I think, who needs oxygen?  I have only one need and she is the only way to satiate that need.  

The idea that this innocent beauty and I are sharing similar thoughts is enough to make me nearly cum in my pants.  Drops of liquid are already soaking through the fabric below my waist, and I think I would need another ten layers to hide her effect on me.

The sight of her cheeks rising pink, the way her nipples greet my gaze from under the faded hospital gown, make me want to tear the offending fabric into shreds and have her never be clothed around me again.  Who is this dominant beast?  I’m the ever reserved, commanding, cool leader.  Always in control.

Not now.  If I had my way, I’d slam the furniture against the door of this room and take her right here.  A single word thrums in my head.  It won’t stop as much as I try to push it away.

Mine.  Mine.  Mine.

I fight the urge to crawl on top of her and make her filthy in ways I never imagined before her. But with the taste of her lips, thoughts of my cum inside her are fighting with the civilized parts of me to maintain some control.

I imagine slicing my tongue between her dripping cunt lips for the first time.  It’s one of many things I’ve never done before.  My words growling into her body, saying every filthy word I can think of as I breathe her in and swallow her flavor.  

I imagine the subtle differences in the texture of her skin on my tongue, the ripples and folds, the hard nub where I want to draw her between my lips and consume the very essence of her.  I want to make love to her with my mouth for hours.

“That shouldn’t happen.”  I take a deep breath and stand, my hand grazing down her shoulder and arm before I break contact and turn toward the window. I’m hoping like hell she hasn’t seen the hard-on I’m sporting.

More than anything, I want her to trust me, and she can’t trust me if I’m like this.  Primal and wanting.  I remember the curves of her body yesterday, the sway of her ass as she walked.  I shake my head to clear the heavenly vision just as the door opens and her mother sashays back into the room, holding a steaming cup of hospital coffee and wearing a reserved smile.

I step back, attempt to slow my breath and clear my head.

We take a few minutes to discuss my training and how it will work, but the whole time Constance shoot me sidelong glances. I do my best to keep the discussion professional.  

Her mother is apprehensive until I throw a few names out there of the champions I’ve trained.  Suddenly, her eyes twinkle with hopeful stars and I use her need to live vicariously through her daughter’s success to my advantage.  I’d do almost anything to have her under my care but I’ll start by getting her as my student.

“We’ve always been happy to pay for the very best for Constance.”  Her mother takes a step forward.  “Whatever your fees, just send us a bill.”  Her mother is more than on board and even if she weren't I would make this happen.  But, this way it’s easier on Constance and that’s what matters to me.

“No.”  I take another step toward the door.  “That’s not necessary. This is what I do.  Your daughter will be safe with me.”

“I’m not sure about the living situation.”  Her mother looks at Constance, then at me with a quizzical purse of her lips.

“Re-building confidence and trust between horse and rider after a traumatic event is more than just a few training sessions a week, Mrs. Montgomery.  If I’m going to get Constance and Ruby back in sync and working as a unit, she needs to spend a lot of time with her horse.”

And me.  

“But, your father said no more Ruby—“

“Mother, I’m an adult.  If this is what Reed thinks will work, then I want to try.”  A rueful smile comes over her cherub face and I say a silent prayer that she wants to stay at the farm for more reasons than just my training program.

Whatever this is between us, I’m sure she feels it too.  This goes against every rule I’ve had.  Don’t get involved with students.  Don’t get involved with anyone really.  And don’t trust.  

But her eyes tell me all of that is old news, and there is a new agenda at work.  

Her mother tightens her lips until they are a thin line of bright red.  “Well, you are the best.  A legend.  If you think that is what will get Constance back in competition shape, then I suppose I approve.  I just hope your father—”

I cut her off.  “I’ll take care of having Ruby trailered to my facility.  All her board and care will be handled under my direct supervision.”

Rudeness is not in my nature, especially with women, but in this case I need this conversation to be wrapped up and decisions made.  My eyes come to rest on Constance.  A reserved smile pulls at the corner of her lips and that smile is what I want to see every day for the rest of my life.  It feels like I’m captured forever in the moment when our eyes stay attached, my own smile cresting my lips and I realize how long it’s been since I used those muscles in my face.

I’m so gone over this girl, I’m not even sure who I am anymore.

“So, I will see you in a few hours?  I’ll be sure to get Ruby settled. Then we will settle you in your house.”  

And into my life.

“Tonight?”  Constance has a hint of fear and excitement in her voice.

“Why wait?  I will keep you safe, and Ruby too.  I promise.”

I say a quick goodbye.  I want to stay, but I also don’t want to scare the living bejesus out of the poor girl, so like ripping off a bandage, I do it quick. A moment later I’m out the door and down the hall of the hospital, trying to remember how to breathe.  

I have six small houses on the property at the facility, besides the main house where I live.  They are for staff or live-in students, and I need her there.  Secured and safe under my watch.  My thoughts keep turning to where I’d like her, in my bed and in my life in ways I have never considered, but I’ll start with having her on the property. What she doesn’t know is I will be watching her every minute.
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With a few phone calls, I’ve got a trailer on the way to pick up Ruby.  I’ve sent Doc Mills, along with two of my best handlers and a couple of grooms, to meet me there.  I admit, it’s overkill, but I’ve never been one to do things half way.  And this feels like the most important moment in my life and I’m not going to let anyone fuck it up.

On the walk through the hospital halls, I keep playing over and over the way her hand felt in mine, the way her lips moved against me.  My formerly hibernating dick is still thick and greedy inside my pants as I make my way to my car in the hospital parking lot.  I know most guys would give their left nut to have what I’m packing down below, but right now, I’m so scared I will hurt her.  I have no doubt I will make her mine, have her in every way.  But I’ve been overly blessed shall we say.

The jokes about hung like a horse are not funny.  If I truly hurt her, I’d kill myself. 

My long-standing rule to never get involved with a student or even allow them to think that sort of thing is even a possibility seems to have a loophole when it comes to her.  All the rules and control I’ve fortified myself with over the years seem to be falling away, one pillar at a time.

I make a couple stops on my way back, gathering some things I want for Constance when she arrives.  By the time I reach my house at the farm, I’ve received text messages from my staff that Ruby is on the trailer without incident and will be arriving within the hour.  I make a call to my barn manager, making sure that both Ruby and Constance’s accommodations at the farm are ready.  

My head is swimming with how to train her and keep her safe, and balance that with these feelings I have for her.  A relationship between a trainer and student is built on absolute trust, and the last thing I would do is to put her in danger.  I vow to maintain my control, to train her as she needs and yet figure out a way to make her mine.  

Because that much she is.  Mine.

Dark memories crawl up my spine and I realize even after such a short time, how Constance could hurt me.  Shatter me.  

All the waiting, all the years have come to this, and it’s my job to figure out how to bring her to me and give her everything she deserves.

C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Reed
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Much to my surprise, Constance pulls up to the barn in a white Suburban exactly two hours later.  

That must have been a record discharge because she got a lot done is a short period of time.  How do I know?  

I see through the windows of the SUV the back seat is sporting two big suitcases. In the rear storage area I see two mahogany tack trunks, a couple saddles and a giant stuffed horse that looks like it’s been around a while.

“No mom?”  I ask, opening the car door.  She needs to understand there are things I will be doing for her from now on and opening doors for herself when I’m around is one of them. 

“Thank God, no.”  She groans dramatically and she makes me smile.  “She was all set to come with me, blabbering on about everything and anything, trying to keep me under her thumb.  I just packed up, dragged my bags to the car I pulled around the back of the house and left.  I’m pretty sure she’s still sitting out in the front driveway in her car, waiting to tuck me into bed tonight.  You would think I’m perpetually ten years old with my parents.”

“I think her heart’s in the right place.”

“I suppose.  I’ve been her whole life for so long, but come on, time to cut the cord, Mom.  I’ll buy her a dog, maybe two.  This is good; I needed to make a break from them.  I love my parents, but enough already.”

“Didn’t you go away to school?”  I want to know everything about her.

“Not really.  I went to college when I was sixteen, and finished in just over two and a half years, so they kept me at home.  I had a driver who took me to classes every day at University of Michigan, they wouldn’t even let me get my license.  I did it myself once I turned eighteen.”

“Well, we’re going to get you going.  Ruby’s here and I think it would be best to get you two back together ASAP.  I’ll have your bags taken to the house.  It’s that one over there.”

I point into the distance. I put her in the house closest to mine.  They are all white with green shutters. Mine looks like a plantation from the Deep South, with three stories, white pillars and a broad front porch that stretches right across the side of the house.  The smaller houses are still comfortable, two bedrooms with cozy kitchens and comfortable cottage decor.  I imagine her there, sprawled on the white linen sofa, naked while I— 

I grit my teeth, trying to stay in the moment.

“You sure you want me to ride today?”  I hear the quiver in her voice.

“Oh no, you won’t ride. There are many ways to communicate with a horse, riding is only one.  Today we will reacquaint you.  Re-build Ruby’s trust.  Horses remember trauma, just like humans.  She needs to associate you with safety and calm – you said before yesterday you’d never had a problem with her.  So we will need to figure out what happened and work through it.  Just follow my lead.  This is my specialty.”

“Yes, I know.  I’ve read everything I could about you over the years.  I’m sorry about your injury.  You were a great competitor, one of the best.  I still can’t believe you are going to train me.”

Her voice turns sad and I’m suddenly very aware of the way I lean to the right, taking the pressure off my crippled left leg.

“We all have injuries, Constance, and we all need to decide how much they will affect our lives.  My injury turned my life in a new direction is all.  And now I do what I do and help other people and horses, and that is more satisfying than any trophy or ribbon I’ve ever won.”

We spend the next two hours moving slowly, walking Ruby around the arena on a lead rope.  I have Constance start and stop without verbal cues, one hand always on Ruby’s shoulder, communicating what she expects simply with the calm energy that flows through her body.  

It’s a stunning sight. I step back, taking in the majesty of them both.  Constance is soft and small next to the hard, sleek power of the magnificent horse.  It will take time, weeks maybe, before I put her on Ruby’s back again.  But they will be far more bonded under my care than they ever were before.

I can promise that.

From watching them today, I’m more sure than ever that something is hinky with what happened at the show. Even with her injury and the trauma she went through, Ruby is a gentle giant, curling her nose around to nuzzle at Constance, asking for her approval, her acceptance.  

I put them through some ground exercises that helps re-build their bond, and before long I know that this is not a horse that would just lose control and go against her rider’s commands for no reason. She wouldn’t do anything to put Constance in danger.

“Great work.  Let’s get her back in her stall.  You both deserve some TLC.”  

I watch Constance guide Ruby down the long hall of the stable with stalls on either side. One of my grooms meets her and she hands off Ruby, who will get a nice cool hose down, a thorough grooming, and then grain and hay for the night.

The sun is hitting the horizon as I look out the open doors of the arena toward the houses.  My belly flips trying to decide if I can keep myself from her tonight.  

Parts of my body answer immediately, my heart being one of them.  I’ve never wanted to have a woman the way I want to have her.  I want to love her with all of me. I don’t just want to have sex with her; I want to mate with her. Bond with her. Own her and taste her and mark her so that she knows she will never be apart from me again.

It’s crazy, but it’s those thoughts that are running through my brain over and over, barely making room for any other civilized thoughts.

I fight that inner monster as Constance approaches.

“Great work.”  That foreign full smile breaks over my face again.  I think I need to get used to this new look because around her, I’m like a kid in a candy store.

“I just walked her around.”  She shrugs off my compliment.  “I didn’t do anything.”

“I disagree.  You did more than you can imagine.  You will learn to listen in new ways, to see what I see.  Ruby was talking to you that entire time and you were talking to her.  It was a beautiful dance and trust me, you did a great job.”

I swallow, wanting to tell her more, tell her how beautiful her tits are, how I can’t keep my eyes from tracing down her curves to that magical triangle between her legs that screams my name.

“Come on.  You must be starving.”  Taking care of her means all of her and she needs nourishment.

“I am hungry.  Hospital food for even a day has left me with a knot in my stomach.”

“Well, you’re in luck.  I’ve arranged for the kitchen to prepare a private buffet for us at my house.  How does that sound?”

“Just call me Pavlov’s Dog.”  I watch her swallow and jut her chin out playfully, and I’m stuck on the way she plays with the horseshoe pendant which dangles just at the top of her cleavage.  I want to carry her off, pin her against the wall...

But I’m not even sure that I can. Physically, I mean.

A flash of embarrassment flushes over me.  I know how to work with my leg in my regular daily tasks, but what if I want to lift her up, clutch at her around my waist?  Will my leg hold?  I hate the doubt that stabs in my heart. I want to give her everything she deserves, and I’ve never tested my leg in the ways I want to test it with her.

I’ve made peace with the constant pain.  The limitations of my physical disability.  But this?  Can I be the man she needs?  The man she deserves?  

I push away the insecurity.  The ways she turns me on are making me crazy – every little movement of her hands, the rise and fall of her chest.  She brushes her hands down the fronts of her thighs, her britches showing off every contour and curve.  She stomps the dust from her tall black boots and every movement is like magic.

“Let’s go.  I’ll drop you at your place so you can change and clean up if you like. I’ll be back over in an hour to pick you up.”

“Pick me up?  I’m like next door.  I can just walk over.”  She steps closer to me and my heart skips a beat.

We fall into step down the hallway of the barn.  The sound of my cane tapping on the cement under our feet seems louder than usual.

“No.  You will not just walk over.  You deserve to be escorted.  Just come out on the porch when you’re ready.  I’ll be there waiting.  The first time you come into my house, I want you to be on my arm.  Call me old-fashioned.”

I want you to call me a lot of things, but we can start with old-fashioned.

Her cheeks brim with a blush and my dick jerks upward.  I step forward to open the passenger door on my pick-up.  It’s an old Ford 1976 two-tone brown classic, and I’ve had it since I was sixteen.  I named her Brown Sugar back then. She’s what I drive around the farm, but I keep her immaculate, like new.  I don’t believe when something breaks you throw it away.  This old truck has been with me for a long time, and I take care of what’s mine.
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Constance

I toss a pair of black skinny jeans on the floor and stomp on them.  I start grabbing at the other articles of clothing.

“Stupid.  Stupid.  Dumb.  Doesn’t even fit. Why did I bring it? Ugh.”

It looks like my suitcase has vomited all over the floor of the bedroom in my little guesthouse.  Everything I pull out to wear over to dinner is stupid.  I’m a horrible packer.  When I got home from the hospital, I was in such a hurry, I don’t even think I brought underwear.  Which is a problem because the pair I have on is shot thanks to the close proximity to Reed over the last few hours.

I walk back into the bathroom in a huff.  The place is neat and cozy.  The bathroom is all white, with a classic marble sink and shower.  The fixtures are original but kept like new.  Already it feels like home.  Someplace that is mine, even though it really isn’t, but I pretend for a moment.  I’ve dreamed of moving out of my parents’ place for the last year, feeling free like I do now.

I rub a pie-sized clear spot on the steamy bathroom mirror, then pin my hair up.  I don’t own much make-up, but I manage to stroke some mascara on my lashes without getting it all over the place and I have some sheer pink lip gloss, so I give that a spin across my lips.

Images of Reed’s steel-gray eyes and the way they make me feel like he’s touching me wherever they land play over and over in my mind.  He may have just become my trainer, but it’s still a position of authority and he’s like an icon in this world.  To have him as my own private trainer is a dream come true, let alone have him show interest in me beyond that capacity.

I just hope he’s not one that beds every young, wide-eyed hopeful that comes his way.  That thought hadn’t really crossed my mind until now, but now that it’s here, my stomach sinks to my toes.

What if I’m just a conquest?  I mean, look at him.  Not just how he looks but who he is.  Riders from all over the world would give almost anything to be under his tutelage.  Why me?  I’m not even a real professional.  And look at me, I’m all filled out, more than most of the female riders anyway. They keep themselves lean and willowy, while I’m more sturdy Oak.  

I pull on the only skirt I brought that fits and I don’t hate. Why do I pack things I know are too tight?  I have this miracle hope that just because I want something to fit suddenly it will.  

Besides my riding britches, I’m normally a skirt girl, mainly because finding jeans and slacks that fit me right has been a nightmare since my body decided to puff out above and below the waist.  I button the sea-foam green, lace skirt at my back and reach over into the chaotic mass of clothes on the bed, deciding on a simple sleeveless, high-neck ivory sweater, and slip on a pair of low-slung wedges.

I don’t want to look too eager.  But I don’t want to frump around in my britches and polo either.

I groan with one more look in the mirror.  I peeked out onto the front porch of the small house a half hour ago and Reed was standing there already.  Tall and straight, his cane centered in front of his massive form, hands layered on each other and his fresh-shaved face calm and distinguished.  The sight of his square jaw and intense features made me flush with sweat.  So I tiptoed back into the bathroom for another quick hop in the shower.

That’s the other thing, our age.  He’s at least ten years older than me, but unlike most girls my age, I find him far more attractive than the boys that fumble around with their false bravado and overexcited sexual innuendo.

I gulp down my nerves, make my way to the front door and twist the knob.  As soon as the door opens a few inches and he sees me, a visible quiver shakes his wide shoulders and I see him draw in a sharp breath and grip his cane until his knuckles turn white.

“I’m ready.”  I shut the door behind me.  I’m not sure what to do with my hands.  They feel like dead fish hanging at my sides so I cross my arms over my chest.

“So am I,” he says, extending his bent arm for me to latch on.  He’s so formal, it’s comforting.  “Shall we?”

Yes. Yes we shall.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Reed
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Every move I make matters.  My brain spins trying to keep up.

I’m calculating every shift of my weight, every brush my fingertips make against her clothing.  Panic spikes inside me as I draw a breath full of her.  Leaning down just an inch from her hair, pulling her scent inside of me, my body ripples with need.  Not want.  Not desire.

Need.  The clenching, painful kind. 

The best kind. 

As we step into the dining room of my house, the candlelight covers her cheeks, and I love the quick smile she fights to hide.

“Wow.  This is so beautiful.  And you weren’t kidding when you said a buffet.”  The smiles breaks over her lips, then takes her face and her eyes like a wave meeting the shore.

The catering kitchen at the club house followed my exact orders.  The smells of warm food, vanilla candles, and the white roses that fill two giant vases at each end of the serving table circle and drift around the room.

I didn’t know what she likes to eat, so I made sure there was a selection of vegetables, salads, fingerling potatoes, filet, and I also threw in some chicken strips and hand-cut French fries.  

“Let’s eat.  You must be starving.”  It’s nearly 7:00 p.m. and she mentioned she hadn’t eaten anything but hospital food in the last twenty-four hours.  That thought makes me unsettled, her being left wanting isn’t right.  

My hand falls to the small of her back, barely touching the cream colored fabric of her sweater steering her toward the food.  The soft connection rockets through me like an electric jolt.  

The dining room is set for two. I instructed the staff to remove the usual long table that seats twenty and replace it with a round mahogany pedestal table that has been here with the house since it was built in 1912.  

There are at least eighty-four candles lit, because that was all I could find, but I told the staff if they could find more to bring them and light them when they set up the food, and from the glow around the room, they had done just that.

The display of food is lined up in an elegant display, high and low bowls and platters neatly placed. The picture would rival any Martha Stewart dinner party.

I watch as Constance tentatively takes a plate from the beginning of the buffet, licking her lips, and I think of how she tasted when I’d kissed her earlier.

I showered quickly after I’d settled her in the guesthouse.  Ice cold. Still, my cock would not retreat.  I considered stroking off just to get some relief, but something inside me has changed.  When I cum next, I want it to be inside her.  I need it to be inside her. So as long as it takes for that to happen, I’ll and suffer blue balls until she’s ready.  

When she is ready, she’d better be ready though. I may blow her right off my dick when it happens.  The pressure I’m feeling from below is nearing a dangerous level.

She considers the steaming food and reaches for the platter of fried chicken strips first, then her hand freezes in mid-air and instead she side-steps toward the steamed broccoli, heaping two spoonfuls onto her plate.

I narrow my eyes when she bypasses the homemade mac and cheese and the garlic, red-skin mashed potatoes to pinch a tong full of spinach salad and drop it next to the other green mound on her plate.

“You know what?”  I lick my lips and tighten them against my teeth.  I’m pissed but not at her.  “I’m not being a gentleman.  I’m sorry.  You should sit, and let me make your plate.  You’re my guest and I should serve you.”

I pinch her plate in my fingers, taking it from her, gentle but insistent.  Her eyes go wide, one eyebrow arches and the crinkle of her nose makes me want to kiss her freckles.

“But, I had it all ready.  Besides, I could stand to lose a few pounds.”

“Uh huh.  What you have on that plate is ready for the rabbits.  Come here, sit.”

I guide her to the table with my hand gently in that perfect curve of her back, pull out her chair until she tentatively lowers herself to sit her hands gliding under her legs, smoothing her skirt in place.

Once she’s seated, she folds her hands in her lap, I move back to the buffet, settle my cane against the table and use both hands to work two plates down the line of home-cooked decadence.  

I am able to walk without my cane, it just takes more concentration  So making my way back over to the table where she is sitting, cautiously eyeing me, I’m intent on every step lest my knee give out and she’ll be wearing the food instead of eating it.

“There. Now, you can eat what you want, but you’re not going to sit here and eat the two green things when there is all this other heavenly comfort food I had prepared for you.”

“No way can I eat all that.”  She smiles but I see the relief in her eyes.

“We will see.”

I sit across from her, my plate piled with the exact same choices as I brought to her.  The fried chicken of course, the mac and cheese, a little broccoli, to which I added the cheese sauce, mashed potatoes and two homemade rolls cut open and stuffed with butter.

I’ll admit, watching her eat only makes me hungrier, because despite the food piled on my plate, nourishment is not what my mouth wants right now.  I want her planted on my face.  That’s going to be my kind of comfort food.

“This is so good.”  Constance finally relaxes, her shoulders drop and her words fill with deep enjoyment.

“Yes.  They can cook.  You need to eat.  I need you strong.  But more than that...”  The words tumble out before I can stop them. “...you’re beautiful.  If you lose a pound I’d be heartbroken.  Because that’s less of you for me to enjoy.”

Her fork hangs in mid-air along with my words.  My muscles tense, I may have gone too far too fast. 

When she bites on the inside of her lip trying to keep her smile at bay, heat covers me.  The rise of crimson in her cheeks and the flicker of fire behind her sapphire eyes tells me all I need to know.

“I’d like for you to show me just how you would enjoy me.”  She places her fork on the edge of her plate, licks her bottom lip.  She dabs at her mouth with her napkin and finally raises her eyes to meet mine in a direct challenge.

For a split second, I wonder if I even knows all the things I want to do to her, but just as quickly that thought is gone because the explicit details of all those things are playing over and over in my mind on a loop.

“Don’t tempt me, Constance.”  My heart has never beat so fast.  Not in any competition, not when I got hurt.  I’m light-headed and the thundering desire ripping through me tells me I need to warn her.  “I want you.  Not in a one-night-let’s-see-how-it-goes sort of way.  I want you in an I’m-afraid-I-might-hurt-you way, because gentle may not be possible and I may never let you go.”

Her eyelashes flutter over the pools of blue where I’m drowning, and I see the wheels cranking in her head. I’ve ceased to breathe because I’m not sure, even if she pulled back right now, I would be able to keep my seat or let her walk out that door without throwing her down and watching her grab on to anything within reach, trying to keep me from thrusting her straight into the floor.

I take the risk, pushing up on the edge of the table, a fleeting thought of my cane left leaning on the buffet table. But rational thought has left me.

In the next second, I’m leaning down.  My lips capture hers and I’m gone.  The first moment I laid my eyes on her spins through me, realizing in this instant that it is a defining moment in my life.  Call me crazy, but everything up until this moment was in preparation for her and I only hope she feels a fraction of what I do right now.

Her breathy sounds add fire to the burning need in my core.  Wanting like this is new to me and I’m not even sure what to do with the feelings she is conjuring.

My teeth click against hers as our kiss gains traction.  I follow her shoulders with my fingertips down her arms, memorizing the journey lower until I’ve got both her hands in mine, pulling her upward, my lips still pinned to hers.  When I have her standing, I break our kiss so I can see her face, settling her hands on my shoulders, then taking her neck in mine.

I give her a moment to catch her breath, but I want that sweet warmth on my cheek. I can’t let her go far.  I rub my thumbs over the silky skin under her jaw, my fingers caressing the back of her neck.  I want her secured in my grasp, held here with me. I don’t think she’ll run, but I need to be sure.

I press my hips into her, desperate to feel any part of her body against my raging hard-on.  “Do you feel that?”  Her body is flush against mine, and if I’m feeling the heat coming from between her legs, I’m sure she’s feeling the thick rod nearly kicking its way upward past my belt, pushing into her softness.

“It’s hard to miss.”  A soft giggle puffs out between the gaspy, excited breaths.  “No innuendo intended.”

“We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, Constance.  I’m giving you the lead here, pull us back if you need to, because I’m not sure I can.”

“I don’t want to pull back.  I can’t explain it, but from that moment yesterday when you were looking at me from the other side of the riding ring, I had this stupid thought.”  Her eyes fall from mine and she shakes her head.  “Never mind.”  She releases this little regretful sigh.

“None of your thoughts are stupid. Tell me.”

“I thought that you were the man I’d like to be with my first time. I knew who you were before that, but I’d never met you. Never in real life. Then when I saw you looking at me, my stomach did things it’s never done before, other parts of me did too and I had that thought.  Not even a thought really, more like a daydream all captured in a few seconds.  I imagined you making love to me.  I’ve never thought of that before with anyone else.”

“And you never will again.”

My fuse has burned down.  Boom. My mouth is on hers, not just kissing, but owning her, and I want us like this forever.  I don’t remember ever feeling this kind of fire, this kind of lust.  It feels like I’ve never kissed before.  With her, everything feels new, like it’s the first time.

And then the honor I’m about to receive hurtles through my brain.

Her first time.

With me.

When her hands brush down my back, electricity pops and crackles over my skin. Everywhere she touches burns with it. Then, it becomes nearly unbearable to control myself because she’s lifting my t-shirt, her hands pulling at it, and I explode.

I tear my lips from hers, leaving her breathless and wide-eyed, but I can’t stop.  I rip my t-shirt over my head and my eyes fix on her sweater. It needs to be gone.  I want us flesh to flesh, top to bottom, side to side and any other way possible.

“Off,” I grunt as I pull at the cream-colored fabric.  Her arms rise above her head, no hesitation, and the sweater pops off her head and her hair is the most beautiful mess.  “All off. All of it.”  I order.

“Okay,” she says. Then a vixen smile crests her lips as she adds, “You too.”

I’m all in.  For a moment, it’s all hands groping and pulling.  Snaps and zippers and buttons. Some of them don’t give quickly enough and the sound of fabric tearing cuts through the room.  I don’t care, I’ll buy her anything she wants – I just need her naked, right now. Yesterday, if I could.

“Wait.”  I’m panting, but I freeze.  “Not here.”  I don’t want her first time to be like this, rushed in a dining room.  She’s my princess.  Royalty. 

She doesn’t belong here, among the pots and pans, laying on an uncomfortable table or floor. I need to make her feel safe and loved.

Honored.

I want to fuck her with my heart as much as my cock.

Then, I hate myself and my physical limitations.  I want to reach down and scoop her up and carry her up the stairs, but I can’t.  She must read it in my face or read my mind or something, because without missing a beat, her hands are on my cheeks, pulling my ear to her lips, whispering.

“I’ve always dreamed someone would hold my hand and walk me up the stairs to a waiting bedroom.  Leading me.”  Her words drip like molten lust into my ear.  She’s sweet and seductive and I’m making her mine today.

My pants are unzipped, but I’m still clothed from the waist down.  She’s naked and I’ve never seen anything more stunning... 

I trace the fingertips of one hand down her arm until they twine with hers, my eyes drifting down to see the magnificence of her form.  I must be in a dream; there has been nothing in my dreams nor waking hours that could compare to the breathtaking sight before me.

“I don’t deserve you,” I mumble, my mouth watering at the sight of each inch of her soft, lush body.  I want to taste her, trace my fingertips over each part of her, explore her wilderness and spend hours at the altar between her legs. She’s hairless and her outer lips glisten in a way that sends my mind spinning.

“I’ll be the judge of that.”  She takes her other hand from my back, and I feel the loss so keenly I almost cry out, but she brings it around to crook her tiny fingers around mine, so both our hands are linked, as if we’re suddenly one, together. She places my palm full and secure on the weight of her breast, and I have to close my eyes for a moment just to clear my head. It throbs with electricity every time my cock sends out a Morse-code SOS.

“I’m going to give you everything you deserve, Constance.  My purpose in life is to give you pleasure.  I want that more than my own breath.  To see your face when you cum.”

I roll the hardened peak of her nipple between two fingers, watching the reaction in her face. Her lips fall apart and she looks down to watch my hand worship her flesh.  She’s taking these tiny, puffing breaths as I gently pinch and squeeze.

“You’re going to make me cum with those little sounds you’re making.  I’ve never heard anything more beautiful in my life.  Never smelled anything more intoxicating.  Never seen anything that would rival how you look right now.”

She raises her eyes, looking sleepy, but I know it’s something else.  

“Hold my hands,” she puffs out.

With great disappointment, I lower my hand from her tit, clutch at hers and lead her out of the dining room.

Her body moves and sways as she walks.  Half my brain is still concentrating on my weak leg, but in truth, I feel like I have a third ready to serve if necessary.  My cock is hard as a marble pillar, weeping into its fabric confines as I let her go ahead of me up the steps.  The sight of her ass hitching and balancing as she climbs makes me want to leave bite marks there.

She’s so beautiful, so young and perfect.  When we get to the bedroom door I stop.  

“What?” Her face turns crimson.

“I should be able to carry you.  I want to be able to carry you through the doorway.”  I take my free hand and touch her cheek.  “You’re so young.  So beautiful.  I’m so much older and broken.  Are you sure?”

I want her more than I’ve wanted anything, but it’s hard to believe she would want me.  Like this.  

“If you don’t get me on that bed in the next ten seconds, I swear...”  Her smile breaks my momentary melancholy.  How did I get so damn lucky?  

“Okay, just remember you asked for it.  I haven’t been hard for anyone is so long.  My cock may never want to leave once I’m inside of you.”

I lead us forward through the door, but she turns around to walk backward, teasing me.  The minx has skills, I’ll give her that.

“That’s a big bed.”  She darts her eyes to the massive king-size poster bed that centers the master bedroom.  “Just you here? All the time?”  A hint of doubt enters her voice and I squash it right away.

“It came with the house.  I’ve never had anyone in my room before you, Constance.  Never wanted to.  This house hasn’t felt like a home until now, to be honest.  Watching you eat downstairs, seeing you sitting there in the dining room.  Following you up the steps.  It felt like a completely new house. A home.  Just because you’re here.”  The last few words stall in my throat and I have to force them out.  It’s the lonely truth, and now that she’s here I can’t imagine her leaving.

Her eyes flutter, her tongue licking her bottom lip in that way that speaks to the carnal beast in me.  Is it so wrong I want her to be so innocent, just so that I can ruin her?  Make her filthy for only me?  

She considers my words for a long moment, then her cheeks plump and her Athena-like face creases with a sultry grin.  When she speaks, she tugs her lips to the side.  “I thought I would be so nervous, but I’m not.  Maybe we were meant to be, Mr. Sawyer.  The famous Reed Sawyer.”  She sashays back toward me, her hands going to the waist band of my jeans, greedy for me, and I’ve never felt so happy in my life.

“Are you wet?”  The words tumble out of me, I’ve never imagined speaking to a woman the way she makes me want to speak to her.  All my reserved manners fly out the window. I want her needy and spread wide, showing me what will always and only be mine.  Smiling and offering herself to me.  My own personal sex toy, my sweet slut.  I never thought of that before either and those words I would have thought before to be disrespectful or negative are now beautiful.

They are the most beautiful words I can imagine, right alongside the other three that keep dancing around in my head.  The ones I want to say to her.  But I’m afraid she will think I’m crazy.

“Wet?  Hmm, you tell me.”  She looks up with that wide-eyed innocence and I lose my mind.  Our hands are still entwined when she pulls my fingers down and places them into her slick heat.  “Am I wet?”

One more flutter of her eyelashes and the modicum of control I had left evaporates.  My fingers sink between her silk folds.  She’s on fire and sopping wet; her scent wraps up around my throat, squeezing until I find something inside of me long forgotten.

“You’re going to cum for me and me only.  Do you understand?  Do you understand who’s in charge here?”  My voice deepens to a baritone as my middle finger finds her center and enters her slowly, methodically until her breath stops as I hold myself there inside her.

She gasps, ragged and hot. “Oh my God.”  Her forehead sinks into my chest, my free hand grips the back of her neck with a handful of hair, pulling and forcing her face up toward me.  She’s smaller than I remember, or I’m growing taller.

There is a rumbling in my chest, not quite a groan and not anything I’ve heard before.

Her body is my muse, my finger feels so perfect inside her.  It’s tight on my single digit and I worry what will happen when I try to get my cock inside her.  I’m not snack-sized, I’m super-sized, and I just pray her tiny body can take at least part of me.  I need to be in there, and I don’t think I would be able to stop once I start.

She’s melting against me, and she inches her legs apart, rising onto her tiptoes to give me better access. My heart beats triple time.  She wants me. I’m pleasing her and nothing has ever been more important to me than this, here and now.

“Does that feel good beauty?  My finger inside your drenched cunt?  You are wet indeed. You’re ready for me, aren’t you?”  I glide in and out, my thumb glancing over her hard nub, listening to how her breathing changes as I stroke.

“Um hmm.”  Her hands hand onto my shoulders and her hips begin to curve in and out as I slowly draw my finger out, the walls of her pussy tugging at me, trying to get me to stay.

“Look at me,” I rumble.  

Her eyes come up. They are slits of shocking blue, her tongue flitting over her bottom lip.

“Open your mouth.”  I bring my drenched middle finger to her lips and run it across.  Painting her with her juices, then slip it inside.

She latches on with a deep hunger, sucking and licking my finger in the warmth of her mouth.  I press in and out as I pull us in unison toward the bed.  I want to taste her as well, but I want it straight from her cunt, want her spread open on my mouth.  I want her offering it all to me. I want her first orgasm and all the ones that come after.  I want to swallow every drop that comes from her body.  

I need her loose and relaxed when I finally enter her.  I would die if I truly hurt her.

“How do you taste?”  I put my hands on her waist, leaning her back until her glorious ass is on the foot of the bed.

“Like I want more.”  She scoots back as I wrestle my cock out of the coffin of clothing, kicking my pants and boxers into a discarded pile.  This floor has never seen my clothes on it before; I always undress in my closet, anything I take off goes directly into the hamper. But not today.  

“You’re going to get more than you can handle, my sweet girl.  I’ve been saving up everything for you.  Lay back, open your legs for me, and show me all of you.”  

I lean over her, my long arm reaching for a pillow to put under her head. I want her comfortable, because I plan to be eating her until she cums at least twice.  My fingers find the edge of the white pillow case as she leans back, looking up at me, my cock standing straight up and soaked with clear liquid, straining for his own release. But that will only come after her pleasure.

I settle the pillow behind her head and descend on her without another word.

She gasps when my open mouth meets her pink heat. My tongue enters her as far as it will reach, feeling every nuance of her skin, her flavor rolling over me like a blast from the sun.  I’m on fire, swallowing her juice, slurping and sucking at her because I want all things that are part of her to be part of me.  

She squirms under my ravaging mouth, but my hands grip her hips, pulling her forward onto my face, my nose drawing deep, holding her steady and still as my tongue spins around in her opening, feeling the tightness.  Then I stop, kiss her folds and hold my face there, breathing her in, relishing this moment and freezing it in my mind.

After a minute, she’s antsy, moving on me.

“Please, Reed, what are you doing? I need more, please.”  Hearing her pleading words makes me more proud than I’ve ever been.  This little doll needs me, not wants me.  Her words are desperate and that makes my chest swell with pride.

“I’m remembering this moment.  Smelling you.  I’ve never smelled anything so amazing in my life.  Pull your legs apart more,” I grunt.  “Up and apart. Now.”  There is a demanding animal inside me. I need her to obey me as badly as I need to take care of her.

She does as she’s told and I draw in a deep breath before my mouth attacks her clit, my fingertips digging into the soft flesh of her hips.

This obsession expands, to have her utterly exposed.  I want nothing of her hidden.  No secrets.  I want to know every minute of her life before me.  Every part of her body is mine to enjoy, use, and discover. 

I drop one hand from her hip and bring my finger up to spread the top of her outer lips, pulling up so the hood of her clit rises and I can get at all of her.  I lap and suck until she’s jerking and flouncing under my mouth.  Her body tightens and her hands pull her knees even farther apart, her hips jutting upward, grinding into my face.

“God, that’s so beautiful, take what you want, it’s yours already, beauty,” I mumble into her drenched cunt before my teeth rake over the hard button, and then I suck her to an orgasm that sprays my mouth and chin. I swallow and lick up every drop, greedy for it all.

The second orgasm comes faster; she’s riding my face in lustful bliss and her voice raises to the high ceilings with sounds I want to hear over and over for the rest of my life.  

“I want you inside me,” she croaks out, and I’m so ready I’m shaking.

“Needy girl, aren’t you?”  I stand up, leaving the heaven between her legs, but my cock can’t wait any longer.  He’s straining at the limits of my skin, nearly purple with the pressure.  My balls tingle and ache for her. I want my seed inside her. Yes, inside her. I know I should think otherwise, sheath myself, but there is no way.

I need her. Flesh to flesh. Need my cream dripping from her opening as she shows me who she belongs to.

“I just need you inside me.  It’s like I need to breathe, it aches.”  Her fluttering hands go to her belly as I crawl upward.  For a moment, I think of my knee, will it support me?  I toss the thought away; I feel no pain right now.  I’ve been with pain every second of every day since the accident, but right now I feel only joy and need.  Pain cannot enter this moment. It is too strong.

I position her higher on the bed, taking a long moment to admire her.  Her labia are swollen and soaking, the light catching and glistening on the pink petals.

They call for me, and I’m lost for a moment, staring, until she spreads farther for me, pushing up on her heels, offering herself.

“Reed...”  My name comes from her lips and I cage her with my body, the head of my cock brushing against the slick heat, nearly seizing up and drenching her in my cream before I even penetrate her.

I grit my teeth, holding back as I guide myself to her opening.

“You have to promise me something.”  The words fight their way out of my throat, my entire body drawn as tight as a bow string.

“What?” she snaps, impatient, her hips pushing upward to grab at me.

“If it hurts too much, you have to tell me. You promise?”

“God, if you don’t get your dick inside me it’s going to hurt me a lot more.”  Her words shake along with her body.

I gulp hard, saying a little prayer for her and for me.  Please let it feel good for her. Please don’t let me fuck this up.

That’s all I can take. Her body is pulling at me and I thrust forward. It’s more than I intend, but I’ve snapped.  The thick head of my cock gets just inside her, but her entire body drives upward on the bed, her opening so small for my thickness.

“More.” She gasps.

“Hold on, babe.  This might hurt.  You have to hold onto me, okay?  Open your legs and hang onto my neck.”

She does as I say and I lower my body until I feel the hard rasp of her nipples on my chest.  Every cell in my body screams with pleasure and the crown of my dick isn’t even inside her yet.  I may just pass out from my own pleasure once I penetrate her.

She grips me tight and her legs open wide. I jut my hips forward, breaking through her resistance as both of us cry out.  I’ve never felt anything like this in my life.  When they say fireworks go off in your head, they’re lying.  This is better. It’s the fucking pleasure atom bomb. There isn’t even a word in our language for this feeling because nobody has ever felt it before us. We’re the first, and we’ll be the last.

I push forward again, gaining an inch, but she moves up on the bed from the blunt force.

“God, you’re enormous.”  Her voice shakes. Her eyes are on me, cloaked in something between awe and fear.  “Don’t stop.”

I don’t. Because I can’t.  

Constance gasps and smiles as I seat myself inside her and inch at a time.  I’m not all the way in, but I’m in, and I memorize the way her slick heat feels wrapped around me.  I imagine painting the walls of that sweet cunt with my white cream. Filling her time and again until it’s dripping out in gobs. Drying and flaking on her skin because I refuse to let her wash me away.

“You feel so good. So hot. So wet. It’s beautiful.  You’re beautiful.”

“Just keep moving, please.”  Her body shakes and wiggles, trying to pull me in.

“Bossy, aren’t you?”  I growl.  “You want it harder?” 

A rough moan escapes her throat. I’m pumping faster and deeper with each stroke.  I take her moans as my answer and push harder, her body taking me better than I’d imagined.  The sounds coming from us both send my mind into some sort of other world. Nothing exists around me but her pussy. It owns me, tightening and choking my dick.  My cum is threatening to rise up and spill, but I need her to cum first.  

Something inside me turns feral as she arches her back, her pleasure taking over.  I’m overwhelmed with the sensations and the emotions of giving myself to her like this.  I’ll never be far from her again. 

I growl and grunt as she cums.  Her body floods my dick with slick heat, my teeth set on her throat as I pummel forward, deeper and harder as her orgasms undulate and suck at my dick.  The muscles in my back and my ass are locked down and burning.

“Goddamn it.  I’m cumming, babe.  Jesus, it’s so good.”

My cum blasts out of me so hard I see stars.  We both scream as I tear into her, my cock growing thicker as I pound forward, feeling the limits of her body on the crown of my exploding dick.  I think I’m coming apart.

“I’m never letting you go,” I seethe the words into her neck wishing I could tattoo my name there for everyone to see.  We are attached from head to toe, my cock heaving sprays of cum so deep, I’m sure she can taste me in the back of her throat.

Then something happens. It’s like our bodies cease to be separate, and I know that sounds stupid, but I can feel her.  Not just her body. All of her, her mind, her senses. And she feels me.  Our physical bodies are so connected, when I came inside her, I gave her my soul.

“You’re mine now.”  I kiss the shell of her ear. Out of breath from the orgasm that felt like fucking giving birth.

“I’m yours.”  She whispers into my shoulder.

I jerk inside of her, my cock still at full girth, ready again.

“And I can do anything I want to you, can’t I?”  I meet her, nose to nose.  My rapid need to possess her claws at me from the inside out. 

Her eyes search my face to see if I’m serious.  I am.

Dead serious.

But it’s more than just those words.  I want her to give herself to me. All of her. I need to cherish, love, and take care of her.  I’ll always put her first, and in turn she gives all of herself to me. I only want her pleasure.  Forever.

When she nods, I start again, my cock already beating down the door for another round.

“My beauty,” I groan as I take her for round two.

C H A P T E R  N I N E

Constance

[image: C:\Users\Kimberly\Dropbox\_KAG\Stories\WRANGLER\Dani Wyatt Wrangler\Reining Her In\small crops.jpg]

“Oh my God.”

I wish I could find different words because I am wearing those out, but my brain isn’t functioning at full capacity.

“One more.”  Reed’s lips move with the words on my clit.  He’s been eating me for a good half hour this morning. 

Morning.  It’s 4:30 a.m. so I’m lost in what part of the day that really is.

I slept for a couple hours, but when I woke up, he was still just lying next to me, watching me.  I don’t think he slept at all. As soon as my eyes were open, I felt his fingers bringing me to one orgasm before my legs fell wide. When that happened he threw the bedding off the bed and took what he says is his rightful place between my legs.

Legs which are now quivering so bad I’m going to be the one that needs the cane.

I’m not sure if a mind and body can go supernova, but if it’s possible, that’s what’s happened to me.  Reed’s cock, fingers and mouth have taken up near permanent residence inside my sore pussy, but I love everything he does to me.  More than love it. I crave it.  Already he’s got me addicted to him.

To this.  To the dirty things he says to me.  

I sigh and lay back on the bed as he kisses and licks my inner thighs.   He’s ordered me to lay here for another half hour, even after he leaves.  My hands cup my belly, thinking about him inside me.  His cum finding its way to where it needs to be.

That’s ridiculous, I know.  But ridiculous or not, it’s the way things are. He and I were meant to be.  They say time will tell, but they’re wrong because I already know. Right this second, I want nothing more than to belong to him in every way.

Claimed.

“I’ll be back in a couple hours,” he mumbles into my open pussy.  “I have two sessions this morning.  I wish I could cancel, but I’m a man of my word.  Students count on me.  They are both emergency referrals. I hate that I need to leave.”

“It’s fine.  I don’t want to mess up your day.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to walk for a couple hours anyway.”

Most people would think it’s strange that he has to meet students this early, but in our world, the day starts about 5:30 or 6:00 a.m. with lessons. It’s not unusual.

“That may be so.  But I want to mess up yours.  In fact, I can’t stop thinking about all the ways I want to leave you a mess.”

“Haven’t you already?”  I smile at the feeling of our combined fluids trickling out of me.  I’m shocked at how open I am with him.  Nothing embarrasses me about this.  Us.  I feel free because I’m safe with him. He makes me feel beautiful and loved, like this is exactly where I belong.

Doing these things.

With him.  Forever.

His eyes search my face, which is burning hot.  He’s the most intense and stunning man I’ve ever met and he’s here, with me, looking at me like Zeus at Athena.

“Oh my God.”  

There it is again. My conversation skills are pathetic, but he’s between my legs now, inching that monster inside of me and immediately my body coils with another orgasm.

“Fuck, yes, sweet girl.  You cum like that for me every time, and I’ll die the happiest man on this planet.”

It still hurts, but I don’t care. My thighs are trembling as the thick head pops inside me, slipping in the gushing liquid he brought out with his mouth and fingers.

“Take more this time. I want to set myself so deep, my cum is directly delivered into your womb.”

His hands cup my cheeks, bringing me nose to nose with him as he hovers over me, balancing on his elbows as his hips do magical things below.

He’s not just entering me, he’s swaying, and the movements are like a dance.  Up and back, slow, then a pause, then more and deeper.  Thicker. His size tugs at my walls, pushing inside until it stings and burns. But I don’t want him to stop.  I gasp for breath – it’s a feeling I cannot describe, having another person so far inside my body like this.

Having him inside me like this.  

Reed rocks and slows, then more again and again until his cock is inside me so far I feel him in my belly.

“So deep,” I mumble as my eyes fall back.  

His hips move faster, his breathing ragged above me and his hands drop to my cheeks.

I open my eyes because watching him is more than beautiful. It’s a connection I’ve never felt before.  The grimace on his face is like nothing I’ve ever seen, almost like he’s in the most exquisite pain and giving himself to me is what he’s waited for his whole life.

“I want your cum.”  When the words leave my lips I’m shocked, but then he sends my body to the edge of another climax.

Reed freezes, thrusting forward until I gulp a painful breath, my opening stretched and tearing again as he feels like he’s thickening beyond what I’ve taken already.

“It’s already yours, my sweet girl.”

I grab my knees, stretching myself apart, because I want all of him inside me.  I want him to consume me with his cock.  For an innocent, inexperienced girl like me, I don’t know where these thoughts and feelings are coming from, but I only know with him it feels as natural as riding a horse.  

Except he’s riding me, and it’s perfect.

“That’s all of me, babe.”  He steadies, then stops.  Holding himself inside me as his entire body trembles.

His voice is shaking.

My heart is in my throat.  I want this feeling to last forever.

“I’m not moving until you say you’re okay.  You’re so fucking tight on me, you need to tell me you’re all right, Beauty, please.”  His voice goes from a tremble to a desperate plea.

When I can focus on his face again, I see terror there. The tendons in his shoulders quiver, each one standing out like a soldier next to the ones around and beside them.

I gasp and focus on speaking. “I’m okay.  I want all of you.”

I’m nearly hyperventilating.  

It hurts, but in a way that is so good I don’t want it to end.  And the way he looks so concerned, even when I can tell the pleasure is nearly taking him over.

“I’m so close already. You’re snapped around me like a cock ring, babe.  It’s so beautiful, the way you grab onto me from the inside like that.  So hot, like you won’t ever let go.”

“Fuck me, Reed. Please.  Make me cum.”

Reed’s cock takes me hard.  He pumps fast, until I know no other words than the pleading of his name.  He seems to find that acceptable because we cum together in a heaving, screaming burst, clutching at each other for dear life.

When we catch our breath, he lays next to me and kisses every part of my body, turning me over and lifting my arms and legs, kissing me until I’m giggling with pleasure, his lips leaving no spot untouched.

When he walks to the bathroom, I throw my arm over my eyes. I’m panting, and my body shakes from the inside as well as the outside.  The sight of him naked in any form has a delirious effect on me.

I’m melting into the soft bedding, a gush of another round of our combined fluids trickling out of me, and a moment of doubt washes over me thinking of the consequences of what I’ve done.  The things I’ve said.  The lust haze is lifting and a moment of harsh reality seeps into my wonderland.

I want your cum?

But it was the truth, and it still is, I just can’t believe this is me.

I hear the water in the adjoining bath as he soaks a cloth. Just as my breathing evens out, the tips of my fingers in my right hand start to twitch and shake.  Then it’s my hand.  

No, no, no, please no.  Not now.

I’m praying for it to stop.

Another moment and the twitching and shaking only increases, and it’s my whole arm now.  The tension is building and I’m trying to hold it back.  

God, no.

I didn’t tell anyone, I thought it would go away.  Just a side effect of the fall and the stress.

Reed emerges from the bathroom, running a hand across his chest, looking down as he walks.  “Here you go, my beauty.  I’m going to do what I can to ease the ache in that battered—”

I’m staring at him, unable to stop the trembling that’s taking over my head now.  He drops the cloth and breaks into an uneven lurching run toward the bed.

I’m shaking and convulsing on my right side, my head convulsing back and forth on my neck.  I can’t stop it, but I push up on my left arm. I don’t want him to see me like this.

Oh my god.  

My legs still work, it’s the right side of my upper body I can’t control.

“Jesus, Constance!”  Reed’s voice fills with horror.

I grab the sheet as I go, tucking it as best I can around me with only one hand. The spasms are already subsiding, but I’m so embarrassed.  Saliva is dripping out of the corner of my mouth and I see the look on Reed’s face.  The only thing I can think is he must be horrified.  Disgusted. Even though his eyes tell me otherwise.

The shaking subsides.  It’s over, but I barrel forward anyway, tucking the sheet around me and under my arms, reaching down to grab my clothes off the floor, tears clouding my vision.

“Stop!”  He yells.  “Come here.”

“No, I have to go.”  He blocks my path and the sob I am desperately trying to hold in explodes out of me only adding to my humiliation.

“You’re not fucking going anywhere.  We need to get you to the hospital.”

He grabs my shoulders.  And instead of calmly letting him talk, I jerk back and forth, then I slam my shoulder into his chest and throw him off balance on his weak leg.

As soon as I’ve done it I’m sorry for it, but my embarrassment only multiplies tenfold when his leg buckles under him and he’s going down.  

I don’t find my bra and underwear, just my skirt and the sheet, but I’m down the stairs and out the door.  It’s still dark, but my purse is in my car, so instead of going into the guesthouse to settle down, I jump in my car, push the ignition button and tear out of the driveway.

The first person I have sex with is probably the best trainer in the world, and I have a fit right there. Then, instead of being mature enough to deal with it, I knock him down and run out the front door.  My level of pathetic is epic.

I shake out my arm, as I steer the SUV down the driveway to the road going far faster than is safe. The numbness still tingling my fingers.  Not only did I just embarrass myself beyond anything I’ve ever imagined, I know that I’ll never be able to ride again if I can’t control this thing.

What is happening to me? 

I just went from the happiest moment in my life to this pit, and I just hope he doesn’t come looking for me.  Because I can’t face him.
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“My God, Constance.  What the hell is wrong with you?”

My father’s accusatory tone only layers on the humiliation.  I charged in the back door of the house, only to find my parents there in the living room with Travis.

I’d managed to tug a t-shirt on that I’d left in the car, and crumpled the sheet and stuffed it in my bag. But I know my hair looks like I’ve been in a gang bang and I’ve never been this disheveled in front of my parents, let alone Travis.

“I’m not feeling well.”

“Dear, what—” My mother puts on her best everything-is-fine voice but I can clearly see in her eyes she knows everything is not fine.  She switches gears as my father grumbles some apology to Travis.  What he is doing here is just another in a day of what-the-fucks.  

“Travis is on his way out of town, but he stopped by to bring something.  Something for you, dear.” My mother’s sticky sweet voice hurts my ears.

“What?”  The words barely make any sense.  This entire scene doesn’t make any sense.  “What is he doing here?  It’s barely seven o’clock in the morning.”

My father and Travis are sitting there sipping coffee like this is an everyday occurrence.

“I brought you something, like your mom said.”  Travis is on his feet.

“I thought you were out of the state at a competition?”

“Nope.  I was, but I had something more important to do.”

My father follows Travis to his feet.  My eyes are stinging, hot with the tears I cried all the way here.  The throbbing still between my legs, the memory of toppling Reed over and onto the floor, makes the prickling in my eyelids turn to a burning that I’m afraid I can’t hold back.

“Come out to the arena,” my father orders.

My parents’ estate has an indoor riding arena and ten stall barn.  I’ve had horses of my own since I was young, but once you start getting up into the higher levels of competition, it doesn’t make sense to keep your horses at home, so it’s been years since I had a horse of my own here that I rode in competition.  I keep two of my older horses that have retired here, but that’s it.

I give a glance toward my father, whose eyes tell me to do as I’m told, so grudgingly I follow the group out the back door and into the golf cart.  Travis takes the driver’s seat like he’s a member of the family or something. And I’m sure he wishes he was as well.

By the time we get to the arena, I can already see the lights inside are glowing and there is a horse trailer and truck sitting outside that don’t belong here.

“What’s going on?”  I ask anyone that might answer as we all pile out of the vehicle.

My father walks on without answering me, stepping proudly inside the arena.  I follow behind like the child I am around him.

Inside the arena, Travis turns to me with an overly sweet smile that makes me want to hurt him.  “Here you go.”

A groom is walking around with a jet black warm blood, at least seventeen hands high if not more.  

“Since Ruby will no longer be suitable, Travis has found you a new champion.”

“Ruby is fine.  She just had a bad day and —”

“You will not ride that mare again,” my father snaps.  “You will not embarrass me on a weak, undisciplined mount.  Travis worked very hard to find this gelding for you on such short notice.  I’ve already sent a trailer to pick up Ruby at that new barn.  Your mother should not have let you move in and agree to be trained there without consulting me.  I pay the bills – I make the rules.  Travis has arranged for a buyer for Ruby.  This is your new mount.”

My head is buzzing. I watch as my father juts his hand out to Travis, who accepts it with a proud shake.  My mother is fluttering around and whispering things in my ear but I hear nothing.  

“Back on the horse as they say, right?”  Travis is next to me now, that same twisted smile on his face as my father looks on.

“What?”  I shake my head, incredulous at this whole spectacle. I bite my tongue because there is so much more I’d like to say.

“Time to get on the horse again, Constance.”  My father stares at me with that look.  “You can’t show weakness.  If you are a champion, then show me.  I’ve spent my time and millions of dollars on your career, now prove to me you still want this.  This new horse is the most expensive, best quality mount you’ve ever had.  You better do as you’re told and prove it was worth it.”

My fingers are shaking.  My heart isn’t beating.  I’m being sucked down into some vortex that has me unable to breathe or respond.  It’s how I always feel when my father talks to me like that.  I become this pathetic little girl who does as she’s told by Daddy without question.

“You can go change in the office, dear.”  My mom places a hand on my arm and I jerk away.  “I had a set of britches and boots brought down from the house earlier.  Go on.  Show your father you appreciate everything he does for you.”  My mother’s voice sounds as pathetic as I feel.  

“I don’t know anything about that horse.”  My bottom lip is shaking. I hate that I’m scared.  Terrified really.  

“Travis tells me this is the horse that will get you to the next level.  He knows better than any of us what you need.  We knew Ruby wasn’t the right horse anymore for you. You should have never gone to that other trainer.  Now, go get changed and get on that horse.  Show me you are serious about this.” My father crosses his arms and stares over my head at the horse.  “The doctors said there was nothing wrong with you.”

Ten minutes later I’m still fighting the tears, but I’m on the mounting block while my parents and Travis watch from the other end of the arena.  The groom is holding the new horse, and I can see the animal’s skin twitching. The whites of his eyes ring the brown inside. He’s terrified.

“Whoa, bud,” I murmur, slipping the tip of my black boot into the silver stirrup.  “One, two, three,” I softly count off to myself, then pop up, throwing my right leg over the saddle.  

Before I find my seat and settle my other foot in the stirrup, the horse explodes forward like a dragster off the line.

“Whoa!”  I don’t even have my hands on the reins, all I can do is reach down and grab the mane. My heart is in my throat as the horse is gaining momentum and heading toward the open arena doors.  If he makes it outside, he can run forever.  I’m barely holding on as it is. I loosen one hand, flailing for the leather rein strap that is hanging down under his neck.

“Oh God, please...”  We’re thirty feet from the door and my parents are screaming at me like there’s anything I can do. Travis doesn’t throw himself in front of the gelding, he doesn’t try to slow him down; he just jumps out of the way. I’m doomed.  If this animal gets out in the open, my only chance is to dump myself off now, but he’s going so fast. If I fall at this speed I may not ride again, ever.

I squeeze my eyes shut, my one hand holding onto the short, coarse hair at the top of his neck, my other hand still feeling around for the leather, when I hear a voice roar above the sound of the others.

“Whoa!”

I dare open one eye and there’s Reed, arms high, waving his cane in the air and yelling at the horse, making himself as big as possible, countering every left and right motion of the gelding.  He anticipates the horse’s movements before they even happen.

“No!  Get out of the way!”  I yell, but my voice breaks in my throat.  The gelding is hell bent and he’s going to run right over Reed if he doesn’t move.

I squeeze my eyes shut again, tensing, waiting for the inevitable collision that will throw me to the ground and trample over the man that I am sure I am in love with.

A small prayer falls from my lips and I bring both hands to tighten on the mane, hoping beyond hope for an outcome I cannot foresee.

“Whoa!”  Another bellow from Reed.

My mother is screaming, my father is shouting, and Travis is silent.

As the gelding reaches the open doors, suddenly he turns sharply to the left, my body nearly flying from the back of the giant animal, but I manage to keep my grip.  Before I know it, the black gelding is turning in larger then smaller circles, his speed slowing until he is a huffing mess under me.

“Jump down, Constance, now!”  Reed’s voice wakes me from where I’m frozen in fear.

I don’t think. I just do as he says, flinging my right leg back over and free-falling down the side of the gelding into his one open, waiting arm.  His other hand is dripping blood from the leather rein that has cut into his palm.  The horse is stomping in place and pulling backward, eyes wild and froth dripping from his mouth.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”  Travis finally has something to say.

“I’m obviously here to be the one person who has any sense.  What the fuck are you doing, putting her on this horse?  On any fucking horse.”  Reed looks like he could kill with just his eyes.

“That horse is a three-time International Eventing Champion,” my father chimes in, lurching forward.

“Is he?”  Reed is huffing himself, his face twisted in anger.  “That’s what Travis told you?”

“Yes.  We bought him.  Luckily, Travis was able to negotiate a deal for Constance.”

“Yeah?  Negotiate a deal.”  Reed spits.  “Let me see, did it go something like this? He’ll take Ruby off your hands and sell her – at a huge loss, of course. Then, just by sheer luck, this amazing champion horse is for sale at the rock bottom price of 1.6 million dollars, but you have to act now or someone else will snatch him up.”

I’m looking back and forth between the three men, my mother looking like a scared barn mouse standing by the arena wall.

“How did you know that?”  My father’s forehead pulls together.

“Yes, how did I know that, Travis?”  Reed hands the reins to the wide-eyed groom who’s run across the ring next to him. 

“Reed, you don’t know anything about this horse.  This is Lucian McDonnelly’s old mount.  The one that won him gold two years ago at Warrington.  Years of Gold is his name; they call him Black Gold.”

“Black Gold?”  Reed steps forward, pulling me by the hand to stand behind him. He’s laughing now.  “Mr. Montgomery.” He turns from Travis to my father.  “You’ve been sold the Brooklyn Bridge.  I’m Reed Sawyer, and when the trailer showed up to pick up Ruby, I stepped in and refused. The driver told me all about this ‘Black Gold,’ and this is a small horse community.  I know all the horses on this circuit, their owners, who’s for sale, who’s hurt.  I made some quick phone calls just to be sure. I’m telling you, sir, this is not Black Gold.”

“How do you know that?”  My father grumbles.

“Because, Black Gold is in a pasture in Florida right now.  Recouping from a hock injury.  One of my former students bought Black Gold two months ago, then he got his foot stuck in a fence and he’s been recovering since.  This horse is not Black Gold.  And anyone that would put your daughter on this unbalanced animal is not looking out for her success nor her best interest.  So, I’m sorry to cut this little get together short, but Constance is returning with me.  Right now.”

I’m shaking. All the men are caught in some kind of showdown and whoever talks first loses.

“Come on, babe.”

“But, wait.”  For some reason I don’t think I should go with him so easily, but I clearly don’t belong here. And in the short time Reed’s trained me and been with me, I’ve never felt more safe, loved, nor protected.

“No waiting.”  He looks down with a smile. Even in the midst of all this tension, his focus is purely on me.  “We’ve wasted enough time.  Besides, you and I have unfinished business, don’t we?”  He loses a bit of his smile, but my body flushes with heat knowing I should have never run out on him like that. “Are you okay?”  Without another word to either of them, my father or Travis, Reed sets his arm around my shoulders, waiting for my answer.

I nod.  “I’m fine.  I’m not sure what’s going on here.  And I’m so sorry.”  My voice falls, remembering my tremor and my immature reaction.  “Are you okay?  I can’t believe I pushed you like that.  I’m so sorry.”

“Shhh.  We’ll talk about it later, but I’m fine and we are fine.  You understand what I’m saying?”

He’s talking to me like no one else is around, completely focused on me, even as the other three hop around in the background.

I nod again, my heart beating triple time, my palms sweating.  My father is saying something to me but all I do is look at Reed.  He reads my eyes perfectly, giving me a soft nod, then steps up a bit more toward the open door. He stops there and bends down to where his cane is laying in the sandy ground of the arena a few feet away.

“I won’t pay you!  If you leave, Constance, you’re cut off.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Reed bellows.  The raw emotion in his voice is in stark contrast to his well-cut persona and I love the duality.  Just more jaw-dropping sexiness I’ll have to put up with I guess.

My father’s eyes go wide. His jaw drops, leaving his mouth gaping. 

I doubt anyone has dared speak to him like that before.

“All of you.  That horse is drugged. I know you paid a shit ton of money for him, but he’s worth none of it.  That horse just came in from out east, name is Franklin off the Mark, and not only is he not sound, he’s never been in an international competition in his life.  I don’t know how you expected to get away with this, Travis.  You must have known you would have been found out.  And trust me when I say this, all your horses will be tested.  I don’t foresee you having much of a career in this world going forward.”

“What the fuck do you know?”  Travis breaks in.  “You don’t know this horse.”

“If you would treat your people better, Travis, they might be more loyal.”

I look from Reed to Travis, then back to Reed. 

“How do you know?”  I ask, because from the way Reed’s talking he’s one hundred percent sure of his words.

He hesitates, looking into my eyes, then turns back to Travis. “The groom you sent over to pick up Ruby.  Bethany Thompson?  Yeah, she’s an old friend.  Seems you don’t treat your people very well, nor your horses.  She was with you when you loaded up Franklin here as well.  Watched you pump him full of sedatives and painkillers before you put him on the trailer, then sent her over to pick up Ruby.  He didn’t react the way you wanted him to, did he?  Sedatives have the opposite effect in some horses, you should know that, but you’re too greedy to care.  How much did you make off the sale of Ruby and then selling them this horse?  Netted yourself close to a million didn’t you?”

Reed steps to within a foot of my father, who has steam blasting out of his ears.

My dad glares at Reed as he speaks, jabbing a finger in the air at him. “You’re making this up.  Travis said you were looking for an in with the family.  You won’t find it.  Travis brought Constance to where she is now and—”

Reed reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper and shoves it at my father.

“You don’t have to believe me.  Take a look.”

Travis’s eyes can’t seem to find a place to light as my father quickly looks at him, then down at the open paper in his hand for a long moment.  

“What is this?”  My father grunts.

“This,” Reed leans in and points to something on the page, “is a stimulant.  A powerful stimulant that is considered a performance enhancer.  Raises a horse’s heart rate, pumps adrenaline through their system.  Some horses jump higher and go faster when irresponsible owners choose to use it.  Other horses, like Ruby, have a disastrous reaction.  A reaction that could have killed her. And could have killed your daughter.  I’m sure Travis thought it would get Constance a sure win.  He was wrong.”

“That’s bullshit.  I never—” Travis steps forward, bracing off with Reed, who hits him in the center of his chest with a pointed finger.

“This isn’t the first time, you asshole.  The proof is right there. I had Ruby tested that day.  I’m sure you thought you would show your shining new star to the world.  Constance, the up and comer, under the tutelage of Travis Houghton, wins her first ever International Competition.  What attention that would bring you. Endorsements.  Backing from the Montgomery family.  Constance was your golden ticket.  I know what a doping reaction gone wrong looks like.  I also know you’ve sold them this horse with fake papers.”

“Constance.”  Travis turns.  “You aren’t going to believe him, are you?  You hardly know him, I’m practically family.  Your father and I were just talking about things.  How I wanted to be more than just your trainer, but as a gentleman, I wanted to talk to him first, but I think I love you.”  Travis words are flat, desperate.

The whole scene is surreal.

Reed explodes and belts Travis in the jaw.  My mother screams and Travis’s hands fly to his face, but Reed just turns and takes my arm like we are taking a summer stroll, leading me from the arena.

“Keep walking.”  He says as I lean into Reed and flutter my fingers in a playful goodbye wave over my head without turning around.

C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Constance
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“Oh my God.”  My voice is like sandpaper on my dry throat. Those same three words again but I can’t stop it.  The last few days have sapped me emotionally and physically.  My brain is drained.

Reed is holding open the door on his old pick-up as I climb up and in.  The raised voices from inside the barn grow as my father and Travis almost come to their own blows.  My father is many things, but a cheat and a liar he is not, and he abhors being duped more than anything. 

“They all can live happily ever after,” Reed jokes, gently closing the door.

I watch as my mother leans into the open barn doors.  My heart breaks a little bit when I see the sadness on her face...  She gives me the smallest of waves and a tiny, pitiful smile.  I don’t even know who she is.  I don’t know why she’s put up with my father the way he’s been all these years, but right now, I see a loneliness in her eyes that I’ve ignored for too long.  She’s suffered as well, and I make it one of my goals to get to know my mother.  To see what makes her tick and maybe even help her.

Reed hops up into the truck, keys the ignition, and glides the pickup down the long drive toward the main house and the gates of the estate.  His hand comes over to mine, warm and reassuring as he turns to look at me, then back at the road.

“I need to ask you something.”  His voice is serious, and after everything that has happened I don’t think I could take another blow right now.  

I don’t want to care this much this fast, but I cannot deny this strange connection I’ve had to him since that moment we looked at each other in the ring.  I didn’t know these kinds of feelings were possible, and now I can’t stop them.  I know what I want to call them, but I’m afraid.

“What?”

He slows the truck to a stop in front of the house. The lights are still glowing from many of the leaded-glass windows that decorate the front of the hundred-year-old Tudor mansion.

“I’m a man that believes in instinct.  I know what I know.  I also know I’m scared shitless around you.”

A wave of shock courses through me as he squeezes my hand.

“Me?  You’re scared of me? Why?”

“Because, if you aren’t feeling what I’m feeling.  If this,”  another gentle squeeze of my fingers before he continues, “whatever this is between us, isn’t as real for you as it is for me, that is the most frightening thought I can imagine.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. His eyes are shining silver gray in the dim light, intensely searching my face.

“I’m not here to date you.  I’m not here to hook-up or whatever the fuck it’s called.  This is real for me.  I don’t want casual. I don’t want ‘let’s see.’  I know what I want, it hit me like a bolt of lightning that first day. Once in a lifetime, if you’re lucky, you get this.  And, my God, that first time I kissed you... I’ve never known anything like I know this.  I’m all in, Constance.  One hundred percent of me.  I want you.  I need to know where you are.”

Tears burn in the corners of my eyes, but I manage to keep them from spilling over by biting into my lips until I break skin.  

“Well, I...”  My head is spinning, searching for the words.  “I know one thing.  The only place I can think of that I want to be right now is with you.  Back at your house.  And that first time you kissed me?  I knew something too.  I knew you would be my first.”

He leans over and takes my mouth, his warm tongue swooping between my lips, his hand releasing mine and gripping the back of my neck, taking what he wants.  His breath comes out of his nose hot on my cheek like he’s been holding it far too long.

I’m desperate for my heart to slow and my breath to come back when he finally breaks away still keeping us nose to nose.

“I’m your first, Constance.  But I’m also going to be your last.  And your only.”  

He dots my face with kisses, leaving no spot untouched, then puts the truck back in drive.

“We’re going home?”  The words tumble out as natural as the spring dew.

Home.

“Yep.  Then tomorrow morning, you are going to see a friend of mine.”

“Who’s that?”

“Dr. Marcus Roberson, MD, Ph.D.  He’s a neurologist.  One of the best in the world. And whatever that was that happened yesterday, he’s going to fix it. If I didn't take care of you, that would hurt me more than anything, Constance.  I need you to be okay, and he’s the one that’s going to help.  So, tomorrow, 8:00 a.m., we’re going.  Don’t even try to fight me on this.”

I bite my lip; his voice leaves no room for disagreement.

“Well, guess we won’t be getting much sleep tonight then, will we?”

He drops his right hand from the steering wheel, setting it firmly on my thigh, moving upward until he’s stroking the fabric of my britches between my legs.  

“Or lots of nights in the future.”


E P I L O G U E

Constance
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“She looks good.”  Doc Mills gives Ruby’s nose a rub before he steps out of her stall.  “Ready for another win I think.”  He stomps some of the pine shavings that bed the stall off his boots and slides the wooden door shut.  The metal latch clanks a bit as he slips it in place and locks it down.

“As long as she’s healthy, I’m not that worried about the win.”  I smirk over my shoulder then whisper dramatically, my hand cupped next to my mouth.  “But my trainer?  He’s a different story. Win at all costs type.” 

Reed smacks his tongue in his cheek and spins his cane up to point at me.

“Me?  You’re the one that told me last night you want to be the youngest professional rider to ever win four Grand Prix Championships.  So, let’s keep it real here.  Seems you’re the one that’s developed a killer instinct.”  He walks toward me, slipping one hand around the back of my neck and kisses my cheek.  “I think you just enjoy showing that other trainer you used to have...hmm, what is his name?”  Reed looks up into the rafters of the barn rubbing his chin.

“Uh huh. Well, you two can have your little argument without me.  I’ve got a fiery red head sitting at home I can argue with anytime I like.”  

“Thanks, Doc.”  I smile and give Reed a little jab in his belly as he pulls me next to him, one arm draped over my shoulder.

It’s been just over a year since we walked out of my parent’s barn that night.  Travis is no longer in the industry.  Seems his greed overshadowed his intelligence.  Once word got around, he was laughed out of town.

We got married a month after that night here at the farm in his house.  Just a few of the staff as witnesses and a local preacher who Reed’s known for years.  I didn’t want much.  But Reed managed to make it an amazing day.  

First of all, he didn’t actually propose to me.  He told me we were getting married, told me I could pick the date as long as it was within the next thirty days, then he put a ring on my finger that nearly snapped my wrist it weighed so much.

Then, he said, “I love you.”

I, of course, said, “I love you too.”

Then, my sweet, arrogant Reed replied with, “You better.”  

Swoon.

We negotiated on that monster ring though.  I’m just not the big diamond kind of girl. So we save the Tiffany five karat solitaire for nights out.  We settled on a simple platinum band for every day.

A bit after that, we found out I was pregnant.  I considered quitting my riding career, but I really didn’t want to and Reed supported me whatever my choice.  So, I’m about to embark on my first major show since Mallory was born.  

I’ve managed to mend the fences with Mom and Dad as well.  In fact, with Reed’s encouragement, when my father speaks to me in any manner other than I think I deserve, I turn it right around on him and let him know the days of his beating up on me are over.  

Turns out, he’s just a big bully.  And with some help from Reed backing me up, for the first time in my life, I can have a normal adult conversation with my dad.  Both my parents actually.  

I do think there is a bit more to it than just me finding my backbone.  Reed took my parents out to dinner a couple nights after that blow up in the barn with Travis.  He never told me the specifics of what they’d talked about that night, but after that they both seemed a lot different with me.  

Never again did they tell me what to do, nor speak to me like I was a child.  In fact, at first, when my father would start to fall back into his old ways, I would watch him look at Reed.  Then he would stop, re-group and with much effort, change his tone.

It’s a beautiful thing when your man has your back like that.

“Ready, beautiful?”  Reed’s lips swoop down for a lingering soft kiss and my knees nearly buckle.  He’s still got that something.  I hope it never wears off.

“Ready.  Mallory’s all set with Jessica and the car is packed.”

“Are you okay?”  His voice softens and he cups my chin forcing our eyes together.

“Yes.  It’s just a few hours.”

We’re going out on our first date since Mallory was born.  She’s three months today and that was the agreement.  When she turned three months, we would start going out without her.  Reed loves to take me out and I love to be on his arm.  I’m not sure which of us is prouder to be with the other.  It makes my heart swell thinking of how he beams whenever we are together.

“One thing first.”  He turns my shoulders toward the back of the barn.

“What’s that?”

“I have a surprise for you.”  His usual rumbling tone turns playful.

“What have you done?”  I lean in next to him as he walks us toward the back of the barn.  Ruby’s here at his farm, our farm I mean, as well as my two other retired horses that were at my parents.

When we reach the end of long hallway flanked with stalls filled with million-dollar horses as well as the few rescues we’ve picked up in the last year, Reed stops.

“Close your eyes.”

“Are you kidding me?  What is this?  You’re not going to scare me, are you?”

“Just close your eyes and stop giving me grief.  Your ass is still red from this morning.  You’d be crying like Mallory if I turned you over my knee again today.”

“Fine,” I grunt but I secretly love it all.  Even the spankings.  Who would have thought?

I squeeze my eyes shut and Reed bellows out the open doors to someone who must be waiting.  “Bring it around.”

The next thing I hear is the deep rumble of an engine.

“Open your eyes, beautiful.”

When I look, there is the biggest, most beautiful black and silver motor home I’ve ever seen.  Complete with a bright blue bow on top. The color of a winning show ribbon.  Only this isn’t your average motor home – towed behind it is a four horse trailer.  Sleek and as cutting edge as the motorhome.

“Oh my God.”  My hands go to cover my mouth.

“When we go to your next show, we’re going in style.  We’re all going to be together.  You, Mallory, me and Ruby.  I don’t want us apart for even a day.  We have a professional driver and everything we could want or need in there.”

It’s been a struggle figuring out how I’m going to manage my riding career and family.  But leave it to my husband to do whatever is in his power to make me happy.

“Thank you.”  I hug him so tightly around his middle I hear him groan.

“You’re welcome.  But, I think there is a better way for you to thank me, Mrs. Sawyer.”

Reed’s hand comes down to smack on my ass, stinging the still sensitive spot where he lit me up this morning.

I break away into a teasing run toward the giant mobile condominium’s open side door.  The driver has already taken leave because I’m sure Reed told everyone to clear out as soon as they delivered the gift.  He’s as horny for me as that first night we were together and honestly, I am as well.

“Get ready, beautiful, we’re about to christen your new home on the road.”

Reed speeds up his walk coming after me.  The click of his cane next to him.  I don’t think that there is one thing about him I don’t find sexy.  I even love his cane.  And his crooked walk.  

“You have to catch me first.”  I dart inside the motor home.  It’s like a New York penthouse inside.  All sleek wood and comfortable soft fabrics.  He hits the door right behind me, fire in his eyes.

“You best be ready.  I’m hungry and there’s a lot of surfaces in here where you are about to be fucked my sweet beauty.  So get your ass in that king-sized bed, because I’m about to have a pussy feast.  Knees wide, beautiful, you know the drill.”

He’s an amazing lover.  He’s a good man.  A great father.  An attentive and caring husband.  A wonderful provider for everything I need.  Including some well-deserved discipline from my trainer now and then.

And one more thing.

He’s hung like a horse.  

And that makes for a special kind of happily ever after.
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SWEET RIDE

PROLOGUE

Eight Years Earlier

THORNE
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“I’m out.”  My words are met with a wall of silence from the other end of the phone.  A long pause and then muffled, labored breathing.  “You hear me?  Done.  Fuck!”

My eyelid twitches as I stare at the evening news on the television.  It’s unusual for me to turn on the electronic teat, but today, I got word I might want to take a look.  No one knows when shit like this is going to hit home.  In my world, for most, it never does.  But for me, today is my day.  My epiphany.

The low static on the phone clears and I roll my eyes when I hear the voice on the other end.  “You don’t get to tell me fuck-all about being done.”  The man I know only as ‘Black’ is as pretentious as his pretentious code name.  

In my imagination, he holds court behind an enormous desk carved from some dark hardwood, pinching a Cuban cigar in his teeth while minions nod in agreement to whatever pontifications fall from his lips.  But, truth be told, I have no idea what he looks like.  In this business it’s better not to know too much about your associates.  We have phone numbers on disposable phones, keeping things detached keeps you safe.  As safe as possible I suppose.

He takes a deep, raspy breath before he speaks. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”  The gravelly voice twists with humor and my gut churns.  The phone connection crackles, all I know is he’s on an island somewhere, which island I don’t want to know.  Less is more.  “And why the fuck do you care? People die.  Fuck-all happens. It’s not like you pulled the trigger.”

‘Fuck-all’...his signature phrase. Jesus, get some new material. He’s a poorly written pulp-fiction character.

There’s a pfft sound like he’s shrugging his shoulders.  “Life is shit, Thorne.  You do what you can to make yours a little less shit than everyone else’s.”

“This is different.  I did the drop.  I delivered.  But it went fucking sideways.  Two civilians down.  One’s DOA and the other in intensive care.”  I steel myself to say what I have to.  Let him know that I’m serious.  I blink against the tears.  Jesus, what the fuck is this?  I’m soft in all the wrong places?  “I’m fucking out.  This is it.  My name’s all over this.  You and me, we don’t exist anymore.”

This is no fucking way to live.  And for some inexplicable reason, I decide I don’t just want to live.  

I want a fucking life.  

Something more.  I don’t know that will be, but I’m damn sure going to live to find out.

There is a rustling then a clunk on the other end of the phone and a distant chuckle.  He does this shit as well.  Sets the phone down in the middle of a conversation, just like that.  

How did my fucking life get here?  How did I slide into this swamp of piss and filth?  

Somehow I’d convinced myself I wasn’t the bad guy.  

People kill people.  Not guns, right?  

That’s what I’ve always told myself.  I’m just an entrepreneur.

They will get them from someone if not me, so why not?  I needed to make a living.  No education besides what living on the streets had taught me, I convinced myself that the gun trade was somehow a step above the low life of drugs or the multitude of other crimes that to my rationalization were fucking below me.  What a crock of steaming shit that turned out to be.

The lights came on for me today.  Watching the news and finding out two people just died because they got caught up in the crossfire from guns I delivered not three hours ago.  Why does this bother me now?  I’d pushed away the reality of the facts for too long.  Had people died before from guns that passed through my hands?  Hell yes.

Fuck.  I should be the one lying in a hospital bed or worse.  Whatever he decides to do to me, I’ll take it, because I’m not doing this again.  I can’t.

I hear Black barking orders to someone in the background, telling them to bring him a drink.  The irony is I know nothing about him, and yet I know all the little details.  I even know his goddamn drink.  Always the same, he likes to call for it whenever we talk no matter the time of day.  Fucker has some weirdness about him.

Dry vodka martini, two orange twists, in a rocks glass.

There’s other weird shit I hear, too.  He’s an attention whore, likes to tell me shit I shouldn’t, and do not want to know.  Thinks he’s impressing me by spouting off about fucked up shit I wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole.  I swear to Christ, during one phone call he was fucking bragging about taking kidneys out of people.  Not willing people either.  That’s some next level evil there.

I pull the phone from my ear, hold it out at arm’s length and stare at it for a long minute.

Finally, the faint voice of Mr.‘Fuck-all-Vodka-Martini’ broadcasts out of the tiny speaker talking about doing a new deal but I’ve stopped listening.  

Let the shit hit the fucking fan. He can find another gun runner. Someone will gladly step in to replace me.  I get he might not like it, but I sure don’t think he’d take it so hard that he’d send me off the radar permanently but you never know.

I hit the ‘end call’ button and gently place the cheap pre-paid phone on the floor.  I bring the heel of my boot over the screen and listen to the steady crunching noise as I grind it into the faded linoleum floor. 

I’m out.

Whatever that means, I’ll die a man not a pawn.  I’m good with that.

I sit there dead still for a long time.  Long enough for the shadows on the tabletop to grow a few inches as the sun drops outside the window of my shit hole apartment.

I set my elbows on my knees.  Looking at my hands and the ink that decorates them.  Then I bring them to my head and rub back and forth, the friction heating my palms. There is a faint scratching of something that has taken up residence in the cabinet under my sink.

Truth is, I don’t have the heart to do anything about it. I don’t want to kill it, rodent or not, the damn thing just needs to eat and I remember scratching around for the same more than once in my life.

The pounding on my apartment door hits me, making my body jerk and turn.  

Fuck.  Maybe Black took it harder than I thought.  Sent someone for me.  A dark laugh comes out of me thinking he’s pissed that I broke up our little felonious romance.  

I wipe the back of a hand over my cheek and it comes away damp.  Tears blur my vision and I look like a fucking pussy, but it’s not because I’m scared.  I’m not afraid to die.  

After all these years, I accepted that risk.  But now it’s just all hitting home: I never actually did anything with my life.

I could run, but fuck that shit.  

The pounding comes again, harder.

“Open up.  Police.”

––––––––

ONE

Present Day

THORNE
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God, it smells so fucking good.  I’ll never get enough of that smell.

The backroom of the shop is clocking in at ninety-one degrees and it’s already cooled down a good bit from its highest point during the early morning baking hours.  It’s also spotless, the steel and glass thermometer glinting in the sunlight through the window, and I make a mental note to thank the staff for keeping up on my standards.  

“Hey, boss man!  I thought I heard your beast pull up.  You ride that bike dressed like that?  You are one of a kind, man.”  Christopher Ward shakes his head and his eyes light up as I stride through the back hall. He’s in the prep area where he’s wiping down a gleaming, stainless steel table.  “Guess it’s our undercover boss Friday, huh?  How many stores we got now?  Sixty?  Sixty-three?  I quit counting.”

I straighten my suit jacket and run a hand through my hair, a little smirk pulling at the corner of my mouth. “Sixty-two opened last week in Times Square.  But it’s your lucky day, man.”  I slap him on the shoulder and he turns in for a quick bro hug.  “Place looks great, as always.  You run a tight ship.  Don’t need to even come here, never anything to put on my report except ‘fucking outstanding.’”

“That right?”  He’s trying to hide the grin of pride, but I can see it.  “Then why do you come here?  Don’t you have investors to meet or something?”

“Sure.  But they don’t have your fucking personality, man.”  I glance around.  “Seriously, good job.  I mean that.  The place is safe in your hands.”

I work at one of my stores every Friday.  Always have, always will.  I enjoy it; it reminds me of how lucky I’ve been.  More than that, it lets the staff know that they’re not working for some faceless corporation.  We’re in this together.

“Awww, shucks, boss.  Guess you raised me right.  From thug to this.”  He chuckles and spins his head, looking around the back room.  “Who’da thought?”

Tattoos cover his neck and hands, the only ink that’s currently on show, but I know from our time at Jackson State he’s almost eighty percent covered in color.  I kid you not, and I have the community showers to thank for that information.

My body isn’t far off from his ink coverage, either.  But I’m a waist-up kind of guy when it comes to my body art.  My ink is a kaleidoscope of color and covers me from hip bones up until it swirls up my neck under my crisp, tailored dress shirts.  Yeah, my contradictions turn heads.  

I look up to the ceiling, thanking whatever higher power took a hand in my life.  “Do you remember years ago when we opened that door, took a knee and prayed?”  I set my legs wide and cross my arms as he nods back.  “Fucking crazy ass ride it’s been, right?”

“Fucking sweet ride. Here we are.  Two felons selling three dollar donuts.”  He throws his head back letting out a deep breath.  “From making fucking glazed donuts for a thousand inmates in that hell kitchen.  Now this.  Some days, I still wake up and think it’s a dream.”  He looks around the room, gleaming with stainless steel and racks and racks of decorated donuts in twenty-four flavors.  

Not just any flavors either.  Try a Cappuccino and Coconut.  Or our white chocolate truffle.  My newest is a dark salted chocolate and mango.  We name them all, too, with these chicken shit names that would have the old Thorne shaking his head.

Names like: Mango Bango.  CappoNut, 101 Dalmatians.

I look through the window of a glassed cool room at the rear of the baking area, where two smiling women are chatting and working to apply the icing and decorative toppings that have become our trademark at The Sweet Spot.

“You know you can come up to corporate anytime.  Get out of the store.  I told you.”  I twist my head, trying to work out the kink that settled in from falling asleep at my computer last night.  All work and no play makes Thadeus a rich, but lonely boy.  

Which suits me fine right now.  I love to work.  Dating and getting laid for the sake of getting laid are not in my wheelhouse.  Just doesn’t make me tick.

If I don’t feel it, it’s not my jam.  And the truth is I haven’t felt anything in the below the belt department for so long, I’m not even sure my damn equipment still works in a real life scenario.  Maybe I’ll find out someday, but until that right girl hits me in all the right places, I’m a workaholic who doesn’t want an intervention.

“Not a fucking chance.”  Christopher shakes his head with a crooked smile.  The scar on his cheek pulling his eyes a bit crooked.  “I like being on the ground. The early mornings.  The customers.  The routine.  It’s my home, bro.”

Christopher has a good nest egg going I’m sure. Like me, he’s not an extravagant spender.  Oh, don’t get me wrong.  I like my suits and my bike but I don’t spend like I could.  I prefer a few bank accounts with plenty of zeros showing.

I’m sure neither of us ever thought we’d be part of the upper crust as we used to call it.  The right side of the tracks I guess.

Christopher could come up to corporate, sit in an office, buy a nice place in a suburb, find him a gorgeous wife, suit out his life with a dog and 2.5 kids.  But like me, this crazy ass donut business got under his skin.  It’s just part of who we are right now.

The bells on the shop’s front door jingle as I nod at my friend in agreement.  

I get it, it’s the customers, the routine, early mornings and the smell of donuts baking.  That’s what it’s all about.  Out at the front retail area Angela greets whomever just walked in with a familiar, “Good morning, what can I get you?”  She sounds happy, which is just the way I like it.  Treat the staff well and it pays dividends.

Literal dividends in my case.

I clap my hands in front of me, then rub them together before speaking.  “Alright, bro.  I’m going to go check out the front.  Watch Angela work her charm. You tell everyone it’s lunch on me today.  If you guys want to go out, I’ll cover the store.  Or I’ll bring in whatever you want.”  

I look down at my watch.  Then pull the cuffs of my shirt so the white shows evenly under the dark grey of my suit sleeve then turn to step toward the front.

“Yes, boss.  Er, hold on, wait, there’s something else.”  The lightness in Christopher’s voice turns to hesitation.  “I got something else you need to know.”

Christopher is no drama queen, so I know whatever is about to be said will not be fucking rainbows and unicorns.  I lick my lips and pause at the swinging door that separates the back room from the sales area.  He’s rubbing and squeezing his temples, not meeting my eyes.

“I got a call yesterday.”  Christopher drops his hand from his temples to grip at the goatee that covers his chin.  “Saul, man.  He called.  Again.  Showed up last night. Again.”

Fuck me.  I was having a fucking good day.  

“Jesus.  What the fuck did he want?”

“He wants to work.  Hey, that’s what he said, man, I’m just passing on the message.”  Christopher shakes his head.  

My shirt collar is pinching the back of my neck when I throw my head back.  Fuck.  I let out a breath to relieve the pressure that’s building inside my head as Christopher continues.  “He said he’s straight, and that you told him once if he got his ass straight you’d give him a shot.”

“Yeah, that was before he took two more rides for breaking parole.  He’s not straight.  I’ll tell you right now, he’s still down on Cass, shuffling whatever he can to get his fix.”

“I don’t doubt you, boss.  But he just said you promised and I’m just delivering the message.  You’ve helped out brothers before, so it’s not for me to decide.”  Christopher throws his hands up and shrugs.

I take a breath and close my eyes.  Funny how Saul’s name turned my mood from sweet to sour.  He and I were cellmates for a good two years in the fine accommodations at Jackson during my stint.  Sharing a small space like that, you get to see the light in people despite all the darkness.  So when I got out and made good, I made sure to do what I could to help others like me.  

See, the thing about being a felon...you do your time, you get out, you’ve got that big fucking F that comes up on your background check and no one’s going to hire you. So I do what I can when I can for brothers like me.  But I’m also not putting my own ass and my whole business on the line for someone who can’t show me they’re ready for something new.  

Now, Saul—and I can forgive a lot—but he has two downs for sexual assault with a minor.  He says he thought the girl was eighteen, and it was a long fucking time ago, yadda-yadda-yadda, but still.  Some shit’s difficult to forgive, and he never denied the rest.  

I know people can change, and even with that black mark against him I’d give him another chance.  Really I would.  That’s why I told him what I told him.  If he changed, then okay.  But he hasn’t.

“If he calls again, tell him I’ll be in touch.  I won’t leave him hanging, man.  But he’s not ready.  Trust me.  But I’ll tell him myself.  It’s not your job.”

“No, I’ll do it.  I’ve got your back.  If he comes around or calls, I’ll tell him it’s not his time.”

I nod and drop my arms, hands in my suit pockets.  “Thanks, man.”

“Sure.”

For a split second I think about Black and my final gun delivery.  Never heard from him again which, considering when it came out the guy that died that day was Black’s son not just an innocent bystander I figured maybe he had an epiphany too and took himself off the grid.  

My ass took a plea deal for my involvement in the death of the female that day and I never looked back.  I may have been a dumbass, but I just wanted it over.  Stuck my head in the sand, didn’t even let my public defender tell me anything about the case.  Just negotiated my deal and I took the ride to Jackson. The only other thing I heard, was that Black wasn’t even all that upset about his own son going down.  Just confirmed that that guy was heartless.  Even when it came to his own family.

Forcing a smile onto my face, I head out into the retail area.  Out here it’s all bright lights, walls painted in our signature green and mocha stripes.  I look up just as Angela is handing two large boxes of donuts to a customer who is blocked by the easel holding our daily specials chalkboard.

As I move forward, I catch sight of the woman and her wave of goodbye as she’s turning away, moving toward the door.  

Did anyone else feel the fucking earth shift under their feet?

Her fucking eyes are like nothing I’ve ever seen.  Maybe green, but not green.  A color that doesn’t have a name.  Jade that flickers with glittering gold flecks.  Cheeks that are the smoothest olive but peppered with freckles I want to count with kisses.  A deep pink in the background of her exotic skin hints at a blushing innocence.  She’s a Rubenesque masterpiece with hair that rolls in dark chocolate waves to just above her waist.  

I’ve never seen anything like her.  A swirl of light and dark.  Sweet and sensual.  And for the first time in my life, I know what it truly feels like to want a woman.  

It’s been one second?  Maybe two? But it’s enough for me to have a hard-on the size of California.  My heart is palpitating, beating an uneven rhythm that steals my breath.

She reaches the door in slow motion, turns and pushes her sweet apple ass against it to shove it open.  

Lucky fucking door.

A smile crests her puffy lips and I think of her opening them for me.  Sticking out her tongue with a lusty twinkle in her eye as I guide my dripping cock forward, ready for her to lick it clean, her gleaming strands of onyx hair cascading over her shoulders, swishing as she nods up at me and whispers my name.  Thorne.

I nearly shut my eyes thinking I could die fairly fucking happy right there, content that I was able to share the same space with her for even a moment.  Then she speaks, and her words are so sweet I start to feel bad about my deviant thoughts.

“Thank you so much. I gotta run, hop on the next bus to the clinic.” She nods toward Angela.  “I’ll be back on my way home for my Friday night treat.  Payday!”  She trips a little as her eyes meet mine for split second.  She’s unsteady and I hope like hell it’s because she’s feeling the same thing I am right now.  

Those magical green eyes shift away from my face, I see her blink a few times then the come back to me, one more fraction of a second but I see the pink in her cheeks spread and darken.

The music of her voice turns on some damn twinkling lights inside my head.  It’s like fucking Christmas in there and I have to shake it away just to gather some control.

“Bye, CeeCee.” Angela smiles as she puts the cash in the register and gives her a friendly salute.  “Don’t let Doctor Shit-son get you down.  He’s an asshole.”

I want to know whomever this ‘Doc’ is that might have the power to get her down.  Because this girl doesn’t deserve to have a moment in her life that isn’t filled with smiles and laughter.  Suddenly I want to break the guy’s neck, and I’ve never even met him.

Then it’s her soft laughter that has me ready to nut right here in my pants.  The twinkling lights that filled my brain are gone, replaced by starved need.  A consuming lust shakes loose inside me in that single moment, sending images of her innocent, succulent curves laid out before me while I tear into her soft flesh like some sort of beast.  Driving her further into the bed with every thrust.

The bells over the front door jingle again and I’m shaken from my x-rated fantasies as the door closes behind her.  She’s rushing now in the wrong direction because it’s away from me.  There’s a hole in my chest.  An emptiness that needs filling like I’ve never felt before.

The loneliness that has been a comforting companion to me for so long is replaced by a constriction in my chest. 

It takes a Herculean effort not to chase her sweet, ripe ass down.  Exquisite thoughts of how the flesh of her thighs would feel in my grip spin in my head and my mouth waters thinking of how she must taste.  The thought of opening her up and dining on what would be the finest meal ever to grace my lips has my cock dripping.  

I’ve not touched a woman since before I went into prison.  Something died in me somewhere between then and now, and until this second I think I just accepted that it would always be dead.  At thirty-one years old, I’m comfortable that more than likely I’ll die never touching a woman again.

Until today, and whatever I thought was dead inside me, well, looks like it was just sleeping.  Deep sleep, but it’s wide fucking awake now and hungry as hell.

“Who was that?”  I’m squared off at the register with Angela in a second, arms crossed over my chest, my brow tight but my eyes are stuck on where that dark-haired cherub just disappeared from view outside the front store windows.

“That?”

I’m not even looking at Angela.  I’m too busy thinking about her, the little bird in the pink jeans.  Fuck, I’m hard as an iron rod.  I start moving to the other side of the counter so Angela won’t see the monster that’s sprung to life inside my pants, that’s already weeping for a taste of whatever that was that just blew through here.  Just blew through me.  

“CeeCee’s her name, she’s a regular.  Buys donuts for the clinic where she works and stops by every Friday on her way home to buy two just for herself.  Friday’s her payday.  She’s cute. She says your damn donuts are the best Friday night date she’s ever had.  She’s sweet.”

“You shouldn’t swear so much.”  It’s all I can manage because my brain is shutting down.  My inner Neanderthal is focused on throwing her down and thrusting into her, my hand around her throat, grunting about who she belongs to now.

“Boss.”  Angela drags out the word as her eyes twinkle with realization.  It must be painfully obvious something is alight. “She’s cute, huh?”  She bobs her eyebrows and stifles a giggle.

“It’s not that.”  I clear my throat, trying to get my dignity back.  Angela’s been with us here since the beginning, so she knows me well enough to decode my sudden, out-of-character interest in a customer.

“In all the years I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you look at a girl or anything.  Truth, I thought maybe you played for the other team.”

I frown as she throws a playful right hook into my gut.

“Okay, look, just mind your own business.” I swat away her second fist thrust, but can’t help grinning.

I’m not this friendly with most of the workers at the stores, but these folks here are my family.  We came up together, struggled together, made some damn horrible donuts together in the beginning and these folks stuck with me during the hard times before the business took off like a rocket.  So Angela gets a free pass.  But right now, I need details.

“So she comes in every Friday after work?  Every Friday?”

Angela takes a second to answer and I seriously start to consider fucking waterboarding her if she doesn’t hurry the fuck up with my answer.

“Yeah.  Pretty much like clockwork.  She takes a bus from where she works to here, then catches the next one to wherever she lives... so she runs in around 5:05 or 5:10 between the two routes.  She looks at what we’ve got, chooses, then she’s off.”

“Why haven’t I seen her before?”

I’m at the front windows, pretending I’m inspecting the displays, but really I’m just trying to grab one last glimpse of those pink jeans, watch her sway in that way that has my balls tight and heavy with what I want to put inside her.

There’s a low buzz filling my chest. A tingling in my fingers. 

Thousands of filthy thoughts are playing fast and furious around in my head.  I want to know everything about her.

“Uh huh.  And you haven’t seen her before because you’re always gone by five.  You’re a creature of habit, boss.”

The fabric of my dress shirt tightens across my chest as I draw in a slow, deep breath and hold it, letting this moment sink in.  My world has just changed, I can feel it.  Something crackles to life in the air and in some deep part of myself that until now has lain dormant.

Letting out the breath as it burns in my lungs, I turn and see Christopher come out of the back room wiping his hands on a white towel.  

Angela slips on some plastic gloves and arranges the colorful, iced donuts inside the case, humming and grinning to herself.  Something about this moment feels profound.  I’ve come so far.  Gone through so much shit.  But right this second, right now, I realize how empty I’ve been.  The chasm of a hole that’s inside me.

I clear my throat then look at Christopher.  “Hey, both of you, listen.  Just you two working until evening shift comes in?”

Christopher nods, totally unaware of how my life just changed.  “Yep.  Margaret and Tracy are finishing up decorating, they’ll leave after lunch.  Then Lucy will be working six ‘til close.  Norman comes in at seven and helps close up and start prep for morning.”

“Great.  How’d you two like a couple paid hours off today?  I’ll cover.”

Christopher narrows his eyes, like I just started speaking in tongues or something.  “Boss?”

“Sure.”  Angela giggles and nudges Christopher in the gut.

“Good.  I’ll bring in lunch at 12:30 for all of us, then you two can cut and run around four. Sound good?”

The voice inside my head grunts.  My dick is throbbing, the vision of CeeCee playing over and over in my imagination, her dark hair spread under her head as she screams my name.

I’ll be waiting right here, little bird.  I need to tell you who you belong to now.

LIVE NOW ON AMAZON
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ANGEL

Chapter One

_______________________________________________

MAGNUS
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“You are wound too fucking tight, man.  When’s the last time you got laid anyway?  Go find some fucking chick and just get it done!”  Erik smirks at me as he spreads his fingers on the polished birch.  The desk used to be mine, and it was big even for me.  Erik isn’t small, not by everyday standards, but he looks like a toddler playing like he’s some big shot behind that desk.

He’s wearing a fucking idiot grin, and I have half a mind to wipe it off with a quick shot to his jaw.  

What he doesn’t know is I get laid a few times a day.  In my mind at least and by my own hand.  I got laid a couple hours ago.  Laying back in my bed, my fist around my rock hard shaft, trying to talk myself out of jerking off for the second time before six a.m. as I thought about my angel.  

I lost that battle, just as I’ve lost hundreds exactly the same over the last few months.  As I gripped myself, squeezing and jacking up and down with the sheets tossed off my body, my thoughts had drifted to what her lips would taste like, the way they curve and stay full when she smiles.  Thinking of that gorgeous smile as I would sink my tongue so deep inside her I become part of her fucking DNA.  The image of myself placing her on her knees in front of me, her willing eyes looking to me for reassurance...

My fantasy unfolds with the first brush of her tongue on the slit of my cock, drops of pre-cum seeping out just for her.  The things I would say to her.  How she would smile when I told her she was my good girl...  The weight of her magnificent tits in my hands.  

The taste of her pussy.  Her legs spreading willingly for me.  Then that smile again.

Every time it happens, I imagine teaching her, guiding her, showing her everything I want her to know about sex.  About how I was made to please her and her me.  Making her mine in ways most men would think perverse, but it’s not.  The ways I want her are beautiful.  The ways I wish I could have her.  Take care of her.  Possess her beyond anything most rational men would understand.

My Angel.

My babygirl.

But it’s what I need.  It’s what I’ve always needed, I just didn’t know it until I met her.

I would tell her to open her legs for me, order her to play with herself so I know exactly what she likes, how to reward her when she is a good girl.  Fuck, I gripped my cock so tight, thinking of how her pussy would feel.  My stroke sessions are more fits of lust-filled anger than pleasure.  I want her so badly it hurts.  I need the release because I’m sure I will never truly have her and that is my own private torture.

Pulses shoot up my cock, thick and hard simply from the memory of my morning fantasy, and I shift in the chair where I sit facing the front of the desk, hoping my brother won’t notice the hard-on that is beginning to fill the front of my pants.

That’s never happened before at the mere thought of a woman.  Hell, I haven’t gotten hard for anyone in so many years I don’t even bother to count anymore.  Until three months ago, and my cock seems to be eighteen years old again.  Wiley and half hard twenty-four seven.

I rub an open hand over my jaw and mouth, unconsciously grooming my beard in an attempt to regain control of my pulse.  I twist my neck and let out a huff as I try to shake away the endless fantasies of her, a girl who shows absolutely zero interest in me.  A girl I can’t get out of my head.  

My angel.  My Cassie.

The four words out of her mouth that first day I met her told me I was a goner.  You would have thought they were more provocative than, ‘Can I help you?’.  But that’s all it took.

“I even have a few girls in mind.”  Erik soils my daydream.  “My cast-offs, shall we say.  I’m sure they would be happy to take one for the team.”  My baby brother doesn’t know when to shut the fuck up sometimes.

“Fuck you, Erik.”  I point a meaty finger in his direction.  “Getting laid is not the answer to everything.  And those women should kick your ass not sleep with you.  You need to learn to treat them with more respect.”

I turn away so that I won’t see his reaction. This is the exact same room I walked out of last year.  Nothing has changed, and everything has changed.  Erik has managed to turn what was my center of organization, my control room, into something more chaotic than I could ever find comfortable.  But it doesn’t matter. He’s the Chief Executive Officer of Foundation Demolition now.

Right or wrong, that chapter of my life is over.  

“I just think getting laid couldn’t hurt but okay, bad joke.”  He scribbles on a yellow legal pad in front of him then his eyes snap up to me with something I think might be pity.  “Look, you weren’t wrong about letting the demo go forward that day.  You did everything right.”  Erik puts down the pen and drums his fingers on the desk, watching me as I avert my own line of sight from his. He knows me well enough to realize I’m still stuck on that fucking day but him bringing it up every time we see each other pisses me off.  

He’s ramping up for another lecture on how I should come back to the business.With a thrust of my chin I set him straight. “Well, I clearly wasn’t right either.  I don’t want to talk about it.”  My fingers squeeze my knees and I shake my head.  “We’ve run circles around this and it’s better this way.  You’re doing a great job and I’m not bringing unnecessary attention to the business.”  I shift back and forth in the chair, bring a palm up to run a few hard strokes over my head and as belly twists tight.  I want to be somewhere else.

Erik’s upper lip twitches the way it does when he’s nervous.  “You were the best though.  No one knew how to rig a building like you did.  It was almost magical, how you just knew where each impact should go.  Every detonation in the right order.  Like you were conducting a symphony of destruction.  Dad taught us both well, but you had something else.  Like Rain Man for building implosions.”

“Except being the best didn’t save that girl, did it?” The harshness in my voice reminds us both how fresh the pain is for me.

Pain.  I shake my head thinking of the word, trying to clear it, wondering how I can think what I’m feeling equals pain.  I’m fucking alive.  This isn’t pain, it’s just emotion.  I’m an asshole.

Erik’s chest rises and falls with a deep breath and he rolls a pen back and forth under his fingers, but I’m done here.  I shoot him a look that says “no arguments” as I grunt and push off on the chair, rising to my feet.

My foot, I should say.  

Singular.  My constant reminder of that day’s error in judgement.

“Do you need anything else?”  I clasp my hands together, rubbing them until the friction creates heat.  My forehead draws tight as the sun assaults my eyes looking out the window so that I don’t have to see his concern.  We’re on the seventh floor of the Foundation building, looking across the Detroit River to the Canadian Club sign.  Somehow it helps settle me.  That sign has been in my memory since Dad had his first office on this site. Seems like a thousand years ago.

Foundation Demo’s first location was nothing more than a single story, brick square, with bars on the windows and no running water.  Two more office buildings were added to the group after that first one, then seven years ago we built this glass and metal monstrosity to house the new, international team of demolition experts.  We’re the best, no one doubts that. 

“No, I don’t need anything else.  What I still fucking need is for you to let this other stuff go.”  Erik has a habit of thinking he’s right about everything and he’s the one that needs to learn to let stuff go.  We’ve gone a few rounds over the years because he refuses to see things any way but his.  “I mean, fifty thousand to another rehab? Fifty thousand? Do you even know how much that is?”  He rubs the back of his neck as I shift my weight off my prosthetic as I move behind the chair. The new one they just fitted me with is still a bit stiff and it’s digging into what’s left of my calf muscle.

I do know how much money that is, and it’s not like I don’t have the cash.  He’s just pissed because he sees it as a waste.  Never mind he’s the one that has a garage full of vintage motorcycles, a Porsche 911 Turbo and two Aston Martin Db5s.  He fancies himself the James Bond of building demolition.  Somehow those trinkets are worthy of the expense in his mind, but not my spending money on trying to fucking help people out of a death spiral.

“What the fuck do you care?  It’s my fucking money.  My percentage of the profits, Erik, this is what I want to do with it.  Don’t cock-block me man, you’ll lose.  You know I won’t fucking back down.”  I suck my lips against my teeth with a quick crack of my neck.  I love my baby brother, but we’re not too old to throw down if need be.  He’s sandpaper on my nerves right now and he knows it.

If Mom was still here, the only thing she’d say to us is, “Take it outside, boys.  Supper’s at seven.”  

“That’s enough, man. Come on.”  Erik cracks his palm against the desk, toppling the picture of Mom and Dad sitting at the corner.

I reach over to right it and he’s drumming his fingers again, making heat start to rise from my core. God, I miss my parents.

He should know he’s pushing for a brotherly beatdown, but he keeps going anyway.  “Some junkie broke into your demo site.  You didn’t do anything wrong here.  Fucking tweakers looking for a place to squat for the night. One dies and it’s her own fault and now it’s your responsibility to save them all?”  He throws his hands up and his voice hits a high note. 

“Do you fucking think people want to be addicts?  You think they enjoy that fucking life?  ‘There but by the grace of God go I.’  That’s what Mom used to say.  You should think about it.”  I point at the photo, then raise my hand up to cover my eyes and pinch at the corners of my forehead.  The pressure from my fingers somehow relieves the pressure inside my head.

Erik huffs a dramatic sigh as I rub my temples.  I’m thinking about her, the woman they found in the rubble.  Thinking maybe if someone had given her a chance, showed her they cared, maybe she’d be alive today.

I know Erik doesn’t want to hear what I say next but I don’t care.  “Do you know Sarah Templeton had been on her own since she was fifteen?  Ran away from home because her mother’s boyfriend thought she was his personal sex toy?  Then she found a new ‘boyfriend’ who promptly beat her ass until she went to work for him.  He also made sure he got a needle in her arm, so by the time she was sixteen she’d already been arrested eight times for prostitution and four times for possession.  But, yeah, I guess she just needed to pull herself up by her bootstraps, right?”  My nostrils flare as I stare him down.  

He’s the baby, and sometimes he needs the hammer between the eyes because he can’t see things from any perspective but his own.  “Not everyone has the same foundation as we had, Erik.  Keep that in mind.”  After the accident I wanted to know everything I could about the woman that died.  Sarah Templeton.  Even then I hated how the company lawyers tried to paint her as a low life.  They wouldn’t even use her name.

Like somehow her life mattered less because of her background.  I didn’t notice it before this all happened, but people assign a different value to women when they sell their body.  When they have an addiction.  It was so clear to me during the investigation and the case that somehow to most people, the human that was Sarah Templeton didn’t matter all that much and it infuriated me.

My brother stares right back at me, calculating whether it’s in his own interests to keep poking the bear.

Erik, my sister Cindy and I had an amazing childhood.  Even when we were dirt poor and supper was the one meal you could count on, we were happy.  Erik doesn’t seem to grasp the trauma some people go though in their lives.  Most of the addicts I’ve gotten to know since the accident have something horrible in their past.  Something that finds their weakness and turns them to the dark road.  He has no fucking idea how lucky he is.

From the way he settles back in his chair and his shoulders fall a few inches I think he’s decided to keep his mouth shut for the moment.  Smart choice.

“Now.  Are we done?”  My voice thickens as I stuff my hands down in my pockets.  The muscles in my shoulders ache and twitch.  My mouth is dry and I just need to be out of here.  I can’t stop thinking of where I want to be.  Even if it’s just looking at her.  I came here to sign some IRS shit for him but the conversation quickly turned and I’m ready to be gone.

“Yep.  I guess we are.  Thanks for coming by to sign. Fucking IRS wants to know every fucking thing.” Erik leans back in the chair.  He’s got Mom’s fair skin, Nordic light hair and lean build, while I, on the other hand, take after our father.  Mom used to say Dad and I descended from some ancient human-grizzly hybrid and from the view I get in the mirror every morning she’s not far off.  Even my voice comes out of me as a half growl most of the time. “I’m changing your direct deposit like you asked.  Once a month still fine?”

“I don’t care.  Whatever.  I don’t need the money.”  I pick up the picture of Mom and Dad from the edge of the desk, looking at how they still smiled at each other after fifty-two years of marriage.  It makes me happy and sad at the same time, and I dust the top of the frame with my index finger before setting it back in place, turning it to face him.

I’ve left the business in any official capacity, but Erik and my sister insisted I keep drawing a salary.  I also have a lot of zeros behind my company profit sharing account, but I only use that now for donations and contributions to the rehabs I support.  I’m starting a scholarship sort of deal with three of the best rehabs across the country.  The ones where the fucking celebrities go when they need to dry out, the best places.  The programs that actually work, where you’re not a junkie, you’re just a hero in need of a rest. But the real addicts, the folks on the street with nothing and no one, don’t get to go to those facilities.  No money, no help.  I want to change that.

“You earned your checks, man.  You turned this business around in the last ten years.  I just hope I don’t fuck it up.  You ever want to come back, no questions.  The whole wine business thing with Cindy—”  He laughs and pushes back in his chair with a knowing grin.  “We both know you’re just there to get her started.  Hell, you don’t even drink...” 

He busts out with a hearty laugh as I back away toward the closed door, anxious to get back outside in the fresh air.  I’m done.  The room starts to feel smaller and smaller, and my heart is starting to pump faster knowing the sympathetic stares and averted eyes I’m going to get from the staff when I walk back toward the elevator.

“Hey, it’s something to do. Cindy needed some help.  I’m a glorified gopher over there, but if she needs me, I’ll stick around for as long as she wants.”  

“So now both of you are off doing your wine thing and I’m here steering the ship.  Not sure that’s what Dad had in mind when he left the company to all of us.”

“Cindy never cared about blowing shit up.  She’s happy as hell now that she’s bought the distributorship.”

She’s doing well. She has around seventy employees and the new building is almost ready.  The warehouse is state of the art.  Ten sections kept at perfect temperatures for the different kinds of wine.  Fuck if I know anything about it, but she’s in hog heaven.  I just do what I’m told and that’s fine for now.  Keeps me busy.  I can even bring my two mutts, Tinder and Leopold along to the offices. 

I’m almost to the door when I turn around one last time to see Erik look at his watch then his fingers click on his keyboard.

“Okay.”  Erik stops typing and reaches up to the ceiling, stretching and leaning side to side.  “Well, I have work to do.  You go run your little errands for sissy and take care of those in need and those vicious dogs of yours.  I’ll be here blowing shit up.”

As I turn, I can’t help but think of where I want to be.  Who I want to be talking to.  I step forward, my gait slightly off balance.  My fingers grip the cool metal handle of the door and a rush of blood streams down south.  I know when I leave here my next stop will be to see her.

I lean to my right.  The pressure from my prosthetic needs adjusting.  Finding a specialist that could form fit and teach a six-foot-seven-inch, three-hundred-and-seventeen-pound man how to walk again with the bottom of one leg blown off hasn’t been an easy road.

Erik pushes back from his place behind the desk and steps forward as I start to open the door.  I pivot taking one quick look back his way.  Squinting into the morning sun as it streams through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

“One more thing.”  His voice changes, the lightness gone.

He nods slightly and looks down at a thick folder at the corner of the desk.  For some reason he can’t meet my eyes.  

Our mutual discomfort heightened by the fact that one black boot is sticking out from under the hem of my charcoal gray slacks.  Where the other boot should be, there’s just slick, curved metal.

“We settled the last of the claim.”  He flips up the corner of the folder, then closes it again.  “It’s done.  I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I wanted you to know.  It wasn’t your fault, but we settled and accepted all of their terms just as you asked.  Now, you just need to settle it with yourself, Magnus.  It was an accident.  You weren’t at fault.”

I sniff. My hand tenses on the door handle, the veins traversing the bones leading to each finger in thick rivers.  My desire to turn the knob falters as the words tumble out of my mouth. “Tell that to Sarah Templeton.”  My head starts to pound.  “Oh wait, you can’t, can you?”

I force my wrist to turn my hand.  

The click of the handle, the blast of air as I jerk open the door.  I feel like I’m watching the whole thing from somewhere else. The irony of the entire situation is that Sarah’s piece of shit mother came out of the woodwork after her daughter died.  Found some TV attorney to take her case of wrongful death against me and the corporation.  Erik wanted it to go to trial, but I put my foot down.  We paid off that worthless bitch because there was no way I was letting Sarah’s name be dragged through the mud.  Her mother did jack shit for her until she was dead, then all of a sudden she was the grieving, long suffering, maternal figure.  Sarah deserves some peace, even now.  The ancillary benefit of settling out of court was it kept both Sarah and the entire sad event out of the media.

I shoot off one final barb. “Doesn’t feel settled to me.”

Erik shakes his head and looks down, but I finally walk away.  I turn the corner out of his office away from the elevators and onto the stairs, sparing us all the forced smiles and averted eyes on my way out.
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