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            Prologue

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I walk alone at night, the moonlight cascading off the grapes nearly ready for harvest.

      Harvest is my favorite time. The Syrah crop looks phenomenal this year. We won’t have to supplement by purchasing extra grapes from California.

      This year’s Syrah will be pure. One hundred percent Steel grapes grown on the western slope of Colorado.

      The mountains shine to the east, their snowcapped peaks silvery under the harvest moon.

      Such beauty.

      Such peace.

      Almost.

      I’ll never fully be at peace, but here, in the darkness and among the vineyards, I come close.

      I reach out and pull a grape off a cluster. It’s small, the size of a marble, and the deepest purple in color.

      There’s beauty in the life of a grape, beginning with bud break in early spring and ending after harvest in autumn, when the leaves fall to the ground. The vines are dormant during the winter months.

      Perhaps why I dislike winter. I’m not myself during the cold weather. I grow with the vines.

      The nearly black grape sits in my palm. These vineyards were planted over eighty years ago, and seventy-five years ago, Steel Acres released its first wines.

      This year marks our diamond anniversary, and the first year we’ll be producing an old-vine Syrah, among other varietals.

      Old vine.

      These vines have mesmerized me since I came to the ranch twenty-five years ago, a lost and broken boy of ten.

      Since then, I’ve spent time here, strolling among the vines, watching their metamorphosis each year. My uncle Ryan Steel, our master winemaker, took me under his wing when I was twelve. As I grew, he taught me. When neither of his daughters showed any interest in the business, he made me his protégé.

      When Uncle Ryan retires at the end of this season, I’ll be the master winemaker.

      Me.

      Dale Robertson Steel.

      Lost and broken and never master of anything.

      I pop the grape into my mouth. Its thick skin releases the tannins onto my tongue, drying it out. But then the sweet flesh—sweeter than any table grape—dances along my taste buds. Two seeds emerge from the pulp, and I spit them onto the ground.

      Wine grapes aren’t meant to be eaten, of course, but I’ve always had a taste for them and never fail to sample from each vineyard during harvest.

      This one—the Syrah—is my favorite.

      It produces a dark-red wine laced with flavors of blackberries, licorice, the most bitter chocolate, and black pepper.

      All darkness.

      And in its darkness, I find myself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      “You’ll be working with my uncle Ryan—you met him—and my oldest brother, Dale,” Diana says during our drive from California to Snow Creek, Colorado.

      “Right. The adopted one.”

      “Yeah. My parents adopted him and Donny when Mom was pregnant with me. That’s why they’re so much older than Bree and me.”

      “I hate to ask,” I say, “but why would your parents adopt two kids when they were already pregnant?”

      “The boys’ natural mother committed suicide, and they never knew their father. I’m not exactly sure how my parents got involved.”

      “You never asked?”

      She shakes her head. “It never mattered to me. They’re my big brothers in every way that counts. I love them.”

      I’ve seen photos of Diana with her brothers and younger sister, Brianna. Dee and Bree—cute, huh?—are dark-haired and dark-eyed, like their father, Talon Steel, while the brothers are blond and green-eyed.

      And definitely male model material.

      Donny, the younger, has dark-blond hair, but Dale, the older, is more honey blond.

      I’m looking very forward to meeting them both.

      “Ash…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t count on adding my brothers to the notches on your bedpost.”

      I roll my eyes. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Ash…”

      “Okay,” I admit. “Maybe I would. Is it a sin to like sex?”

      “Of course not. I like it myself, though not as much as you seem to.”

      I’m not ashamed of my rich sex life. Diana knows this. “It’s an adventure. Each man is different.”

      “I know, but it’s still just sex. What is sex without love?”

      She doesn’t get it, and I don’t expect her to. I get more from sex than the average woman because of my synesthesia. I’ve tried to explain it to her and countless others, but how can I when their sounds don’t have colors and their emotions don’t have flavors? How do I explain the gorgeous gold of a Mozart opera or the neon pink of rock and roll? Non-synesthetes don’t get it.

      So yeah, I have a lot of sex. I like one-nighters. It’s part of who I am. But I’m always careful. A disease or unwanted pregnancy would put a definite kink in my plans to become a master sommelier.

      I met Diana a month ago at UCLA, where she just finished her master’s in architecture. I’m an oenology doctoral candidate. Weird that we crossed paths at a wine lecture and hit it off, but we did. Diana was there because her uncle Ryan Steel was speaking. We ended up sitting next to each other, and after the lecture, she introduced us.

      So here I am, on my way to Colorado for an internship at Steel Vineyards. For the next three months, I’ll experience every part of the winemaking process, from harvest to ageing and bottling.

      I can’t wait.

      Winemaking isn’t my chosen path. Wine tasting and selling is, but, as Diana pointed out, an internship at her family’s winery will give me valuable insight and perspectives on terroir and everything else about the process.

      It will make me better at what I choose to do.

      Plus, I’ll get to meet her handsome brothers and work hands-on beside one of them.

      Dale Steel.

      Even more handsome than his younger brother, although he’s never smiling in any of the photos Diana showed me.

      Donny, on the other hand, is always smiling.

      “You said Donny’s a womanizer,” I say.

      “True. And he is. But he’s not for you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ash, he’s my brother, okay? And you’re my friend. It just seems…weird.”

      “Uh…I think you once told me that your mom was best friends with your aunt when she met your dad.”

      “That’s…different.”

      “How so?”

      “My dad wasn’t a womanizer.”

      “So? Your brother sleeps around. So do I.”

      “You’re going to be here for three months,” she says. “Do you really want to sit around the table at our huge-ass family dinners after sleeping with my brother? He’s never serious. I doubt he’ll ever settle down.”

      “Sounds perfect for me.” I smile.

      “He lives in Denver.”

      “Oh…right.” She told me that. Donny’s a lawyer with a Denver firm.

      “You probably won’t even meet him until Thanksgiving, but we’ll still have our huge-ass family dinners without him.”

      “When you say huge-ass family dinners…”

      “I mean huge-ass family dinners. My aunts and uncles all live on the ranch, and most of my cousins still live nearby.”

      “Just how many cousins do you have?”

      “There’s the four of us, and then Bradley and Brock—they belong to Uncle Joe and Aunt Mel. Ava and Gina are Uncle Ryan and Aunt Ruby’s daughters. Then Henry, David, Angela, and Sage from Aunt Marj and Uncle Bryce.”

      “And you seriously have family dinners? Do you rent a giant round table from King Arthur or something?”

      “My parents live in the main house on the ranch,” she says. “The formal dining room is massive and accommodates all of us, plus significant others, if any of us bring them.”

      “Unreal.”

      Anyone studying wine has heard of the Steel Vineyards. Wines made in Colorado made a splash some decades ago, largely because of the Steels. Their original winemaker, a Brit named Ennis Ainsley, had taught Ryan Steel, who brought his own creative flair to winemaking. He’s a genius, and I’m going to learn everything I can from him. This is my only chance, as Diana says he’s retiring after this season.

      “Have they ever had an intern before?”

      “You’re the first,” Diana says. “Look around. We’re in Steel country now.”

      I gaze out the car window. Vast greenery—the green that makes a trumpeting sound, like the fanfare of a glorious symphony—in every direction, and in the east, the majestic Rockies—the purple of the trombones and baritones—looking over all of it.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I say.

      “This is where you’ll spend the next three months, Ash. Enjoy.”

      “Do you ever stop and look?” I ask. “Just gape in awe and wonder that you actually live here?”

      “I guess. But it’s so normal to me.”

      You have no idea how lucky you are.

      I don’t say this out loud, of course. I haven’t known Diana long, but I do know she grew up extremely privileged. Not that she’s overly elitist or anything, but I think she takes this beauty for granted. To me—a girl who spent many years of her childhood in the tent cities of San Francisco—it’s absolute splendor.

      We make some small talk, and an hour later, she turns into a long stony driveway.

      “Home sweet home,” she says.

      As we approach, a sprawling ranch house comes into view. All red brick, with a front deck that wraps around to the side.

      “This is nothing,” she says, as if reading my mind. “Wait until you see the back.”

      I’m speechless. At least the colors aren’t overly vibrant. I’d have to filter out the sounds, otherwise.

      “You live here.”

      “Guilty. And so do you for the next three months.”

      “I’d ask if you’re sure you have room, but this house is massive.”

      “We have plenty of room. Donny doesn’t live here anymore, though his room is still his for when he comes home. Dale lives in the guesthouse, which is about a half mile away. You can see it from the back. Bree and I have our own rooms, of course, but that still leaves several guest rooms. One of them has your name on it.”

      “I really ought to pay you rent. Or something.”

      “Don’t be silly. We’re glad to have you. It’s no trouble. My mom loves having more people around to dote on.”

      “But…food and all.”

      Diana laughs. “We have more beef and fresh fruit than we could ever eat ourselves. It’s harvest season, Ash.”

      Right. Harvest. Why I’m here. To take part in the grape harvest and winemaking. Plus, the Steels have an apple and peach orchard as well as a beef ranch and winery.

      “You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted a western slope peach,” she continues.

      I smile. What color will the flavor of a western slope peach be? Most non-synesthetes would guess peach-colored, but that’s not how it works. Everyone’s synesthesia is different.

      Diana pulls into a spot on the driveway and stops the car. “Ready?”

      I draw in a breath. This is where I’ll spend the next three months. Guess it’s time.

      “Ready.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I turn off the shower water and towel myself off.

      Tonight I’m supposed to have dinner with my mother and father at the main house. Diana’s bringing her friend home—Ashley White, who met Uncle Ryan at a lecture over the summer session at UCLA and ended up with an internship at the Steel winery.

      We’ve never had an intern before, and frankly we don’t need one. We have an excellent staff already. She’ll only be in the way.

      I’m supposed to train her. I’ve never trained anyone. Usually someone below me takes care of that, but Uncle Ry says since I’m taking over, this is my last chance to train anyone.

      Why I need to train her is beyond me. Why not have one of the assistant winemakers do it, like we always do?

      I’m not great with people. Especially female people.

      My brother, Donny, doesn’t have that problem. With him, the problem is staying with one female person for longer than a week.

      Funny.

      We deal with our past in completely different ways.

      Or maybe we don’t deal with it at all.

      I try not to think about it.

      Twenty-five years have passed since we were abducted. Stolen from our home and from our mother.

      Our mother who we never saw again.

      Jade is my mother in all ways that matter. I love her dearly, and I know with all my heart that she loves us just as much as she loves our sisters, who came from her body. But she and Donny are closer than she and I will ever be.

      It’s just my way.

      I’m not really close to anyone. Except for my father. He seems to get me. And Donny and Diana, sort of.

      I’m a loner. I’ve learned to be satisfied with my own company. That, and the company of the vines. That’s where I’m most at home.

      Most at peace.

      Even though true peace will never be an option for me, I do find solace in other living things. Just not other living humans.

      Even so, I miss my brother. He lives in Denver now, though he visits for all holidays and sometimes comes home for no reason at all. He moved out of the main house for good about five years ago when he took a job as an attorney with a major Denver firm. Donny wasn’t interested in the ranch. He’s close to our adoptive mother, who’s also an attorney. She’s been the city attorney for Snow Creek for decades, only taking time off when Diana, and then Brianna, came within four years of each other.

      Dee and Bree. Mom and Dad didn’t choose the names to rhyme. It just happened that way. Diana is named after Mom’s grandmother, and Brianna is named after our grandfather, Brian Roberts. They’d already chosen the name Brian for a boy, but Bree didn’t cooperate.

      Anyway, Donny chose to follow in Mom’s footsteps with college and law school.

      I only made it through a semester of college. My grades were good, but it wasn’t for me. I need to be outside. Being in a classroom made me feel boxed in, reminded me of a time in my life better left in the past. I made it through high school—I didn’t have that choice—but college was just too much.

      I need to be in large spaces. Around living things other than people.

      That’s where I’m as close as I’ll ever get to peace.

      I dress quickly in jeans, a green button-down, and one of my better pairs of cowboy boots. My hair has a natural wave and falls below my shoulders. It’s thick and blond and perpetually a mess. I like it that way, but tonight I promised Mom I’d get it under control.

      I use the blow dryer until it’s only slightly damp and then pull it back into a low ponytail, securing it with a leather band.

      I chuckle at my reflection. This is so not me.

      Still, I look good.

      Looks were never an issue for Donny and me. We were pretty little boys, which is probably the biggest reason we were…

      I sigh.

      I really don’t want to go there tonight.

      I don’t want to go there ever.

      I’m fairly good at keeping things at bay, and on the occasion where I need some help, I go see Aunt Mel. She’s been my therapist for twenty-five years now. She’s retired now, at sixty-five, but she always has time for me.

      No Aunt Mel tonight, though. No time. I’m expected for dinner in—I check my watch—a half hour. Time to walk over.

      My rescue dog, Penny—black all over except for cookies-and-cream paws—follows at my heels.

      “Gotta go, girl.” I pet her soft head. “Back in a few hours.”

      I leave out the back door and head up the path to the main house.

      I breathe deeply.

      Nothing like fresh air to heal what ails you.

      I like having my own place but still being close to my parents. They saved Donny and me twenty-five years ago. If not for them and the help they got us, I have no idea what might have become of us.

      Even considering my past, I never forget how lucky I am.

      I don’t dwell on it. I don’t let it rule me.

      Still, I stumble occasionally, when the dark part of me that I’ve buried creeps to the surface. It happens less and less.

      And I won’t let it happen tonight.

      I reach the back door of the main house and walk up the stairs of the large redwood deck and through the French doors leading into the airy country kitchen.

      “Hey, Darla,” I say to the cook.

      “Hi, Mr. Dale.” She looks up briefly from the stove and meets my gaze.

      I head down the small staircase to the family room and find my father at the bar. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, son. Join me in a Peach Street?”

      “You know the answer to that one.”

      I’m not a big drinker of anything other than wine, but I love Peach Street bourbon, which is made right here on the western slope. It’s my dad’s favorite.

      He pours us each a double.

      “Is Dee home yet?”

      “She and her friend arrived about a half hour ago. They wanted to freshen up after the long drive.”

      “I’ll have one of those.” My youngest sister, Brianna, walks down the stairs to join us.

      “Barely twenty-one, and she loves the stuff.” My father smiles.

      Brianna gives me a quick hug. “Hey, bro. How’re you doing?”

      “Good. Same as yesterday.” I squeeze her back.

      I’m not a hugger, but I have a soft spot for my sisters. Diana was born shortly after Donny and I came to Steel Ranch, and Brianna four years later. Both adorable and energetic, they helped me see something beautiful in the world when I needed to most.

      Both of my sisters favor my father—tall, with dark hair and eyes—but Brianna more so. She’s a miniature Talon Steel in female form. Watching them drink Peach Street bourbon together always makes me smile. Diana can’t stand the stuff.

      “Ready to go back to school?” I ask.

      “I suppose so. I already feel senioritis setting in.”

      “You made it a lot further than I did.”

      “You can still go back, Dale.” She takes a sip of her drink.

      “Not my thing.”

      “Leave your brother alone,” Dad says. “He’s learned more from Uncle Ry than he’d ever learn in a college classroom.”

      Indeed. The vines were my teachers, and Ryan my advisor. I didn’t need some stupid degree to show the world I knew everything about the wine business and winemaking.

      “At least I’m only in Grand Junction,” Bree says. “Why did Donny have to go all the way to Denver?”

      “Denver’s hardly far, baby girl,” Dad says. “And that’s where all the big firms are.”

      “I know.” Bree pushes out her lower lip. “I miss him.”

      “We all do,” Dad agrees.

      I do, most of all. Donny was my only companion during those months of horror. Other than Dad, he’s the closest to me.

      “Speaking of college, though,” Bree continues, “this friend of Dee’s is getting a doctorate in wine. I never knew there was such a thing.”

      “It’s called oenology,” I say.

      “I know that,” she snaps. “I just didn’t realize there were doctors of wine.”

      “You can be a doctor in just about anything,” Dad says. “Mom and Donny are doctors of jurisprudence.”

      “I know that,” she snaps again. “The two of you give me credit for being so stupid.”

      Dad laughs. “Baby girl, if there’s one thing you’re not, it’s stupid. We’re just teasing you. You’re the one who didn’t think a person could get a doctorate in wine.”

      “I just meant…” She huffs. “Oh, never mind.”

      I laugh a little myself. Bree never stays upset for long. She’s always quick to take offense but also quick to get over it.

      “I actually agree with you, Sis,” I say. “I learned more from Uncle Ry than anyone could have taught from any textbook.”

      “You sound a little skeptical,” Dad says.

      “Honestly? I am. Uncle Ry says I’m supposed to train this woman. Train her? If she’s nearly a”—air quotes—“doctor in wine, shouldn’t she be training me?” I roll my eyes.

      “You’re the best,” Bree says, taking another sip of her bourbon. “Everyone says so, especially Uncle Ry.”

      “My point exactly,” I say. “I got where I am without a doctorate in anything.” Other than hard knocks, but that’s another story.

      “You have a lot of natural talent in the area,” Dad says, “plus you had your uncle guiding you. Not everyone has an uncle who’s a master winemaker.”

      “Still, I—” I interrupt myself to stare at the top of the short staircase.

      A woman stands there.

      Light-blond hair, blue eyes, glowing tan skin.

      A California girl.

      So striking.

      Damn.

      This is her. The wine doctor.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Diana’s nowhere in sight, but I recognize the three people standing at the bar in the family room.

      The older man—he’s tall, dark-haired with some gray at the temples and sprinkled throughout. Silvery stubble laces his strong jawline. Talon Steel, Diana’s father.

      The young woman—tall with dark hair and eyes. Slightly taller than Diana herself, and even more of a clone of their father. Brianna Steel, Diana’s younger sister.

      Both worthy of my focus, but the third outshines them by far.

      The blond man—taller even than his father, warm honey hair pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck but looking more like it wants to escape. It’s grown long since the photo I saw of him. Masculine jawline laced with sandy stubble.

      But his eyes.

      A green so clear and true, perhaps brought out even further by the green shirt he’s wearing.

      Bells ring inside my head. A bell choir playing holiday carols. That’s the sound of his eyes.

      Dale Steel.

      He’s even better-looking in person.

      I clear my throat. “Hi there.”

      “Come on down,” Talon says. “You must be Ashley.”

      I walk down slowly, hoping I don’t stumble. I reluctantly look away from Dale. Otherwise, I can’t help staring. “I am. Thank you for having me.”

      “We’re happy to. I’m Talon Steel, Diana’s father.” He holds out his hand. “This is my daughter Brianna and my son Dale.”

      Brianna pulls me into a hug. Is this a family of huggers?

      God, I hope not.

      “Great to meet you,” she says. “We’re all excited to have you here. Except, of course, I’m leaving next week to go back to school.”

      “Right. You go to Mesa?”

      She nods. “One more year.”

      “What are you studying?”

      “Agriculture.”

      “So you’ll work here on the ranch, then?”

      “I’ll work with my dad in the orchards,” she says.

      Talon chuckles. “The only one of four children who shares my interest.”

      Dale stays quiet. Finally, I gaze his way, the bell choir in my head deafening. It’s like that when I encounter a color I’ve never seen before. It usually gets under control within a half hour or so.

      “Hello,” I say shyly.

      “Hi.”

      I nearly lose my footing. Thank goodness I’m standing next to the bar. Gives me something to lean on.

      One word.

      Hi.

      And I’m jelly.

      His voice is rich and deep, the color of the darkest red wine made with the Syrah grape. My favorite of all the reds.

      Unreal.

      If possible, he just became even more attractive to me.

      His lips are full and gorgeous, but he doesn’t smile. Nor does he move. No hugger there. Just as well. My senses would be overcome.

      “I hear we’ll be working together,” I say, willing my voice not to crack.

      “Yes.”

      God, another one-word response, and that gorgeous deep red flows over me and into me. I thank the universe again for the bar I’m leaning on.

      What the hell am I going to do when I have to have an actual conversation with this guy? The dark red will be so pronounced, it will threaten to overtake my mind and body.

      “Can we get you a drink?” Brianna asks.

      I jerk out of the garnet haze. “What are you drinking?”

      “Peach Street bourbon. It’s Dad’s favorite. Mine too. It’s distilled here on the western slope.”

      “Then I guess I should try it,” I say, forcing a smile.

      “You got it.” Talon pours me two fingers of the dark-amber liquid and hands me the glass. “I suppose you normally drink wine.”

      “Wine is my passion, but I like some of the liquors too. Bourbon and Tequila mostly. I never drink beer.” I take the glass, my hands trembling slightly. I’m still overwhelmed by the deep-red color of Dale’s voice, even though he’s only spoken two words since I entered the room.

      I’m a color and sound synesthete for the most part, but sometimes my emotions have colors and flavors as well, and sometimes tastes have sounds. Wine especially. Colors have sounds, always, and sometimes, sounds have colors. It’s usually the other way around. For me, not all sounds have colors.

      But Dale Steel’s voice sure does. Even now, the deep red surrounds him, and he hasn’t spoken again.

      I take a sip of the bourbon, and six eyes—including those bell-choir-green ones—are staring at me.

      I let it float on my tongue for a moment and then swallow. Nice. Smoky and spicy and not a hint of harshness.

      Still, all eyes are on me.

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “Well…?” Brianna asks.

      “Uh…well, what?”

      “What do you think? Of the bourbon? Of course, it’s not technically bourbon because it isn’t made in Bourbon County, Kentucky. But Colorado calls corn whiskeys bourbons anyway. You know, kind of like the sparkling wines in California are called champagne, but they’re not really champagne?”

      I smile. “You know a little about wine.”

      “You can’t grow up here without absorbing a little by osmosis. Dale started working with Uncle Ry before I was even born, so he brought home all kinds of wine knowledge. Didn’t you, Dale?”

      “Yeah.”

      God, another word in that voice. Such a smooth and deep red with a hint of black, like a black raspberry.

      Does he ever answer with more than one word?

      Damn.

      I’ll be spending my days with this man. This man and his voice. We’ll have to talk, which means he’ll have to speak.

      And I’ll be jelly in human form.

      “Hey, guys!” Diana finally appears at the top of the short staircase. “You’re not giving Ash too hard a time, are you?”

      Talon waves his hand. “Come on down, sweetheart, and join us for a pre-dinner cocktail.”

      Diana goes to her father first and gives him a big hug. “I’ve missed you. I hated being away all summer.” She turns to Bree. “You too, squirt.”

      “I’m taller than you.” Bree launches herself into Diana’s arms for a hug.

      Yeah. God. Huggers.

      Diana lets go of Bree and walks to Dale. “Hey, big brother.”

      He smiles.

      God, he smiles!

      His whole face lights up like a brilliant night sky.

      So handsome. So striking. So jubilant the sound of his smile.

      Dale circles his arms around Diana and gives her a hug.

      Man, she’s lucky. I get the feeling Dale doesn’t hug a lot of people. I’m not the jealous type. I mean, seriously. Why envy what someone else has? There’s another guy around the corner. Always.

      But the feeling lodged like a knife in my gut is new to me.

      Jealousy.

      I want to be in Dale’s arms.

      Dale, who I don’t know from Adam, and who’s spoken all of three words since I arrived.

      “Good to see you, Sis,” he says, easing into the embrace.

      Diana pulls back. “I think I’ve missed you most of all.”

      “Hey!” Bree whines.

      “You know what I mean. Dale and I have always been close.”

      They have? News to me. Of course I’ve only known Dee for a little over a month. I’ll have to ask her about that comment.

      “When’s Mom get home?” Diana asks.

      “Any minute now,” Talon says. “We’re eating out on the deck. It’s a gorgeous Indian summer day. We can watch the sunset.”

      A Colorado sunset.

      I’ve heard they’re unequaled.

      But nothing can possibly be more beautiful—and symphonic—than Dale Steel.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      A California girl. Blond, blue-eyed, and from what I can tell by looking at her in jeans and a simple T-shirt, she probably looks amazing in a bikini.

      What’s a California oenologist doing here in Colorado, anyway? California is the biggest producer of wine in the country. She can learn a lot more there, being taught by someone else. Some egghead with a degree like hers.

      Not a loner who doesn’t have a clue what an oenology professor pontificates about.

      Still, I’ve produced my share of excellent wines without ever cracking a book. Uncle Ry says I’m a natural. Whatever. All I know is I get the vines. They speak to me in their own special way. When I was a young teenager, I used to sleep in the vineyards under the stars. Dad came with me the first couple of times, but once he convinced Mom I was perfectly safe out there, he stopped tagging along.

      My dad has always understood me in a way my mother doesn’t. He gets my need for solitude, my joy in the outdoors.

      Nothing is more beautiful than a Colorado night in the vineyards. We’re far enough from the big cities that we don’t have the pollution hiding the stars. I see them all. They shine down on me, protecting me from…

      From what?

      I’m safe here. I’ve always been safe here. I’m thirty-five, in great shape, and strong as an ox.

      I’m pretty safe everywhere.

      But never do I feel safer than I do in the vineyards, veiled in the light of the stars.

      My mom appears at the top of the stairs. “I’m home, Talon.”

      “Hey, blue eyes.”

      My dad has always called my mom blue eyes. She does have the most beautiful sapphire-blue eyes. Neither Diana nor Brianna inherited them. Dee doesn’t care so much, but Bree covets them. They’re both dark-eyed like Dad.

      My brother and I, of course, don’t share any genetic material with our parents. We never knew who our real father was, and I hardly remember my mother. We don’t have any photos of her. But her eyes were brown. A light brown. I remember that. Donny and I both have green eyes, though his are more hazel and mine a clear green. They must have come from our father.

      For a while, when I was a kid, before my mother died, I’d imagine a handsome green-eyed man riding up on a white horse and rescuing Donny and me. Not that we had it bad with our mother, but we lived very modestly, and she had to leave us alone a lot to go to work.

      That’s what inevitably led to…

      I shake my head to clear it.

      Not going there. Not tonight.

      I’m having dinner with my family. This is a happy occasion.

      Tomorrow, when I have to train surfer girl—that’s when I can dwell on other shit. God. Three months of having to talk to someone else.

      Someone blond and beautiful, at that.

      Ashley is so not my type.

      In all honesty, I don’t really have a type. I like to look, but I hardly ever touch. My little brother has the opposite issue. All he does is touch. He doesn’t even bother to look first half the time.

      Sometimes I wish I were more like him. Not his womanizing, of course, but his personality. People are drawn to him, always have been. He has charisma, and boy, does he use it on the ladies. I’m not sure he’ll ever settle down.

      I won’t either, but for a much different reason.

      I need my solitude. I can’t imagine letting another person get that close to me. I let my parents in, my sisters, my aunts, uncles, and cousins.

      But still, I keep a part of me locked away—that part that I don’t let myself dwell on. That part I can never share with anyone.

      Not even myself.

      “You must be Ashley.” Mom holds out her hand. “I’m Jade Steel. We’re so happy to have you.”

      My mother is fifty years old, but she doesn’t look a day over thirty-five. She’s always been gorgeous, but the woman seems to improve with age.

      “Hi, honey.” She kisses me on the cheek.

      I love my mother. I do. But we’re not close. Not like Dad and I are, and not like she and Donny are. He bonded with her as soon as we came here twenty-five years ago, but I took longer. I eventually became really close to Dad. Like I said, he understands me. But Mom? It just never clicked. Maybe because I have more memories of my natural mother than Donny does.

      It used to bother her. She even dragged me to a few therapy sessions with her to try to break through, but I held back. I’ve always held back with her. She eventually accepted it.

      She’s a great mom, and I’m lucky to have her.

      But I know she still wishes things were different between us. Maybe someday, but after twenty-five years, it’s not likely. Aunt Mel and I have talked about it a lot over the years. I’m closer to her than I am to my mother. As brilliant as Aunt Mel is, even she couldn’t fix the issues between Mom and me—and she fixed a lot of other problems I had. Well, she and I together. It was a damned lot of work, but well worth it.

      What neither of them ever understood is that it wasn’t Mom’s fault. I missed my natural mother so much during those early years, and I never let Jade take her place.

      Still, I kept a few things from Aunt Mel—those things buried too deep in my soul to ever let loose.

      “Now that you’re home,” Dad says to Mom, “let’s get out on the deck. I’m starving.”

      “Me too,” Brianna pipes in.

      Bree is always starving. She eats like a teenage boy and doesn’t gain an ounce. It bugs Diana, who watches her weight. Bree is tall and thin with the build of our grandmother, Brooke Bailey, who was a supermodel in her day. That helps, but the biggest part of Bree’s amazing metabolism is that she runs ten miles a day, rain or shine. Diana, on the other hand, hates exercise. She’d rather have her nose in a book.

      We head to the deck, where Darla has set up our dinner. Steel beef, as usual. Filets tonight, in honor of our guest. I like a filet as much as the next person, but I prefer a rib eye. It’s so much more flavorful.

      Somehow, I end up sitting next to Ashley.

      “You two should get acquainted,” Diana says, “since you’ll be working together.”

      My sister knows me. She knows I hate making small talk. Isn’t it enough that I have to spend the next three months with this woman? I’ll do my job. I’ll teach her everything I know about winemaking, but I have to be social on top of that?

      Ashley smiles.

      Pearly white teeth surrounded by natural pink lips. And that oh-so-California blond hair.

      She gestures to the bottle of wine in front of me that Darla has opened and left on the table. “Tell me about this wine.”

      I pick up the bottle and pour a tasting portion into her glass. “This is a simple table red. My uncle’s been making it for decades, but I made a few subtle changes.”

      She swirls the red liquid in her glass and then inhales. “Mmm. Berries and red fruit.”

      I nod. Elementary, really. Most basic red wines have aromas of berries and red fruit. Tell me something I don’t know, Doctor. “What else?” I ask. Let’s see what that fancy wine degree really taught you.

      She sniffs the wine again, closing her eyes. “Give me a minute. I have to filter out the sounds.”

      Huh? Last time I checked, wine doesn’t make a sound.

      “Ashley has synesthesia,” Diana pipes in.

      “What’s synesthesia?” I ask.

      Ashley opens her eyes. “It’s a neurological condition. My brain processes information with several senses at once.”

      “Meaning…?”

      “Meaning sounds have colors for me, and colors have sounds. Sometimes smells have sounds. Right now, the nose of this wine is playing a violin melody, so I need to ignore the sound and focus on the individual scents.”

      O…kay. Interesting that she chose a career that required her to smell and taste on the daily.

      “It’s the most fascinating thing,” Diana says.

      “I’ve heard of that,” Mom says. “Is it true the most common type is associating colors with letters and numbers?”

      Ashley nods. “Yeah. What I have is more uncommon. My letters and numbers don’t have colors, but sounds do. And smells do. My senses intermingle a lot.”

      “Interesting,” Mom says. “Does it run in your family?”

      “It’s often genetic,” Ashley says, “but not in my case. I’m the only one in my family that I know of.”

      “This is all really interesting,” I say, “but are you going to tell me what else you get on the nose?”

      Diana shoots daggers at me with her eyes. Yeah, I’m being rude. I’m not a rude person, but I can’t help the irritation at having this intern thrust on me. This wine is our basic table blend, to be enjoyed with pretty much everything. Still, I’ve worked hard to make it special, and I want to see if she can pick out the nuances.

      Ashley inhales again. “Red fruit… Pomegranate, yes. And goji berry.”

      I can’t help myself.

      I chuckle.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      He’s laughing.

      Freaking laughing.

      Okay, just a short husky chuckle, but oh my God, the sensation. That dark and lusty almost-black color of Syrah…

      It’s everywhere, invading and overtaking my senses so I can’t accurately process the fragrance of this wine.

      How am I supposed to answer his questions when his voice sends me into a tailspin?

      I try my best to filter out everything else and sniff the wine once more. No goji berry. What was I thinking? It’s cranberry. What a stupid rookie mistake.

      I open my eyes and meet Dale’s green gaze. “I’m sorry. It’s cranberry, not goji berry. And just a touch of smoky blackberry.”

      He nods, not cracking a smile. “Good. You’re right. Pomegranate and cranberry. The blackberry comes from a bit of Syrah I added to Uncle Ryan’s blend of Pinot Noir, Grenache, and Merlot.”

      “You blended Pinot Noir with Syrah?”

      “It’s a little unorthodox,” he says, “but I think it works. Don’t you?”

      “Yeah. At least in the aroma. I haven’t actually tasted it yet.”

      “Please.” He gestures.

      I sip the wine, letting it coat my tongue and the inside of my mouth. I swallow. “It’s fruit forward, which isn’t surprising for a blend meant as a table wine. But there’s something…” I raise my glass toward the bottle. “May I?”

      Dale pours me a full glass, and I take another sip.

      “It’s delicious,” I say. “It doesn’t require a lot of contemplation, which I assume is what you’re going for with a table wine, but it’s that bit of Syrah. That smoke and dark fruit on the finish. I’ve never tasted anything like it before in a blend.”

      Dale nods. “Syrah is my favorite grape.”

      I widen my eyes. It’s my favorite as well, but I don’t say so. “Diana says you make a Syrah.”

      “We do. This year’s crop looks amazing. We’re going to begin production on our first old-vine Syrah.”

      “And I get to be a part of that?” I nearly squeal. “I can’t wait!”

      Dale stays stoic. No reaction to my outburst, though Diana and Brianna both erupt into giggles. Even Talon and Jade smile.

      But not Dale. Would it kill him to smile at me?

      Apparently so.

      “I can’t wait until tomorrow,” I say. “I want to see the vineyards tonight.”

      Dale seems hesitant. Clearly he doesn’t want me here. Are the vineyards his domain? Maybe so, but the Steels invited me here for an internship, and that internship should include learning about the vineyards themselves.

      “You can see the vineyards whenever you want, Ashley,” Talon says. “Ryan or one of his assistants will take you anytime.”

      Great. Except that I want the man next to me—the man whose voice is still the red-black liquid of Syrah inside my mind—to show me. Isn’t that what he’s supposed to do?

      I turn to Dale. I want you to show me. Tonight.

      The words don’t make it past my lips, though. I’m not shy, by any means, and I’d have no problem saying such a thing to any other man in the universe.

      But Dale… Something stops me.

      He’s different. Different in a way I haven’t yet determined.

      “Filets are done,” Talon announces.

      Darla brings a platter to me. “You first, Miss Ashley. You’re the guest.”

      “Oh. Well, thank you.” I choose a steak and place it on my plate. The juices run red.

      “Rare,” Talon says. “The only way to eat a Steel filet.”

      Normally I’m a medium girl, but I’ll try anything once. Good thing I’m not a vegetarian. I doubt I’d make it here for long.

      “My brother Joe handles the beef ranch,” Talon says. “He takes a lot of pride in his work. I hope you enjoy your first taste of Steel beef.”

      I smile. “I’m sure I will.”

      After everyone takes a steak, Darla passes around potatoes, veggies, and fruit salad. I take modest portions of each, even though I’m starving. I don’t want to be rude.

      Brianna takes nearly as much as Dale and Talon. The girl can eat! Diana takes less than I do. She worries constantly about her weight, even though she’s drop-dead gorgeous and I don’t see an ounce of fat anywhere on her.

      I wait until the others start, and then I cut a piece of filet. The inside is red and juicy. Here goes nothing. I spear it with my fork and bring it to my mouth.

      I chew.

      While all eyes stare at me.

      Juicy and flavorful, but no sounds. It’s just meat, after all. I find myself wishing for trumpets or something—anything to focus on other than the ten eyes trained on me.

      “Well…?” Diana finally says.

      “Delicious, of course.”

      I’m not lying. It’s as good a steak as I’ve ever tasted. But it’s still just a steak. I’m from the California coast. Seafood is my jam.

      Looking around at the five other people at the table, I can see that they’re beef-fed. Big, strong, and good-looking.

      Definitely beef-fed.

      I’d better get used to eating a lot of red meat for the next three months. I take another bite and then rub my arms against the chill in the air.

      “Cold?” Jade asks me.

      “A little.”

      “How can you be cold?” Brianna asks. “This is a gorgeous Indian summer evening.”

      “California’s a different kind of warm, Bree,” Diana says. “Ashley will get out her down-filled parka when it goes below sixty-five.”

      They all laugh—everyone except Dale. He stays stoic, eating his meal quietly.

      I filter out the sound colors easily as conversation hums around me. I eat my food, joining in when someone asks me something directly or brings me into the discussion.

      Dale, though? Quiet. All quiet. It’s almost as if he knows what his voice does to me and he’s purposely not speaking.

      But he couldn’t know.

      Though I did tell him that sounds have colors for me. But not all colorful sounds affect me the way Dale Steel’s rich, low voice does. It’s a husky timbre, and oh, that dark-red hue.

      Abruptly, Dale pushes his chair outward and rises. “Thanks for dinner, Mom, Dad. I need to get to the vineyards. It’s a crucial time.”

      “It’ll be dark soon,” his mom says.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Dale says. “I have to check the grapes several times a day during this season.”

      I stand quickly, speaking before I think the words through. “Take me with you.”

      He doesn’t meet my gaze. In fact, he looks past me. “This is something I like to do alone.”

      Silence.

      No one tells Dale to let me go along. They seem to know this is his thing.

      Still, I’m here to learn.

      “Please,” I say. “I won’t be any trouble.”

      Finally, he looks at me with those clear green eyes and their jingling bells. “Get a sweater, then. If you’re cold here on the deck, you’ll be freezing out in the vineyards.”

      Point taken. “Thank you for dinner,” I say to Talon and Jade.

      “Our pleasure,” Jade says, and then she eyes Dale.

      A look passes between them, one I can’t decipher. It’s more on Jade’s end than Dale’s, but he responds. Only slightly, but he does. His eyes narrow just a touch, and if I weren’t staring at him all evening, getting to know his facial expressions, I may not have noticed.

      The relationship between them seems…awkward. Actually, Dale’s relationships with everyone at this table seem awkward.

      Or do they? Maybe he’s just the strong and silent type. After all, he hugged Diana, and he seems to get along well with his father.

      Spending the next three months in his presence, I’ll no doubt learn a lot about the enigmatic Dale Steel.

      But I have the distinct impression that no one knows the real Dale.

      No one.

      Until now.

      I’ll get to know the real Dale. Somehow.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      See, this is why my mom and I never got close. She always wants me to be someone I’m not. Not in a bad way, really. She’s a great mom, and she loves me. I know that as well as I know the vineyards on the slope.

      She just doesn’t get me, not in the way my dad does. She doesn’t have that issue with Donny, Diana, or Brianna. Just me.

      For a long time, I thought it was my fault, but Aunt Mel assured me time and again it wasn’t. We can love each other as mother and son. We can take a bullet for the other—and I definitely would take a bullet for her—but sometimes that nurturing closeness just isn’t meant to be, and that doesn’t have to be a bad thing.

      The look she gave me meant she was concerned I was going to do something that would bother Ashley. Why would it bother her that I told her to get a sweater?

      Except my mother knows I don’t want to take Ashley to the vineyards.

      She knows the vineyards are mine.

      I don’t mean mine in an ownership sense, though they’ll be mine someday. But still they’re mine. They’re the place I go to when I need to find peace, tranquility. It’s why I slept there when I was younger.

      It’s why I sleep there still.

      During the warm weather, I spend more nights in the vineyards than I do in the guesthouse. Sometimes even in the cold weather. I have a zero-degree sleeping bag and a one-man tent that I use when it’s truly too cold to sleep under the stars. It’s not the same, but sometimes I just need to be with my vines, even if I can’t see them from the tent. I know they’re near, keeping watch over me as I do over them.

      We understand each other.

      Seems like he’d rather be with those damned grapes than he would with me.

      My mother’s words that I overheard long ago, spoken to my father.

      Let him be who he is, blue eyes.

      But I want to help him.

      You are helping him, just by being you. By being his mother. By loving him.

      I do love him, Talon. I just wish he’d love me back.

      He does.

      Not the way he loves you.

      I could never explain this to anyone, most of all my mother, but I do love her as much as I love my father. As much as I love my brother and sisters. As much as I love Aunt Mel and Uncle Ry and everyone else here on the ranch.

      It’s just different, is all.

      She and I don’t mesh. I’ve made my peace with that, though I don’t think she ever will.

      Ashley returns with a light jacket. More than she needs, in my opinion, but she’ll still be cold out on the slope. Nothing I can do, though. Not until she gets used to non-California weather.

      “Ready?” she says to me.

      I nod.

      “Aren’t you going to get a jacket?”

      “Don’t need one.”

      “But once it gets dark—”

      “I don’t need one,” I repeat, my tone harsher than I mean for it to be.

      She regards me, her blue gaze holding much the same look I saw in my mother’s eyes.

      Have I offended her? I simply don’t need a jacket. I’m used to Colorado evenings in the fall. Harvest is my favorite time.

      “Let’s go.” I walk toward the guesthouse.

      “Wait. What? Where are we going?”

      “To my house. My truck is there.”

      “Oh. Right. Dee told me you live in the guesthouse.”

      We walk in silence after that, the laughter of my family fading in the distance. Once we reach the house, I unlock the door and usher her inside.

      Penny greets us with happy yips.

      Ashley drops to her knees and smothers her with pets to the head. “She’s adorable! What’s her name?”

      Ashley.

      On her knees.

      Something inside me jerks.

      I know what it is, but I’ve spent my life tamping it down. This time, though, I’m not sure I can.

      This woman—this blond California girl who’s so not my type—is on her knees.

      And I let the image invade my mind.

      Ashley on her knees. In front of me. Unzipping my jeans. Handling my hard cock. Licking its tip, and then—

      Fuck. My groin tightens. Just what I don’t need at the moment.

      Ashley looks up and meets my gaze. “Are you going to answer me?”

      Uh…what was the question?

      “What’s her name?” Ashley asks again.

      “Oh. Penny. Her name’s Penny.”

      “She’s gorgeous. What is she?”

      “She’s a dog.”

      Ashley rolls her eyes. “Unbelievable.”

      “What? You don’t believe she’s a dog?”

      She giggles. “I can’t believe you actually have a sense of humor.”

      “What sense of humor?” I can’t help myself. “She is a dog.”

      “You know exactly what I meant. What breed is she?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea. I got her at the rescue.”

      “You can do one of those DNA kits on her.”

      “What for?”

      “So you’ll know what breeds she comes from.”

      “Why does that matter? She’s a great dog, and I love her. I don’t care who her parents are.”

      Ashley lowers her gaze. “Oh.”

      Yup. She got it.

      I’m adopted. Even though I did know my mother, I never knew my father, and my parents love me anyway, not having a clue where I came from.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, stroking Penny’s soft head. “I didn’t mean…”

      “Sure, you did. I accept that you didn’t mean the words to be hurtful, but you did mean them. You think it’s important to know where someone comes from. I don’t know who my real father was. The surname I had before I was adopted was Robertson, my mother’s name.”

      “And your brother…?”

      “Is my brother.”

      “But does he have the same…”

      “Father? Yes, he does. My parents had that checked out after we were adopted. Our DNA showed us to be full siblings, though one look at us and you could have guessed that.”

      “I see.”

      “But it didn’t matter to me then, and it doesn’t matter to me now. Donny is my brother, regardless of DNA, just like Diana and Brianna are my sisters.”

      “Okay, okay. I get it. Touchy subject for you.”

      I say nothing.

      “If it helps, I got the same spiel from Dee during our drive. She considers you her brother, no matter what.”

      I still say nothing.

      “I guess it’s a failing of mine. I don’t know any adopted people. A friend of mine has a rescue dog, and she did the DNA thing. It was really interesting to find out what breeds are in him, see which characteristics he has from each one. You know?”

      Again, I say nothing.

      She huffs, standing and placing her hands on her hips. I try not to think about how pretty she looks in her indignation.

      “If we’re going to be working together, you’re probably going to have to speak to me on occasion.”

      “Is that your real hair color?” I ask. Then I want to slug myself. Why the hell does it matter? Her hair is gorgeous. Hell, she’d be gorgeous with no hair at all. I don’t have a clue what I’m doing.

      Her eyes nearly pop off her face. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re just really blond. I’m just wondering.”

      “You’re pretty blond too. Is that your real hair color?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is.” Does she actually think I would color my hair?

      “So I lighten my hair a little,” she says. “So what? I’m a natural blond underneath too. Just slightly darker.”

      “I figured. No one has hair that blond. Except maybe a few Scandinavians. Or an albino.”

      Her hair isn’t as light as an albino’s. I have no idea why I said that. Why I’m being such a dick.

      “You know what?” She shakes her head. “I’ll just see the vineyards tomorrow. I can’t believe I actually thought…”

      “Actually thought what?”

      She shakes her head again. “Never mind.”

      I’m being an ass. I know it, but I can’t seem to stop myself. The truth is, though, that I’m attracted to Ashley White.

      I don’t want to be, but I am.

      I have to hold that part of me in check, but it doesn’t excuse being an ass.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Let me just tell you the truth.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      “The truth?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “The truth is that I don’t think we need an intern. We have a huge staff of talented people, none of whom have a”—air quotes—“doctorate in wine.”

      Yeah, he’s still being a jerk.

      “Is that the problem you have with me? My education?”

      “No. I have no problem with you personally. My issue is you’re not needed here, and I don’t have time to train you.”

      “Then don’t train me.”

      “It’s not that simple. My uncle thinks I need to improve my people skills.”

      I can’t help myself. I burst into laughter.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You can’t improve your people skills if you don’t have any in the first place.”

      His full lips straighten into a line.

      At least he’s not frowning.

      “I have plenty of people skills,” he says. “I use them when I need them. I just don’t think wasting three months on an intern who’s going to take what I teach and go work in some huge California winery merits any use of them whatsoever.”

      “Wow,” I say.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning…wow. You’ve got one big-ass chip on your shoulder, Mr. Steel.”

      “If you—”

      Then he shuts his mouth. Abruptly. As if a battery that controls his mouth went dead.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “For your information, I’m not planning to work in a winery. I want to be a sommelier at a Michelin three-star restaurant.”

      He erupts in laughter.

      And oh, it’s a glorious sound. The luscious Syrah red coats my mind.

      He’s making fun of me, but I could drown in his laughter. In his delicious dark-red laughter.

      Finally, he gets hold of himself. “Why, then, are you here? You don’t need to learn about harvesting and winemaking. You’re only concerned with tasting.”

      “It’s all related, Dale. You of all people should know that.”

      He doesn’t reply.

      Yup. Got him. I’m right, and he knows it.

      “Besides,” I add, “I’m getting credit for the internship.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. You keep calling me a doctor of wine, but I’m not. At least, not yet. I still have several credits to go before I graduate.” I smile, resisting the urge to wink. “Technically, I’m just a master of wine at the moment.”

      His lips quiver.

      He’s trying not to laugh.

      If he’d only just let go! Allow that glorious laugh of his to take him over! It’d do us both a world of good.

      “How’d it feel?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you broke out in laughter a minute ago? How’d it feel?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      I walk toward him until only about a foot separates us. “You need to do some serious loosening up.”

      No response. Not that I expected one.

      I close the distance between us and pull the leather strap out of his hair. “You can begin by letting this gorgeous hair down.”

      “A lot you know,” he says in monotone. “I don’t usually pull my hair back. My mother asked me to this evening.”

      “Shake your head, sweetie.”

      “Huh?”

      “My mom is a hair stylist in LA. That’s what she says to her clients. Boy, I bet she’d love to get her hands on your mane.”

      His hair is soft beneath my fingers. Yes, I let them linger a few seconds longer than I need to. I can’t help myself. Everything about Dale Steel is magnificent.

      Except his attitude, of course.

      Physically, though? He’s perfection.

      “Are you going to?” I ask.

      “Going to what?”

      “Shake your head. Let that glorious hair tumble over your shoulders the way it’s meant to.”

      “I told you. I usually wear it down.”

      “Okay. Great. But it’s been held captive in a band for hours. Shake it free!”

      He stands still, resisting.

      Oh, yes, he’s a major challenge.

      I thread my fingers through his blond strands and set them free myself. Then I step back.

      My God, he’s perfection personified.

      His green eyes sparkle, and for a split second, I think I see something else hidden beneath them. A spark. An attraction.

      Obviously I’m imagining it. Dale Steel isn’t attracted to me. I’m not sure he’s attracted to anyone. Still, I want to throw my arms around him and pull him into my body. Hug him.

      Me, the non-hugger.

      This man needs human contact from someone other than a family member. I feel it in my bones.

      I bite my lower lip and then sigh. “I guess I should get back to the house.”

      “You no longer want to see the vineyards?”

      “Well, sure I do, but—”

      “That’s where I’m going. You’re welcome to tag along. Don’t forget your jacket.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      My scalp still tingles from her touch.

      Again, I imagine her kneeling before me, taking my cock into her mouth, sliding her lips along my shaft, tasting me.

      Then taking all of me, all the way to the back of her throat.

      My hair settles around my shoulders. This is how I prefer it. Untamed and wild. I’m not sure why. It gets in the way sometimes, and of course when we’re working in the winery, Uncle Ry makes me pull it back and wear a hairnet—not my greatest look—but when I’m out in the vineyards, or when I’m tasting new barrels of wine, my hair falls free.

      Ashley stands in front of me, her bottled blond hair falling over her pert little breasts. Yeah, they’re little. A handful. But what I wouldn’t give to suck one of them between my lips.

      That light-blond hair… It works for her.

      Though I’d love to see her natural color.

      I find myself wanting to see all of her. All of her.

      These feelings aren’t new to me. I’m attracted to women. I always have been, since I came here twenty-five years ago. I learned to suppress those feelings, though, because I’m a natural loner. Inside, a lot of me is still a mess. I’m content. I find joy in my family and in my work. But the chaos inside is too much for any outsider to handle.

      Even Ashley White.

      Especially Ashley White.

      “Do you surf?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Where did that come from?”

      “You just look like one of those surfer girls from California.”

      “No, I do not surf. I love the beach, but I never get into the ocean.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t like getting sand in my ass.”

      I smile. Slightly.

      “You’re something,” she says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re trying really hard not to like me.”

      “That’s not true.” Though it is.

      “Oh, come on.” She chuckles. “It’s so obvious. You want to laugh at my ‘sand in my ass’ comment, but you just can’t bring yourself to. The only thing you laughed at was me wanting to be a sommelier. What was so damned funny about that?”

      “It wasn’t funny.”

      “Then why did you laugh?”

      “I laughed at the absurdity. You want to work at a fine restaurant. That’s great, Doctor, but it’s not what we’re about here.”

      She gets indignant again. “I told you. I’m not a doctor.”

      “Yet.”

      “Right. Not yet.” She sighs. “What do you mean that’s not what we’re about here?”

      “We’re about creating the finest wines in the country from a boutique vineyard. The finest wines in the world, even.”

      “You’re that good, huh?”

      “We’re that good. My uncle’s a genius. Everyone says so, and he says I have the gift as well.”

      God. I sound so pompous. But it’s true. Uncle Ry is a genius, and I’m damned good myself.

      “Then I look forward to learning from both of you,” she says.

      “You’ll learn a lot. I’m going to work that cute little behind of yours off.”

      Did I really just say that? She’s blushing, so yes, I must have. So not me. I don’t talk like that to women. Not normally, but Ashley White is bringing something out in me. Something better left buried.

      I can’t.

      I just can’t.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “No offense taken. I’m not the litigious type.”

      Damn, I didn’t even think of that. She’s an intern, not an employee, but the standards for sexual harassment are the same. I was out of line.

      “And,” she went on, “I’m happy to have my cute little behind worked off. That’s why I’m here. To work and to learn.”

      “All right, then. Let’s go see the vineyards.”

      We leave the guesthouse and walk to my truck. It’s an old pickup that I’ve had for almost ten years, but it runs great and I love it. No need for a new one until it dies. I have a dark-green Dodge Viper for when I drive off the ranch, but it lies dormant in the garage most of the time.

      I open the passenger side door for Ashley, and because it’s a high step, I help her inside.

      That’s the only reason I help her.

      I get in and start the engine. “Settle in. It’s about a half-hour drive to the vineyards.”

      “This place must be huge,” she says.

      “An understatement. When I first came here, I couldn’t believe how big it was. My brother and I had been living in a tiny cracker box in North Denver with our mother.”

      And after that, in a dark room where we feared for our lives. But I’ll keep that tidbit to myself.

      “It must have been a big adjustment.”

      “It was.” For reasons she’ll never know.

      She clears her throat. “I’m sorry about… You know.”

      I hold back shock. She can’t know about my past. Dee doesn’t even know. “What?”

      “Your mother. I mean, your real mother. Diana told me.”

      I stare straight ahead at the road. “Jade is my real mother.”

      “I know that. I only meant—”

      “I don’t talk about that.”

      “I’m sorry. You just said you’d been living in a tiny house with your mother, so I thought—”

      “You thought wrong.”

      Yeah, I’m being an ass again. She’s right. I brought it up. I stop the truck on the side of the road with a jerk.

      Then I turn to her. “Look. This is only going to work if you understand something about me.”

      Her eyes are wide as she nods.

      “I’m a closed book, okay? I prefer my own company to anyone else’s. That’s just who I am, and it’s served me well for thirty-five years. I’m not going to change for anyone.”

      “I never asked you to—”

      “I know that. But it’s little things. Like you asking why I didn’t do a DNA test on Penny. Or talking about my biological mother.” Or talking about all the other things I keep trapped inside.

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “I said I know. I’ll help you through this internship. I’ll do my part. But I don’t want to get personal.”

      She sighs. “I don’t understand. I saw you with your family. You’re at ease with your dad. With Diana and Bree.”

      “I am. I’ve had twenty-five years of practice with all of them.”

      “What about your uncle?”

      I huff. “Ashley, I just asked you not to get personal. That includes asking me about my family.”

      “But—”

      “Oh my God.” I riffle my fingers through my mass of hair. “You’re not hearing me.”

      “How can I not hear you, Dale? Your voice is all I hear. It’s all I see. It’s a deep red pouring over me as long as I’m in your presence. Trust me. I fucking hear you, okay?”

      Right. Her synesthesia. I don’t get it.

      “Though I only heard it for the first time a few hours ago,” she continues, “your voice is like a drug to me. Even when you’re angry. But God, when you laughed… I swear I felt the high.”

      I still don’t get it. And the fact that my voice is a drug to her doesn’t affect me at all.

      At least I wish it didn’t.

      “I’m sorry if my voice bothers you.”

      “Now you’re not hearing me. It doesn’t bother me.”

      “You said it’s like a drug.”

      “Yeah. Like a good drug.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Come on, Dale. Haven’t you ever gotten high?”

      “No,” I say. “I haven’t. Never had the desire to do any kind of drugs, other than the occasional drink. I enjoy a good bourbon, and of course I love wine.”

      “I don’t do drugs either,” she says, “but I’ve experimented in the past. The best high, though—for me, at least—is after a long hike to the top of a mountain. Muscles burning as I see the beauty of the scenery. That’s when my mind rests and the colors are finally silent. Rather, that’s the second-best high.”

      “What’s the first, then?”

      “I just told you. The sound—and color—of your voice.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      His green gaze burns me.

      Have I gone too far? I just met the man, and I have to spend the next three months working beside him.

      Maybe I should have saved that “your voice is my drug of choice thing” for another time.

      His lips are so full, and he parts them slightly.

      I want to kiss him. I want to feel his lips slide over mine, his tongue touch mine.

      I squirm. God, I’m tingling all over, and especially down there.

      I have a massive sex drive. Massive. But even I don’t get there just from a look.

      But damn, I’m getting there now.

      Already I know I’m wet.

      Does Dale know?

      Does he have a clue what he does to me?

      Do I have any effect on him at all?

      I fear the answer is no.

      Until—

      He moves toward me. Not deliberately. Indeed, his actions seem almost involuntary, right down to his lips parting farther.

      They brush against my cheek, a soft whisper, and then—

      They find mine, and he probes his tongue at the seam of my mouth. No thought required. I open for him, let him in.

      Dale Steel.

      Dale Steel, who tastes of bourbon and spice and wine and the moon.

      A groan.

      A groan from his throat.

      Just the groan, but still it’s his voice, and the wine color washes over me and through me and around me.

      All around me, encasing us both in a colorful cloak.

      I’m so ready for this experience. This kiss—

      But it’s over before it begins.

      Our tongues barely touch, and he pulls back.

      Damn.

      “I apologize,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “For…that. I don’t do things like that.”

      “You don’t kiss women?”

      “I don’t kiss women I barely know.”

      “Why did you kiss me, then?”

      Silence.

      I’m getting used to his silence. Now that he knows how his voice affects me, he may never speak again.

      He turns back onto the road.

      “Seriously, Dale,” I say. “You told me not to get personal. Then you kissed me. What’s more personal than that?”

      Easy answer. There’s a lot more personal than that—places I’d love to experience with this gorgeous man who’s the biggest conundrum I’ve ever come across.

      I bet he has a huge-ass cock, and I bet he knows exactly what to do with it.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      “I apologize,” he says again.

      “I don’t want your apology, Dale. I want another kiss.”

      His lips tighten.

      Did I go too far?

      I’m not used to holding back with a man I want. I go after what I want, and I usually get it. I know, though, that Dale will go no further with me. At least not tonight.

      Perhaps not ever.

      And that thought saddens me. Big time.

      “Do you know how to drive a stick?” he asks out of the blue.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You may need to drive my truck back to the house tonight.”

      “Uh…why might that be?”

      “It’s a gorgeous night. I think I’ll stay in the vineyards.”

      “All night?”

      “Yeah. I love spending the night out there. It’s so…”

      “So…?”

      He shakes his head. “Never mind. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “Ashley, I don’t talk about these things to the people closest to me in the world, so why would I talk about them with you?”

      Wow. Boulder to my gut. Big boulder.

      I barely know this guy and already he gets to me like no man ever has before. Men aren’t usually rude to me, but on the occasion that one is, I simply tell him to fuck off and then I walk away. I walk away with no regrets.

      I can’t walk away from Dale Steel. I’m bound to him for the next three months.

      Bigger issue?

      I don’t want to walk away from Dale Steel. Already he’s more interesting than any man I’ve ever met.

      And more attractive.

      No one can deny his physical beauty or the rich depth of his voice.

      He’s so much more than all of that, though. Already I know this, and I haven’t even scratched the surface. Diana says he’s brilliant at his craft. That his wines are something truly special. From what I’ve tasted so far, she’s telling the unadulterated truth. Sure, wine tasting is subjective, but even the most noted critics in the world wouldn’t be able to find fault with Dale’s simple table wine, which is anything but simple.

      Yet its complexity is simple, which of course doesn’t make any sense at all. Somehow, he made its complexity accessible.

      Yeah, I can learn a lot from this man—this man whose knowledge doesn’t come from books but from experience and sheer creativity.

      What I want to learn at this moment, though, is what his lips feel like on mine for longer than three seconds.

      What his dick feels like inside me.

      My mind is so muddled, and even though he hasn’t spoken in a few minutes, still I see the color of his voice. It still surrounds us with its dark-red beauty.

      We continue in silence until he pulls into a dirt driveway.

      He clears his throat. “We’re here. This is where I park. We have to walk a bit to the vines.”

      God, that voice.

      “Okay,” I reply.

      He gets out of the truck, and I reach for the handle, but he’s there, opening the passenger door for me. A gentleman. Which of course makes him even sexier.

      He could be covered in green goo and still be sexy.

      How am I—a woman who loves men and loves sex—supposed to resist Dale Steel?

      To the west, the sun is setting in a pink-and-orange haze. Oddly, I don’t associate a sound with the colors.

      When Dale is near, he seems to block out my synesthesia. It’s oddly comforting to be able to concentrate on one sense at a time. Other than the sound and color of his voice, that is, which still drowns everything else out.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I turn to him. He’s watching the sunset, and the look on his gorgeous face is…serene contemplation. He’s happy here.

      “It is,” I say.

      “Colorado sunsets are amazing,” he says, “but wait until you see a Colorado sunrise. When the sun comes over those mountains, it bathes the vineyards in orange and blue rays. It’s something else.”

      “So that’s why you like to sleep out here.”

      He cocks his head. “It’s gorgeous, but I don’t have to sleep out here to see a sunrise. All I have to do is get out here early.”

      “Then why do you—”

      “I just do.”

      Okay, then.

      Dale is obviously not bothered by silence. I’m a huge extrovert, especially where men are concerned, so dealing with him will take a lot of getting used to.

      I think he’s worth it, though.

      I really think he’s worth it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Kissing Ashley was a stupid mistake.

      I don’t do things like that.

      Ever.

      I can’t deny my attraction to her, even though she’s not my type. She’s beautiful in a California-girl kind of way.

      Actually, she’s just beautiful in every way. Most women I meet don’t have that California look, so this is new to me, but she’s as beautiful as any woman I’ve ever come across.

      It wasn’t her beauty that ensnared me, though.

      It was her confession about my voice.

      How is a man supposed to react to that? Hey, your voice is like a drug to me.

      Any man would respond.

      Wouldn’t he?

      Of course, I’ve never been any man.

      Funny. Turns out I’m just as captivated by an interesting woman as the next guy.

      Ashley rubs at her arms.

      “Where’s your jacket?” I ask.

      “I guess I left it in the truck.”

      I click open the door locks. “Go get it. You’ll need it, obviously.”

      She nods and grabs it out of the truck. I click the doors locked once more while she drapes the jacket over her shoulders.

      It’s not cold, though it’s not exactly warm either. It’s an early autumn evening in Colorado, and it’s perfect.

      “This way,” I say.

      She walks beside me, and I’m ever aware of her presence, the subtle warmth of her body close to mine, even though we’re not touching in any way.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve been affected this way by a woman. A long, long time. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever been affected in quite this way before. Sure, I’ve been attracted to women, but not so quickly or in such an all-consuming manner.

      I want to sit down with Ashley White. I want to rip her clothes off and fuck her.

      Yeah, I do. I really do.

      But what’s more surprising is that after that, I want to talk to her. I want to learn everything about her.

      And…here’s what truly scares me.

      I want her to learn everything about me.

      Things I’ve never shared with anyone—not even my dad or Aunt Mel.

      Secrets that have hidden inside me for so long, I’m not sure I can even bring them to the surface anymore.

      But Ashley White makes me want to confront those mysteries of my past. Confront them and banish them forever, which isn’t possible.

      Yes, truly frightening. A shiver actually crawls up my spine.

      And what’s the most frightening?

      I don’t even know the woman. We’ve been in each other’s presence for all of a few hours.

      The only logical thing to do is to tamp down these desires. It won’t be the first time I’ve repressed a desire, and it probably won’t be the last.

      It will be the most difficult, though. Count on it.

      A feeling of utter peace settles over me as we approach the vineyards. I brought her to these vines on purpose. The Syrah. My favorite.

      Already, I’m regretting it.

      The Syrah vines are special to me. In the darkness of the grapes and their flavor, I find myself. More than anywhere else on the ranch—on the planet—I’m truly myself here.

      The part of myself that I don’t share with others.

      So why have I brought Ashley here?

      “Wow,” she says. “These vines are incredible. Look at all the fruit!”

      The sun has completed its set, and the harvest moon above us reflects light on the clusters of black grapes.

      “Syrah. It ripens best in dry climates, which is why it does so well here in Colorado.”

      “How did you know?” she asks.

      I cock my head. “Because I’m good at what I do. I know terroir and I know grapes.”

      “Oh, no.” She shakes her head. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “What exactly did you mean, then?”

      “How did you know Syrah is my favorite grape?”

      I keep myself from jolting out of my skin. I hope I’ve suppressed the look of surprise that wants to cover my face.

      Syrah is Ashley’s favorite?

      Ashley’s favorite is my favorite?

      No big deal. It means nothing. Syrah is a wonderful grape and is the favorite of many people. Doesn’t mean a thing. I’m detached.

      Except I’m not detached. She’s here, interfering with my peace. Yet I want her here. I just don’t want to want her here.

      “I didn’t,” I say. “It’s my favorite, like I said at dinner.”

      “Well, it’s my favorite too. I adore Syrah. I love it in blends, but I especially love it alone. It’s so dark and lusty.”

      I resist raising my eyebrows at the word lusty.

      She’s not wrong. Wine made from the Syrah grape is often described as lusty, but I don’t use the word myself. It’s too subjective. What does lusty mean, anyway? It can mean different things to different people. What I consider lusty may not be what Ashley considers lusty. It’s too easy, and I’m not going to let her—the wine doctor—get away with too easy.

      “I’ll give you dark,” I say, “but what do you mean by lusty?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t. Lusty is one of those words that doesn’t really tell a consumer anything.”

      “Sure it does. It means the wine is earthy.”

      “Ah. But does it? Lusty can mean hearty or robust. Earthy in that way. But earthy also means the aroma and flavors of cultivated soil, edible mushrooms, forest floor. None of that seems particularly lusty to me.”

      “It’s a common term used for wine,” she says.

      “I’m not saying it isn’t. I’m simply saying it’s not a term I use. I find it too broad and vague.”

      She twists her lips for a minute. Then, “I hate to admit this, but you’re right, Dale.”

      I can’t help it. A smile edges onto my lips. Damn it! A smile! She wormed a smile out of me when I need to keep her distant.

      “It’s taking the easy way out,” she continues. “But tell me. Is it any different than using the terms hearty and robust, as you just did?”

      Oh, she’s smart. Maybe that doctor of wine thing is paying off. “It’s no different. Good for you for catching that. I try to be more specific when I describe the nose and palate of my wines.”

      “I see I have a lot to learn.”

      “If you want to be a sommelier, customers will rely on your wine picks. The more specific you are with your tasting notes, the more satisfied the customer will be.”

      “You’re right,” she says again. “Absolutely.”

      Funny. I didn’t expect her to agree with me so readily. I get the feeling Ashley White doesn’t always come around so quickly. Perhaps she’s truly serious about learning here at Steel Vineyards.

      In which case, I have a job to do. To educate her.

      Apparently her doctor of wine professors haven’t done an adequate job. Fucking ridiculous. Fine. I’ll do what Uncle Ryan asks. I’ll teach her everything we do here at Steel Vineyards. The only problem?

      I’ll have to continually fight my attraction to her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      I’ll never use the word lusty—or hearty or robust—to describe wine again. Dale’s right. It’s a cop-out. I need to get better at wine tasting. I may be almost a doctor of oenology, but I still have a lot to learn.

      A lot this man can teach me.

      This man, who, according to Diana, only made it through one semester of college.

      He’s so interesting. Such a riddle—a riddle I want desperately to solve.

      The problem? I’m not used to working hard with men. I’ve been known to sleep with a man only hours after meeting him. I’m never looking for a serious relationship, and neither are most of the men I meet.

      I doubt Dale Steel is either, but there’s the issue of my attraction and desire for him. I’m usually able to seduce a guy quickly.

      Not so here.

      Yeah, it’s going to take some work. Work I’m not used to doing.

      I’m pretty sure it’ll be enjoyable, though. Either that or extremely frustrating.

      Whatever. Dale is worth it. Already I know that much.

      Dale reaches toward one of the grape clusters and pulls off a few pieces of fruit. He hands one to me. “Taste.”

      I pop it into my mouth. The tannins from the thick skin settle on my tongue, but as I chew, they give way to the sweet flesh of the grape.

      “Interesting,” I say. “No seeds.”

      “You got lucky,” he says. “Most of them have one or two.”

      “I gather.” I let the pulp linger on my tongue for a few more moments before I swallow.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s Syrah, all right. Sweet.”

      “Can you tell it’s Syrah just from the flavor?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry, I can’t.” Am I supposed to be able to? Sommeliers can tell the grape when they taste wines, but not the grapes alone. They usually taste quite similar in fruit form. I wait for Dale to berate me over it, but he doesn’t.

      “This is a great crop,” he says. “These vines were planted over seventy-five years ago, if you can believe it. Their roots are strong and deep.”

      “How often do you irrigate?”

      “Only when necessary. Colorado is mostly a desert climate, so we do need to water, but we prefer to dry farm as much as possible, something my uncle began when he took over. It really makes a difference in the kind of wine we can produce. Less sugar, for one.”

      “Doesn’t that reduce the alcohol content?”

      “It does, but great wine isn’t about the alcohol. It’s about the nose and the palate. Plus, drink enough of any wine, and you’ll get drunk, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “I know you didn’t. Some of those old-vine Zins out of California are so high in alcohol. Our wines are naturally lower in alcohol. We’ve been a hundred percent biodynamic for the last ten years. We care for the soil, and the soil cares for us.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Since we’re a small operation with some big-name wines, we can afford to be.”

      “What about outsourcing grapes?”

      “We won’t have to this year because the crop is so perfect. But in the past, we only source fruit grown on certified biodynamic farms.”

      I reach toward a vine and cup a cluster of grapes in my palm. Nicely dense. I inhale. The fragrance is subtle but sweet. He’s right. This is a perfect crop.

      “How did this crop turn out so well?” I ask.

      “A lot of variables came together. The weather, for example. We’re just coming out of a drought, so we had a little more precipitation than usual. We didn’t have to do any artificial irrigation. The roots dug deep to find their water, and it’s paid off in spades. We also added some organic micronutrients to the soil after harvest last year that we were experimenting with. The results speak for themselves.”

      I nod.

      “And of course, there’s no substitute for caring for the vines. They need love just like any other living thing.”

      Dale loves these vines. His green eyes sparkle in the moonlight, and he looks upon this vineyard with more emotion than I saw from him all day.

      Man, if he could only look at me like that.

      “When did you become interested in the business?” I ask.

      He doesn’t respond. Why? I’m not getting personal. This is business.

      “It happened little by little,” he finally says. “I was a loner as a kid, and one day Uncle Ryan asked me to come to work with him. I wanted to say no, but I knew I’d disappoint my dad if I did, so I went.” He draws in a breath, closes his eyes, and then exhales, opening them once again. “Best thing I ever did.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I never thought of myself as particularly creative, but Aunt Mel—”

      “Aunt Mel?”

      “Yeah. She’s married to my dad’s other brother, Jonah.”

      “Right. They have two boys, if I remember.”

      He nods. “Bradley and Brock. Anyway, right after I first came to the ranch, I was having trouble picturing my mom’s face. Not Jade, my natural mom. Donny and I didn’t have any photos of her. So Aunt Mel told me to draw her.”

      “And that’s when you realized you had creative talent?”

      He chuckles. “Hell, no. I can’t draw to save my soul, though the exercise did help me remember my mother’s image. But drawing is what sparked my interest in other creative pursuits. My aunt Marj—she’s my dad’s sister—is a chef, and cooking kind of interested me, so I did some of that and realized I had a talent for seasoning each individual dish with herbs and spices. Then, once Uncle Ryan asked me to go to work at the vineyards that day, I found…my calling, I guess. It sounds corny as hell, but I don’t know how else to put it.”

      “It’s not corny,” I say.

      “It is, but that doesn’t make it any less true. These vines…they’re a part of me.”

      A part of him.

      A part of him that he resents sharing with me.

      He’d never say it, but the truth is palpable as we stand here together among the clusters of black fruit.

      “These vines are you,” I say.

      He turns to me, his eyes as clear and green as they were earlier in the sunlight. “Yes. These vines are me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      No truer words.

      I once read about the world’s largest single organism—a group of Aspen trees covering over a hundred acres in Utah that share a single root system. Though they appear to be single trees, they aren’t.

      I doubt my vineyards share a single root system, but they’re connected in a way that I understand. In that same way, I’m connected to them. I’m so alive here. I feed off their energy just as they feed off mine.

      Not that I’m an overly philosophical or spiritual person.

      But being here, in my vineyards, awakens something in me and helps me feel something close to peace. As close as I’ll ever get, anyway.

      We’re one, the vineyards and I. One being. In essence, we complete each other.

      Ashley stares up at the moon, the light shining on her beautiful face.

      She understands. Even standing here, regarding her, I can’t believe I just spilled out a piece of my soul to her. My childhood, how I got interested in wine, my mother’s face…and my feelings about being here among my vines.

      No. I haven’t even trusted my father, who I’m closer to than anyone, with my feelings about the vineyards. I certainly can’t trust a woman I just met.

      But I just did.

      Truly frightening.

      “So…” Ashley clears her throat. “Where do you sleep?”

      “Anywhere, really. See that small shed over there?” I point to the small structure built from wood.

      “Yeah.”

      “I keep supplies there. A sleeping bag. A tent. Water and other stuff.”

      “It’s no coincidence that your shed is close to the Syrah, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      She rubs her shoulders. “I guess I should get back to the house.”

      I pull the key fob out of my pocket. “Here you go. Bessie’s clutch is a little feisty. Just ease up and she’ll be okay.”

      She smiles. “Bessie?”

      “Uncle Ry names all his cars. He always has, so I decided to name mine.”

      “I get it. But Bessie?”

      “What the hell’s wrong with Bessie?”

      “I don’t know. Sounds like a cow’s name.”

      I can’t help it. I smile. “It was. We had a breeding cow on the ranch named Bessie when I was a kid. I was distraught when she died.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s the circle of life. You learn all about that growing up on a ranch.”

      She nods. “Well, I guess I’ll go now.”

      “I can walk you to the truck.”

      “Thanks.”

      We walk in silence until we’re close enough for Ashley to click open the door lock.

      I abruptly grab the key fob from her. “I’ll drive you.”

      “But…the Syrah.”

      “Will still be here in an hour when I return.”

      “Really, I can handle your clutch.”

      I don’t doubt it. Ashley strikes me as the kind of woman who can handle just about anything.

      And anyone, including most men.

      “Dee would never forgive me if you had any trouble.” I open the passenger door for her and help her climb in.

      My words are true. My sister would me mad as hell if Ashley ended up stranded somewhere on the ranch. Heck, she doesn’t even know where she’s going.

      What was I thinking, offering to let her drive herself back to the main house?

      I’m such a loner that sometimes I don’t consider the consequences of my actions on other people.

      I hop into the driver’s seat and turn on the engine.

      “Really, I could have handled it,” she says.

      “I know, but you don’t know where you’re going.”

      “I have a phone and GPS.”

      True. She’d be fine. But I don’t want to leave her alone. Not on her first night. It wouldn’t be a nice thing to do. I may be a loner with shitty people skills, but I’m still a good person.

      Lurking in the back of my mind, though, is the semi-painful truth.

      I don’t want to leave her yet.

      I can’t invite her to stay the night in the Syrah vineyard with me. No one—other than Dad, when I was a young teen—has ever spent the night with me here.

      So I just can’t.

      Even though, in the back of my mind trying to hide, is the knowledge that I want to.

      And that pisses me off.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      After a silent drive, Dale pulls into the driveway next to the main house. Night has fallen completely now, and I stare at the black sky when I get out of the car.

      Stars!

      So many stars!

      The light of the harvest moon is bright, but still the stars shine. It’s never like this at home. I live close to LA, and the city lights and the smog cover most of the night sky.

      “I’ll take you inside.”

      I jerk slightly. Dale stands beside me, his voice coating me in the dark-red warmth. I was so entranced by the stars, I didn’t hear him get out of the car.

      “I can’t stop looking,” I say.

      “You should see the night sky from the vineyards,” he replies. “Makes this look like nothing.”

      “If only we’d stayed a little longer.” I sigh. “It must be heaven out there.”

      “Maybe not heaven,” he says, “but the next closest thing.”

      I wrinkle my forehead. What an odd thing to say. I don’t question him, though. Maybe another time. I’ve gotten all I can out of Dale Steel tonight. Not nearly as much as I want, but I have three months to figure him out.

      I’m not used to working so slowly with a man, but Dale will be worth it.

      He walks me to the door and opens it.

      “Hey, you’re back,” Diana says from the big country kitchen. “How were the vineyards?”

      “Gorgeous,” I say. “The crop looks amazing.”

      “That’s what Dale and Uncle Ry keep saying,” she says, laughing. “Not that I’d know a grape from a marble.”

      “You like the end result,” Dale says dryly.

      “True. My bro here is a master.” She gives Dale a hug.

      And God, I’m envious. To be embraced in those strong arms… Our brief kiss surges into my mind—his firm lips on mine, his velvet tongue.

      Damn. An arrow shoots between my legs. Luckily I brought my vibrator to Colorado. Tonight I’ll be putting it to good use.

      Dale hugs Diana back. A brotherly hug, of course, but it shows me that he does have genuine affection for her and the rest of his family.

      Does he love them as much as he loves his Syrah vines? He looks at Dee with affection, a sparkle in his green eyes. Is it the same sparkle I saw when he looked upon the vineyards?

      Such a riddle, this man.

      “Come on out on the deck,” Diana says. “It’s such a gorgeous night. You want a drink?”

      “Maybe just some water,” I say.

      “Sure. Dale, can you stay for a while?”

      “He’s going back to the vineyards,” I say.

      “Poo on the vineyards.” Dee pouts. “I haven’t seen my big brother in months. Come out and visit.”

      I expect Dale to decline, but his gaze softens. “Okay, Sis.”

      “I’ll get us some water.” She smiles at Dale. “Unless you want Peach Street?”

      “Water’s good,” he says. “Where are Mom and Dad? Bree?”

      “The three of them went over to Uncle Joe’s. I stayed here to wait for Ash to get home.”

      He nods. “What are they doing over there?”

      “Heck if I know. Just hanging, probably.”

      That explanation seems to make sense to Dale. He and I follow Dee out onto the deck. I still have my jacket on, and I’m glad to have it. Dale and Dee seem fine without one.

      Sometimes I realize just how much of a California girl I truly am.

      Diana hands each of us a glass of cold water with a slice of lemon, pauses a moment, and then, “So…I have some news.”

      “What’s that?” Dale asks.

      “I got a phone call after dinner tonight. Remember that architecture internship in Denver I applied for this semester?”

      “Yeah,” he says, “and the idiots chose someone else.”

      She nods. “Apparently the idiots want me now. Their first choice fell through.”

      A lump forms in my throat. “Does that mean…?”

      “I told them I’d think about it,” she says.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Dale says. “You really wanted that internship. What is there to think about?”

      She looks at me awkwardly.

      Me.

      I’m what she has to think about.

      Diana and I haven’t known each other for long, but we’ve gotten pretty close. Close enough that I don’t feel too weird living at her house for three months. If she’s not here, though? It’ll get weird real fast.

      “I’m not sure it’s the right thing right now,” she goes on.

      Dale shakes his head. “Sis, take it.”

      “I don’t like being second choice.”

      “Think of all the people who aren’t second choice,” he says. “This is a great opportunity for you.”

      “So you’re in favor of this internship?” I say.

      Dale meets my gaze. “I’m in favor of great opportunities for my sister. She’s going to be a hell of an architect.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” I say, “but you don’t think an intern is needed at the winery.”

      He stays silent a few seconds, takes a sip of his water. Swallows. “No, I don’t. We’ve been through that.”

      “Interns are free labor,” I say.

      “Are you paying my parents to live in this house? Eat their food?”

      “Well”—my cheeks are burning—“no.”

      “Then your labor is hardly free. Besides, we don’t need free labor. We have an excellent staff.”

      “For God’s sake,” Diana says. “The two of you are a pair.”

      I scoff. “A pair of what?”

      “You’re like oil and water. Get over yourselves. You have more in common than not.”

      We both have a passion for wine.

      That’s it.

      That’s all we have, but I admit, it’s a big one.

      “I have nothing in common with her,” Dale says.

      “That’s it,” Diana says. “I’m not taking the internship.”

      Relief sweeps through me. Selfish, I know, but I’ll feel really strange living here without Diana.

      “You are,” Dale says.

      “I can’t. I invited Ashley here. I can’t just leave her.”

      “Ashley’s a big girl,” he says. “She can take care of herself.”

      “Can she? You haven’t stopped tormenting her all evening.”

      I roll my eyes. “Hello? Remember me? Quit talking about me like I’m not here.”

      “Sorry, Ash.” From Diana.

      Nothing from Dale, of course, until he turns to me, his green eyes on fire.

      “Tell her,” he says. “Tell her to take the internship.”

      Talk about a rock and a hard place. If I tell her to take it, I have to stay here without her. Deal with Dale Steel without her. If I tell her not to take it, I look like a selfish bitch.

      I’m not a selfish bitch. Not even slightly. But Dale Steel brings out the brat in me.

      “It’s your decision, Diana. Not mine, and not Dale’s.”

      “Nice going,” he says. “My sister will do a hundred things for strangers before she does one for herself.”

      “I just don’t think the timing is right,” Diana says.

      “See?” Dale glares at me. “She’s going to give up the opportunity of a lifetime—”

      “It’s hardly the opportunity of a lifetime,” Diana says.

      “That’s not what you said when you applied last spring. And that’s not what you said when you found out you were a finalist. I believe your exact words were, ‘This is the opportunity of a lifetime for me.’”

      “I was being overdramatic.”

      Dale shakes his head, that luxurious mane falling over his shoulders. “This is a chance to help design what’s going to be the highest skyscraper in Denver. Don’t tell me it’s all of a sudden not a great opportunity.”

      “What do your parents say?” I ask.

      “They don’t know yet. The email came after they went over to Uncle Joe’s.”

      “They want what’s best for you,” Dale says, “so they’ll be in favor of it.”

      Okay, okay. I give in. I’m not a selfish bitch, no matter how hard I try. “You should take it, Dee.”

      Diana’s demeanor relaxes at my words. Man, she was really going to turn it down because of me. I couldn’t live with that.

      “Do you really think so?” she asks.

      “Yes, she thinks so,” Dale says.

      My hands curl into fists as tension coils through me. He’s magnificent, but he’s an asshole. A magnificent asshole. “I can speak for myself, damn it. Yeah, Dee, take it. So you’ll be in Denver. You can visit, right?”

      “On weekends, probably.”

      “There you go.” Dale crosses his arms.

      “You don’t have to worry, Ash. My parents are the nicest people in the world, and they’re thrilled to have you. As you can plainly see, we have plenty of room, and we live on a ranch, so there’s plenty of food.”

      “You don’t have to keep convincing her, Sis,” Dale says.

      Speaking for me again. Damn him! I say nothing this time. I don’t want to ruin Dee’s good news.

      Diana jumps out of her chair. “Squee! We need some bubbly. Is there any in the house, Dale?”

      “Probably in Dad’s wine cooler in the bar.”

      “Awesome. I’ll get it, and we’ll toast my internship. Then let’s take a soak in the hot tub.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      “I’m happy to toast your success,” I say to Diana, “but I’ll pass on the tub.”

      “Come on,” Dee pleads. “You love the hot tub.”

      I do love the tub. It’s relaxing. But sitting in a hot tub with Ashley White will not relax me. Not in the slightest.

      She’ll probably wear a black string bikini…

      Hell, it doesn’t matter what color she wears. White. She should wear white against that gorgeously tan skin.

      Or red. Fucking fire-engine red.

      My groin tightens. Shit.

      Dee comes back with the bottle of Steel Sparkling Blanc de Noirs and hands it to me. I remove the wire and pop the cork out with one swift motion. The swirling cloud of condensation rises from the opening.

      Ashley’s eyes pop. “Wow. You did that beautifully.”

      “What?”

      “Opening the champagne.”

      I can’t help myself. “First of all, Doctor, it’s not champagne. It’s Steel sparkling wine.”

      “Duh,” she says. “I know that.”

      “I know you know that. Time to start using correct terminology, don’t you think?”

      “She gave you a compliment,” Diana says. “And you’re giving her a hard time.”

      “It’s my job to give her a hard time. She’s here to learn from me.”

      “It’s okay,” Ashley says, clearly forcing a smile. “We already had this conversation at the vineyards, and Dale’s right. I shouldn’t get lazy in my wording.”

      I resist the urge to smile while I fill the three flutes Diana brought up. I hand one to her and then one to Ashley.

      “To my brilliant sister.” I hold out my glass.

      “To being second best!” Diana laughs.

      “To new beginnings,” Ashley says.

      To new beginnings.

      A beginning for her, here at Steel Vineyards. A beginning for Diana, in Denver with the internship.

      But no new beginning for me.

      I am who I am. Who I’ll always be.

      There’s no changing that.
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      I leave them laughing over their sparkling wine. Soon they’ll change into their suits for their dip in the hot tub. As much as I’d love to see Ashley White in a bikini, I can’t stay.

      The vineyards are calling me.

      I drive back to the guesthouse and pack a few things. A midnight snack of pâté de campagne with water crackers, a bottle of my best Syrah, and my dog. Everything else I need is in the shed.

      A half hour later, I’m back in paradise, among the Syrah grapes, Penny lying at my feet.

      I’ve laid out my sleeping bag and pillow, and I open the bottle of wine and pour myself a glass. Then I spread the meaty pâté onto a cracker and take a bite. Mmm. Delicious. Aunt Marj makes pâté out of Steel beef. Not the norm for pâté, but she’s an amazing chef. I used to love to help her in her kitchen.

      I take a drink of the Syrah. The black fruit drizzles over my tongue, chasing the savory flavor of the pâté.

      Perfection.

      The vines watch over me as I enjoy my late-night repast. They hug me with their warmth. I finish my snack and my glass of wine, seal the bottle with the vacuum stopper, and wiggle into my sleeping bag, lying supine and draped in starlight. Penny lies next to me.

      Nothing can hurt me here.
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      “They won’t hurt you again, Donny.”

      My baby brother clings to me, tears streaking down his cheeks.

      “I swear to you. They won’t hurt you again. I won’t let them.”

      I mean the words with all my heart, but they are ultimately a promise I can’t keep. I mouth off to our captors, bite them and kick them, all so they’ll punish me instead of my brother.

      Sometimes it works, and I pay the price. I go through hell to spare him.

      Sometimes it doesn’t work, though, and I’m forced to watch my little brother be used and tortured, forced to hear his screams.

      “Close your eyes, Donny. Close your eyes. Think of something nice. Think of a dog or a flower. Anything.”

      I don’t know if my words help him. They don’t help me. As much as I try to escape into my mind while the masked men do the unthinkable to my little body, I’m never successful.

      Someday, though. Someday we’ll get out.

      Someday I’ll make the monsters pay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I awake with a jerk.

      The dream changes, but it’s always a scene from the horror of those two months.

      This is why I began sleeping out here in the first place. To help combat the dreams. The dreams never go away, though they only come one or two times a week now instead of every night. But the vineyards calm me. Enshroud me as if they’re protecting me from the horrors of my past.

      So long ago now.

      I never got to make the monsters pay. They’ve been dead and buried for decades now, and the trafficking ring has been long since exposed and broken up.

      My life has been wonderful for the last twenty-five years. I never forget that, never forget how much I owe my mother and father for adopting Donny and me.

      My father especially. He gets me. He always has. I’m not sure why, but he does. What a hard thing, to adopt two troubled boys who’d been abducted and horribly abused and on top of that had lost their mother.

      My parents are our saviors. Donny and I make sure they never forget that.

      Even now, I sometimes wonder why they did it. My dad and Uncle Ry rescued us, got us away from the horror, but they didn’t have to make a lifetime commitment.

      I’ve asked my father many times, and his answer is always the same.

      Because I could give you what you needed.

      He has. He gave me a home, a family, food to eat, and all the money in the world. But he could have given any child those same things.

      Why Donny?

      And why me?

      Because I could give you what you needed.

      A home? Check. A mother and father? Check. Therapy? Check. Many others could have given us that much. Maybe not such a lavish home, but a home nonetheless.

      My father’s words have a hidden meaning. I’m sure of it. I’ve asked Aunt Mel, but she always says I need to ask my father. And when I do, the words are always the same.

      Because I could give you what you needed.

      My father hides behind his words. There’s something he’s not telling me. I always thought he’d come clean once I hit adulthood, but I’m thirty-five now, and he hasn’t.

      Thirty-five—the same age he was when Donny and I came here.

      Our lives have come full circle, it seems.

      I check my phone. I was only asleep for a half hour. Funny that I can go into a dream state so quickly, but it sometimes happens that way.

      Diana and Ashley are probably in the hot tub, finishing the sparkling wine and chattering about who knows what.

      The stars above are shining down upon them as they are on me.

      And suddenly the world seems small.
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          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      “Your brother is a tough nut to crack,” I say to Diana after finishing my flute of champagne—err, sparkling wine.

      “I was wondering how long it would take for you to bring him up.” Dee laughs. “It’s been nearly a half hour since we got in the tub.”

      “He’s…”

      He’s…what? Magnificent to look at? He is, but he’s her brother. She doesn’t think of him that way. He’s brilliant? She already knows that. He’s a rude pain in the ass? She may not know that, but it’s hardly something a sister wants to hear about a big brother she adores.

      I finally decide on, “…interesting.”

      “He’s just a loner. You’ll get used to it.”

      “He pretty much told me I’m not needed here. He thinks this internship is a waste of his time.”

      “Yeah, he made that pretty clear. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Why is your uncle forcing him to work with me, then? Why doesn’t he work with me himself or assign someone else?”

      Diana wrinkles her forehead. “Honestly? I don’t know. Uncle Ry must have something up his sleeve.”

      “Dale told me his uncle said he needs to improve his people skills.”

      Diana spits her mouthful of wine into the tub. “Shit! Sorry about that.”

      “No problem. I’ve always wanted to bathe in champagne. Fuck! Sparkling wine! Why do I keep doing that? I’m an oenologist, for God’s sake.”

      “Dale actually told you that?”

      “He did, and I told him he had to actually have people skills in the first place to improve them.”

      “Oh my God. What did he say to that?”

      What had he said? Something about having plenty of people skills but only using them when necessary. Hell, I was so enamored with the sound and color of his voice, some of it’s a blur. “He defended himself, of course.”

      “Of course.” Diana reaches for a bottle of water and swallows a long drink.

      “The funny thing is, I know I can learn a lot from your brother. Already he’s showing me I need to be more specific in my language and particularly in my tasting notes.”

      “Oh, yeah. Dale’s always been precise. It’s a pet peeve of his when things are too vague.”

      “Obviously. But I need to watch myself. I’m almost a doctor of oenology, and I’m using the word champagne as a blanket term. I fucking know better, Dee.”

      “Why do you do it, then?”

      “I don’t know. Laziness?”

      “You’re hardly lazy, Ash.”

      She’s right. I’m not lazy. I work hard. “Just in language, I guess. And language is very important to a sommelier. If I can’t adequately describe the wines I taste, how can I convince a diner to purchase them?”

      “So you’re not a writer. Not many are.”

      “But I need to be. Tasting notes are written, and they have to be precise.”

      “Then you’re in the right place. Dale will teach you precision better than any wine professor.”

      I smile. “I have a feeling you’re right. I just wish…”

      “What?”

      “I wish you weren’t leaving.” I shake my head. “That sounds so self-absorbed.”

      “It’s not optimal for your situation,” she says. “I get that.”

      “You have to go, though. Dale’s right.”

      “I know. Thanks for understanding.”

      I sigh. “I do. And usually I’m fine around people I don’t know. Just being here…”

      “My parents are great, and Dale doesn’t live here. You won’t have to see him at home, just at work.”

      True words.

      Problem? I want to see Dale. I want to… I want everything from Dale Steel. Crazy, yes. But no less true.

      His voice is a drug to me, but it’s more than that. So much more that I can’t even put into words yet.

      That kiss…

      It happened hours ago, and my lips are still tingling.

      Diana and I haven’t known each other long, but we’ve done our share of dishing about men and other stuff. Normally, I’d tell her about the kiss.

      But it seems too…private.

      Not because Dale is her brother, but because…

      Because…I don’t know why. The kiss, even though it lasted seconds, seemed so personal.

      Not like a simple kiss at all but like… Dare I think it? Like making love. Like the most personal thing you can do with another.

      All this coming from me. Ashley White. The queen of sex and one-nighters. I love sex for sex. The feelings, the colors, the scents, the sounds. All of it flows together with me, and sex with each person is different. I’ve been with countless men and even a few women. All sex, and though I felt something different with each one, the feelings were only about the sex, not the person.

      That’s why Dale’s kiss was so different. The feeling was almost…

      It isn’t about the kiss so much as it’s about…him.

      Dale Steel.

      A man I’ve known for less than a day.

      Dale Steel won’t fall into bed with me like most men. No, he’ll take time.

      And for the first time in a long time, I’m willing to wait.

      “You still with me?”

      I jerk at Diana’s words. “Yeah.”

      “Good. You seemed like you were somewhere else for a minute. Are you getting light-headed? We can get out of the tub.”

      I’m not light-headed. Well, maybe I am, but the tub isn’t the culprit. “I’m fine.”

      “Good. We keep it below a hundred degrees so we can stay in a long time if we keep hydrated.” She raises her bottle of water.

      I drain half a bottle as well. Then, “When are you leaving?”

      “I need to be in Denver by Monday. So Sunday, I guess.”

      Today is Friday. Two days to get to know Talon and Jade Steel well enough that I’m comfortable living in their home without Diana.

      “When does your sister go back to college?” I ask.

      “She leaves Sunday as well.”

      Great. Just me and the parents. And Dale Steel about half a mile away.

      I gaze at the pathway leading to the guesthouse. He’s not there, of course. He’s sleeping in the vineyards. Such a riddle, that one.

      “It won’t be so bad,” Diana continues. “Your internship officially starts on Monday, and that will keep you busy. You’ll hardly know I’m gone.”

      “I’ll know.” I force a smile. “But I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I won’t, because I know you’ll be okay. My parents will make you feel more than welcome. You’ll probably get sick of my mother fawning all over you. She’s such a mother hen.”

      Living in this place is a dream. I get it. A far cry from growing up homeless in the tent cities of San Francisco.

      Diana doesn’t know about my childhood, how hard my own mother worked to give me a life. How hard I worked to get scholarships to college and then grad school.

      My mother lives in a modest apartment in LA now, after scraping together enough money to get us off the streets and to put herself through beauty school. She often gives me shit about the wine business. In a loving way, of course. I suppose it is strange that a little homeless girl grew up wanting to learn about wine, which is one of life’s luxuries. During those hard years, luxuries of any kind were foreign to us. We were happy if we didn’t have to go to sleep hungry.

      How she got us out of tent city is a worthy story, but not one I feel like sharing with Diana. At least not yet. She grew up in luxury. She won’t get it.

      Honestly, very few people in my life know about my childhood. It doesn’t come up, and parts of it are best forgotten.

      But Dale…

      For the first ten years of his life, he didn’t live here. What’s his story? Diana told me all she knows, assuming she’s being honest.

      Who knows? Will he ever let me in? Will we finish that kiss?

      I have no idea, but I do know one thing.

      I have three months to find out.
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      The blue-and-gold sunrise…

      Always so perfect.

      Mornings in Colorado are almost always cloudless. Sometimes we awake to clouds or rain, but not often. We have over three hundred days per year of sunshine. Works pretty darned well for dry farming. I sit up and give Penny a pet on her soft head.

      To be awakened at dawn by the beauty and warmth of the sun rising over the Rockies. Is anything better than this?

      Kissing Ashley…

      That was pretty damned awesome.

      Better than waking up to the sunrise?

      A tie, maybe?

      Fuck.

      I have to be honest with myself.

      Kissing Ashley was the best thing I’ve felt in a long time. Which is damned scary. Because I let her in—told her personal things about me. Not only that, she sensed my relationship with the vines. She knew.

      How do I combat that? How do I combat her?

      I’ll keep our relationship professional. I work with a lot of women, and I don’t have a problem staying professional even when I find one of them attractive.

      No reason Ashley White should be any different.

      I stuff my sleeping bag into its sack. Time for some coffee. Penny and I head down to my truck and drive home. Normally I go straight to work, where coffee is always brewing, but today is Saturday, and no one’s in the office. A half hour later, I pull into the driveway, and Penny and I head into the house.

      “Hungry, girl?” I grab her bowl in the kitchen, fill it, and set it on the floor. Then I freshen her water.

      I don’t always take Penny with me to the vineyards when I spend the night out there. Sometimes she lies on her fluffy dog bed and refuses to leave the house with me. Such a little diva.

      Now, coffee. I start a pot and grab a frying pan to fix some bacon and eggs. I open my refrigerator…

      Shit. Out of bacon. And eggs. Such is the bachelor life. I guess I’m heading into Snow Creek for groceries today. Once the coffee’s done, I pour myself a cup, give Penny a pet—she’s already lounging on her dog bed—and walk over to the main house. I’ll have breakfast there today.

      My dad is already up, of course. We ranch people rise early.

      “Hey, Dad.” I walk through the back door and into the kitchen.

      He laughs. “Out of eggs again?”

      “And bacon.”

      Darla stands at the stove frying both. “I’ve got you covered, Mr. Dale.”

      “Thanks, Darla.”

      “You’re in a good mood,” Dad says. “You must have slept outside last night.”

      “Guilty.” I sit down next to him and finish my coffee.

      Darla pours me another. A few minutes later, two plates of fried eggs, bacon, and hash browns appear before us.

      “Thanks, Darla,” Dad and I say in unison.

      “Have you heard Dee’s good news?” I ask.

      “Yeah. She texted us while we were at Uncle Joe’s last night. Apparently she and Ashley were celebrating in the hot tub. Mom and I are thrilled for her.”

      “She actually thought about not going.”

      Dad lifts his eyebrows, his coffee mug halfway to his lips. “What?”

      “Yeah. Because of Ashley.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “She felt bad about leaving Ashley here without her.” I shake my head. “I talked her out of that, thank God.”

      “I guess it makes sense. She feels some responsibility toward her friend.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call them friends. From what I understand, they only just met at the beginning of the summer. They sat next to each other at Uncle Ry’s lecture at UCLA.”

      “Still, I see her point.” Dad takes a sip of coffee. “I’m glad you talked her out of it, though. She was so upset when she didn’t get that internship, and now she has it. Plus, Donny’s in Denver, so she won’t be alone.”

      “Neither Dee nor Donny have any problem fitting in wherever they go,” I say, “but it is nice that they’ll have each other.”

      Dad nods. We both know what he’s not saying. Dee and Donny may not have trouble assimilating, but I do. I’ve never been comfortable anywhere but here—and here sometimes doesn’t work either.

      Quiet for a few moments.

      Until I finally say, “I’m fine.”

      “I know, son.”

      “I like it here. I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

      “I know,” he says again.

      More quiet. Then—

      “I was a lot like you once,” Dad says. “Reliant only on myself. Afraid to get close to anyone else. Your mother changed all that for me. You know, I was your age when she and I met.”

      I clear my throat. “Yeah, Dad. I know.”

      “I didn’t give much thought to anyone but myself.”

      “Wait a minute. I’m not—”

      He gestures for me to stop. “I’m not saying you’re selfish. You’re not, Dale. Not at all. You’d do anything for any one of us. I know that. I wasn’t selfish either. I’d have taken a bullet for any of my siblings. Still would. But I didn’t rely on them. I didn’t let myself get close to them.”

      “I’m close to Donny and the girls. I always have been.”

      Dad sighs. “I’m not explaining this very well.”

      “Just because you found your soul mate at my age doesn’t mean the same thing’s in the cards for me.”

      It absolutely isn’t. I don’t believe in soul mates, first of all. Besides, is being self-reliant such a bad thing? I open my mouth to ask when—

      “Good morning!” Ashley walks into the kitchen, like a ray of sunshine.

      Did I really just think that? In those stupid words?

      Fuck.

      “Good morning, Ashley,” Dad says. “You’re up early.”

      “I’ve always been an early riser.”

      Darla scurries over. “Coffee, Miss Ashley?”

      “I don’t drink coffee, but thanks.”

      Just how is she so chipper in the morning without coffee?

      “Orange juice, then?”

      “You read my mind,” she gushes.

      Yeah, such a California girl. And who the hell doesn’t drink coffee? We were raised on coffee. My mom makes the strongest and best-tasting coffee in the world. She personally teaches all our cooks to brew the perfect pot.

      Darla pours her a glass of juice and sets it in front of her. “Not hand squeezed, I’m afraid. That’s probably what you’re used to in California.”

      “This is perfect. Thanks.” Ashley takes a drink.

      And I try not to look as she licks a drop of juice from her lower lip.

      But I can’t help myself. Her lips are as luscious as the rest of her. She’s sitting in a tank top and cutoff denims. No bra, of course. Damn. No makeup either, that I can see, and her long blond locks are pulled up into a high ponytail. Her blue eyes are sparkling like aquamarines.

      I have no idea how I look. I only have one mirror I use in the guesthouse. In my bathroom, and I didn’t bother looking in it today. I’m still wearing the jeans I had on yesterday. I discarded the green button-down when I got home this morning and traded it in for a black T-shirt, my cowboy boots for leather moccasins.

      My hair is probably an unruly mess.

      And why do I care?

      I don’t.

      Except that I do.

      I want to look my best for Ashley White.

      “Did you sleep well, Ashley?” Dad asks.

      “I did, thanks. Your guest room is amazing. I think that’s the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in.”

      “That used to be Dale’s room,” Dad says.

      Ashley’s cheeks redden as mine warm. Really? They gave her my old room? Granted, they turned it into a guest room when I moved out back, but still…

      Why my room?

      The thought of Ashley in my old bed…

      Of course, it’s not my old bed. Just the frame. I took my mattress with me.

      “I want you to know, Ashley,” Dad goes on, “that you’re completely welcome here, and Jade and I are happy to have you. We don’t want you feeling awkward because Diana won’t be here.”

      “Oh, I don’t.” Though her red cheeks betray her words.

      Silence for a few seconds.

      “Where’s Mom?” I finally ask. “And the girls?”

      “I can’t speak for Diana,” Dad says, “but Bree should be up. We’ve got some work to do in the orchard.”

      “On a Saturday?” Ashley says.

      I let out a guffaw. “Apples and peaches still grow on Saturdays. Ranching doesn’t have weekends.”

      “My son’s right,” Dad says. “We’re used to working twenty-four seven around here.”

      Ashley turns to me. “Do you need me to do something today, then? I thought I wasn’t starting until Monday.”

      I open my mouth, but Dad answers for me.

      “No, no. Take the weekend. Dale will have you working harder than you’ve ever worked before. Take these last two days off.”

      She nods, as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.

      But I know.

      She’s freaked about losing her weekends. Well, what did she expect on a ranch during harvest season?

      “As a matter of fact,” I say, “I could use your help today.”

      “Dale…” Dad looks at me sternly.

      “Hey, she asked. And you’re right. We all work our asses off here.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Damn, that voice.

      I don’t know whether to love it or hate it. I mean, I love it, but it seriously blocks out all other sounds and colors. Such a strange phenomenon for someone who’s used to being overwhelmed by senses all the time.

      He’s bluffing.

      Maybe.

      Or maybe not. I’ll call his bluff.

      “Sure, what can I do today?” I ask.

      He takes a sip of coffee. Yeah, he expected me to beg off.

      “Never mind,” he says. “I have to go into town. My fridge is empty.”

      “Why don’t you take Ashley with you?” Dad suggests. “Show her around Snow Creek.”

      Dale pauses a moment before answering. Then, “I’m sure she wants to spend the day with Dee. After all, she’s leaving tomorrow.”

      “I’d actually love to see the town.”

      “Diana’s perfectly capable of being your tour guide,” Dale says. “It won’t take long. Snow Creek’s so tiny that if you blink, you’ll miss it.”

      “Diana will be busy packing today,” Talon says.

      Why is Dale’s dad pushing us together? I’m not sure, but seeing Snow Creek with Dale sounds…intriguing.

      “I’m just going to stop at the grocery,” he says. “Not play tour guide.”

      Talon frowns slightly at his son. I get it. He doesn’t want to reprimand a thirty-five-year-old man, but I see it in his eyes. He’s not happy with Dale’s reticence.

      “Okay, fine,” I say. “Maybe I’ll go in myself and explore.”

      Except I don’t have a car. Dumbass move on my part.

      “Morning!” Brianna breezes in, hair damp and pulled into a low ponytail. She holds a pink cowboy hat. It suits her.

      “I was wondering when you’d be up,” Talon says. “We’ve got to get out to the orchards.”

      “I’m ready. I finished all my packing yesterday. I’m all yours today.”

      “Coffee, Miss Bree?” Darla asks.

      “Yes, please, Darla.”

      Talon stands. “Put hers in a to-go cup. One for me, as well.”

      “Of course.” Darla assembles two cups of coffee.

      “Thank you, Darla. We’ll be gone most of the day, but we’ll be home for dinner. Are you planning anything special for Diana and Brianna’s last night at home?”

      “Miss Jade and I are working on it. Be home by six.”

      “Will do.” Talon grabs his cowboy hat and one of the coffees. “Come on, Bree.”

      Bree takes the other cup of coffee and then looks over her shoulder at me. “Don’t let Dale give you too hard a time. He’s really a softy at heart.”

      Dale stiffens. Will he argue with his sister’s words? I half expect him to have a major cow.

      He doesn’t.

      I have a feeling his sisters can get away with anything. He adores them.

      Still, Bree’s description doesn’t ring true. A softy at heart? I don’t think so. Dale Steel may be a lot of things, but soft isn’t one of them.

      Not in the least.

      We sit alone at the large kitchen table, Darla scuttling in the background, until Dale finally stands.

      “I should go.”

      “Okay. What time should I report on Monday?”

      “Eight, at the offices. Dee can show you where everything is today.”

      “She’ll be packing,” I remind him.

      He lets out a slight scoff. Then, “For God’s sake,” under his breath.

      I force a smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      He shakes his head. “Come on. I’ll show you where you’ll report. You can drive over on Mon—”

      “I…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t have a car here. I drove from Cali with Diana.”

      “Fuck. All right. You can drive with me, then, but I usually go in early. Between six and seven.”

      Living on a ranch definitely has its drawbacks. Sure, I’m an early riser, but I like to spend the first couple hours of the day with orange juice and a good book.

      “All right,” I say. “I’ll meet you at your house at six.”

      “I may not be ready right at six. I said I go in between six and seven.”

      “Then I’ll wait.”

      “That’s silly,” he says. “I’ll just swing by here and get you. Just be ready by six.”

      Hmm. So he doesn’t want me waiting at his house. Whatever. I’ll be ready at six a.m. on Monday as if my life depends on it. Leave it to Dale Steel to show up right at six on my first day.

      “Come on,” Dale says. “Let’s go. I’ve got shit to do today.”

      I rise and follow him out the back door and up the pathway to his guesthouse.

      “Stay here,” he says, once we get inside. “I’m going to take a quick shower and change.”

      Damn. Just what I don’t need. An image of naked Dale Steel, water pelting his gorgeous body.

      “Why am I here, then?” I ask, bending down to let Penny lick my face. “You could have picked me up at the house.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t thinking. Make yourself at home. The fridge is empty, but there’s coff— Hell, you don’t drink coffee. Well, there’s water.”

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I won’t.” He walks down a hallway and disappears into what I presume is his bedroom.

      Curiosity washes over me. What does Dale’s bedroom look like?

      And this house is huge. This is a guesthouse? I may live in LA, but I don’t live like the elite. I spent many years not having a home at all.

      He did say to make myself at home. I look around the kitchen, for starters, since we came in the back door and that’s where we landed. It’s nothing compared to the kitchen in the main house, but it’s about five times bigger than the tiny galley in my LA apartment. A carafe of coffee sits on the burner, but the coffee maker has already turned itself off. I open the refrigerator. Whoa. He wasn’t lying. Condiments line the shelf on the door, but the inside is pretty bare, save for some cans of Diet Coke—since when does Dale Steel need to drink anything labeled diet?—and a few bottles of white wine.

      Definitely a bachelor pad.

      The freezer holds mostly beef wrapped in white butcher paper. He also has a bag of chicken breasts and a few pints of ice cream. Funny. I wouldn’t have thought Dale the ice cream type.

      A door to the left of the fridge turns out to be a pantry. The first thing to catch my eye is a massive spice rack. The man has everything from allspice to something called za’atar spice, which I’ve never heard of. In fact, he has quite a few I’ve never heard of. What the heck is ras el hanout?

      I’m not overly surprised, though. Dale did say his interest in wine began with an interest in cooking and seasoning. He clearly has an amazing sense of flavor and aroma.

      Which obviously makes him a master vintner.

      Funny. After looking in his empty fridge, I called this place a bachelor pad. His pantry tells a much different story. Extra-virgin olive oil—three kinds, no less—and every kind of vinegar under the sun, including an ornate bottle of Steel red wine vinegar. I had no idea Steel Vineyards made vinegars. White and black truffle oils, truffle salt, and myriad kinds of dried mushrooms. Unsweetened and bittersweet chocolate. Flour, sugar, dried egg whites. Does Dale bake?

      I close the pantry door. I shouldn’t be snooping around. At least not to the point of opening doors. I walk out of the kitchen and into a short hallway leading to the front door. To the right is a formal living room, complete with a baby grand piano. Does Dale play? Or is it just for show?

      The Steels are billionaires, but they’re also—from what I’ve seen—very down-to-earth people. I have a hard time believing they do anything for show.

      I sit down at the piano and pluck a few notes. I always wanted to play the piano, but growing up homeless on the streets of San Francisco pretty much precluded that. My elementary school music teacher let me borrow a recorder, though, and I learned to play that. A far cry from the piano, but it gave me some joy as a child.

      “Do you play?”

      I nearly jerk off the bench at Dale’s voice, all low and wine-red around me. His presence fills the room. His hair is damp and hangs around his shoulders. He wears a green T-shirt, and man, does it bring out the emerald in his eyes. Jeans and boots complete the picture.

      My God, he could be a model.

      “No,” I finally respond. “I always wanted to. Do you?”

      “If I didn’t, why would I have a piano?”

      My instinct was right. He plays. It seems to fit him. “How long have you been playing?”

      “Since I was about twelve. Donny wanted to learn, so our parents started us both. Turned out that I had the knack for it and Donny didn’t. He quit after six months.”

      “So you have a lot of artistic knacks.”

      “Not a lot. I already told you I can’t draw for shit.”

      “When I asked you about your creativity yesterday, you didn’t mention the piano. Why?”

      “You asked how I got involved in winemaking. I told you that story. Piano didn’t really have anything to do with that.”

      “All creativity is interwoven,” I say.

      “Maybe, but my music isn’t part of my wine story.”

      “I’ve always wanted to learn to play piano,” I say wistfully, hoping he’ll offer to play something for me.

      “It’s never too late.”

      I sigh. “It’d be a waste of time now. I’ve chosen my path, and I’m happy with it.”

      “Your path can have offshoots,” he says. “You’ve chosen wine as your career. No law says you can’t have a few hobbies. My playing has nothing to do with my career either.”

      “But you’ve been playing for years. I’d have to start at the beginning.”

      “Everyone starts at the beginning,” he says.

      “I’d need lessons.”

      “You would. I think there are about a million piano teachers out there.”

      I smile and shake my head. “You and your family seem so down-to-earth. I think you are, but you’re also products of your upbringing.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I can’t afford piano lessons, Dale. I’m a student. I don’t have any disposable income.”

      He doesn’t reply. Just stares at me, and then at the piano, and then back to me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t always have this life.”

      “You were adopted. I know.”

      He closes his eyes for a moment and then reopens them. “I try not to think about my life…you know. Before I came here.”

      “Why?”

      His gaze turns to a glare. “I have my reasons.”

      Okay, then. I thought we were understanding each other for a hot minute. Clearly I was wrong. Makes me wonder what his life before the Steels was like. “I’m sure you do.”

      “Let’s go,” he says.

      So much for him offering to play something for me. Of course, I could have asked.

      I nod, rise from the piano bench, and follow him out the front door. We get into his truck, and he starts the engine.

      “Your ranch is so beautiful,” I say, as we retrace the trip we took last night. “I couldn’t appreciate it as much last night, but now, with the sun shining overhead… It’s amazing.”

      “It’s Colorado. You California kids can keep your beaches. Give me the Rockies any day.”

      “Don’t knock beaches. They’re just as beautiful.”

      “They’re polluted,” he says.

      Unfortunately, he’s not wrong. “Some parts are, but in others, the ocean is as blue as—”

      “Your eyes?” he says.

      My skin tingles. Did he just give me a backhanded compliment? “Well, I’ve never actually heard the ocean described that way.”

      “You shouldn’t color your hair,” he says.

      Where did that come from? “My natural color looks like a dishrag.”

      He laughs. Actually laughs, and it’s a beautiful sound dripping with the color of Syrah. “I find that hard to believe.”

      My natural color isn’t too bad, but it’s what’s commonly known as dishwater blond. Meaning, I was a cute little towhead as a kid, but my hair darkened with each passing year, the way it does for most blonds.

      “Most blonds in Cali color their hair.”

      “Doesn’t mean you have to.”

      He’s got me there. “My hair isn’t as beautiful as yours is. Your natural color is—”

      “Mine’s lighter. I get it. My brother has that dishwater color, and he looks great. You’ve probably seen photos.”

      “It’s different for men.”

      “Why?”

      Why, indeed? How am I supposed to answer that? “It just is.”

      He doesn’t reply, but his lips tremble a bit. He wants to laugh again, but he’s stopping himself.

      “You should laugh more often,” I say.

      “Why?”

      “Because laughing is good for the soul.”

      No reply.

      “And I’m not going to stop coloring my hair. I like my hair the way it is.”

      “Then that’s all that matters.”

      “Absolutely.”

      At least he’s talking sense, now.
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      Ashley’s hair is beautiful. Hell, my mother colors her hair to cover the gray. So do my aunts, and my cousin Ava dyes her hair pink, for God’s sake. It works for her.

      I have no idea why I’m being such an asshole. Ashley’s hair is perfectly lovely just like it is. It looks like flaxen silk. A few strands that have come loose from her ponytail sway in the wind from the open passenger window. She’s not wearing makeup, and in the sunshine, a small spray of freckles is apparent across both her cheeks.

      A definite girl-next-door trait, but Ashley isn’t the girl next door. She’s not cute. She’s beautiful. Lovely. Spectacular. Not the kind of woman I ever thought I’d be attracted to, but spectacular nonetheless.

      I knew long ago I’m not cut out for a relationship. I’ll watch Donny, Diana, and Brianna marry and have kids, and I’ll be a doting uncle, but that’s it. Children of my own are out of the question. I’m not father material, and I’m certainly not husband material. Not even boyfriend material.

      I’ve had a few women in my day, mostly one-nighters, a couple of one-weekers. I have needs like any other guy, but I’ve never been serious with a woman, and I don’t plan to start now.

      No matter how attracted I am to Ashley White.

      She’s not for me.

      I’d just ruin her. Take away her loveliness.

      I can’t do that to her. I can’t do that to anyone, but especially her.

      I pull into the parking lot next to the Steel building. It’s pretty big, for a building in the middle of a ranch. We do all our business here except when we need to go to Grand Junction or Denver to sign documents and whatnot. My dad and all my uncles have offices here as well as in their homes. Truth be told, though, they’re all more comfortable outside, doing the real work.

      They always have been, and so am I.

      Today, though, I’ll show Ashley where she’ll be doing her busy work.

      “Why aren’t we at the winery?” she asks.

      “We’ll go there next, but this is first and foremost a business. This part of it is important.”

      “Says the guy who sleeps with his vines.”

      “I do my share here as well.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “That’s exactly how you meant it.”

      She doesn’t try to contradict me. If I had it my way, I’d live in the vineyards and do all my work from there. She knows this. Already, she knows me. Which is disconcerting. How did she get in so quickly?

      She only knows part of me, anyway. No one truly knows the real me. Not even my father, though he gets me better than anyone else ever has.

      We walk into the building and take the elevator to the third floor. I take her past the first corner office. “This is Uncle Ryan’s. Mine’s on the next corner.”

      “Corner office, huh? Nice.”

      Is she being facetious? I can’t quite tell. Of course I have a corner office. I’m an heir to this ranch, and I’m the assistant winemaker, soon to take over as master winemaker.

      I open the door to my office and gesture for her to precede me. No degrees on the walls. I don’t have any.

      “Where are your awards?” she asks. “I know you’ve won some.”

      “There isn’t room for all of them.”

      Truth. I’ve won a ton.

      She meets my gaze and opens her mouth, but no words come out. She doesn’t quite know how to respond.

      “I don’t do this for the glory,” I say. “I do it for the love of the work. For the art. For the sake of the wine.”

      “L’art pour l’art,” she says softly.

      “What?”

      “Sorry. It’s French. It translates to ‘art for art’s sake.’”

      “That’s a nice philosophy. I share it, but I also know art has another purpose. In my case, producing wine that consumers love.”

      “For money, yes,” she says.

      “Of course for money. And the more awards I get, the better my wines sell. But as I said, I don’t do it for the glory.”

      “Because you already have all the money in the world.”

      I hold back a chuckle. How easy it is for someone outside our family to judge our motives. I’ve seen it again and again. “We’re very charitable with our money. The more we have, the more we can give away.”

      “Still, you pretty much live like kings here.”

      “We do. I stopped apologizing for that a long time ago.”

      “I’m not asking you to apologize for it.”

      “Yeah, you kind of are. Not one of us is a spoiled brat. We work our asses off, and we were raised to be grateful for our good fortune, to be generous with it. Part of good fortune, though, is to be able to live comfortably.”

      She chuckles. “Comfortably? Or luxuriously?”

      I shake my head. “If you’re gunning for an apology, I already told you that you won’t get one.”

      “I’m only gunning for reality. This is beyond comfortable, and you know it.”

      For some reason, this hits a nerve. She doesn’t know about my past. I get that. But damn, she’s being rude about our fortune—a fortune we’re sharing with her.

      I stare straight into her burning blue eyes. “Why exactly did you come here, Doctor?”

      She rolls her eyes, clearly irritated. “I’ve told you, time and again, I’m not yet a—”

      “Semantics. Just answer the question. Why did you come here?”

      “You know exactly why I came here. To learn. To experience. And for the credit.”

      “I could accept those reasons,” I say. “In fact, I think you actually believe them.”

      “Uh…yeah. That’s because they’re true.”

      “You may be a California girl, but you’re also studying oenology, which means you’ve heard of Steel Vineyards.”

      “So?”

      “And you happened to meet my sister at a lecture given by my uncle. Nice, the way things work out, huh?”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      “I’m making perfect sense, and we both know it. You’re getting all uptight about how we live. So what? We’ve earned it. And I think you wanted to come here to see it for yourself. To live it for yourself.”

      Her cheeks redden. Anger is brewing. Anger and indignance and a thunderstorm of emotion. What colors is she seeing?

      “You’re nothing like Diana said.”

      “I doubt my sister told you any untruths about me. That’s not her style.”

      Ashley balls her hands into fists. “You infuriate me.”

      “You’re always free to leave.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      Please don’t.

      I don’t say the words, of course. They stay inside me, along with all the other things I want but can never have.

      “If you had lived the life I have—”

      I clench my teeth. “You know nothing about my life.”

      She laughs. A sarcastic, demeaning laugh. “I know what I see. Someone smiled on you long ago.”

      Black rage. Like a furious rhinoceros being taunted by a gazelle. I don’t want to be angry with Ashley, but she doesn’t have a clue what she’s talking about. Sure, someone smiled on me. Brought Donny and me here to Steel Ranch. My father and Uncle Ryan rescued us twenty-five years ago from that compound of horror where we spent…how many months? I never really knew.

      I don’t know now. Don’t want to know.

      So yeah, I’ll give her an inch. We got a prize at the end. A lot of those kids didn’t.

      But for those months of hell, we were anything but lucky.

      “Have you ever gone to bed hungry?” she asks boldly.

      How I want to answer. How I want to rub her face in the truth about me, so she’ll give up this dumbass game of who had the worst childhood. At home with my mother—my natural mother—the answer is no. Donny and I never went hungry. We ate a lot of hamburger and macaroni and cheese, but our little bellies were always filled.

      For those months in the compound, though?

      We were constantly hungry. Constantly thirsty. Constantly huddling for warmth. Our captors used all methods of torture to break us. Starvation. Beatings. Rape. Humiliation. Fear.

      But I don’t talk about that time.

      Not to anyone, and especially not to Ashley White.

      Did Ashley go to bed hungry? Despite my anger, a spark of sorrow slides through me. Why would she be asking otherwise? I can’t bear the thought of anyone doing to her what was done to Donny and me.

      I want to kill whoever hurt her.

      Still, my emotional response to her is not enough to level with her. Some things are better kept inside.

      “No,” I lie through my teeth. “I’ve never gone to bed hungry.”
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      I’m so not surprised.

      Of course Dale never went hungry. He’s a Steel. Maybe he wasn’t always a Steel, but for the better part of his life he’s been one, and Steels don’t go hungry.

      Is there a bit of truth in his assertion? Did I come here to experience the lap of luxury?

      Maybe I did. Once I met Diana…

      But it was simple fate that I ended up next to her at the lecture. I didn’t seek her out. And it was also simple fate that we got along well, and that she offered to introduce me to her uncle. I didn’t make that request. She offered.

      Of course…I was the one who brought up the internship idea.

      But neither Dee nor her uncle seemed put out by it. They were pleased I was interested, even though they never had an intern before.

      Crap.

      Is there truth in Dale’s words?

      Damn.

      But so what if there is? My life hasn’t been wine and roses. It’s been damned hard at times, and if I jump at the chance to live on a gorgeous ranch to learn about the wine business, who can blame me?

      The answer? Dale Steel.

      Dale blames me. Though Diana and Ryan weren’t at all put out by my idea, Dale most certainly is.

      He didn’t ask to be saddled with an intern, and so far, all he’s done is insult me.

      Well…he did kiss me too. But clearly he regrets that little faux pas.

      How I wish he didn’t. How I wish he’d kiss me again. But that won’t happen. Not ever. He’s made that perfectly clear.

      “I have gone to bed hungry,” I say, “and it’s not pretty.”

      He clears his throat. “I’m sorry.”

      You should be.

      I don’t say it. I’m not a brat, even though I’m acting like one. Dale seems to bring out the brat in me, and I don’t like how I wear it.

      It’s not Dale’s fault that I went to bed hungry as a child. I spent years envying the little rich kids in California. The sons and daughters of celebrities who had everything in the world lavished upon them while I wished only for a belly full of food and a warm bed.

      I thought I’d gotten over all that. I’m an adult now and responsible for my own life. I refuse to regress to petty jealousy.

      “I’m sorry too,” I say.

      “For what?”

      “For being…” A brat? The word is correct, but I can’t bring myself to say it. “Insulting. I’m sorry.”

      “No one should go to bed hungry. Or cold.”

      I nod. “You’re right. No one should. But people do. Every day.”

      “It may interest you to know that the Steel Foundation funds many food pantries and homeless shelters.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. My cousins Henry and Brad head up the foundation. Maybe you’d like to meet them.”

      “I’m no philanthropist.”

      He chuckles. God, that voice.

      “Certainly not. Oenology is pretty far from philanthropy. You look down your nose at how we live here on the ranch, yet your chosen field is to sell high-end wine to consumers in fancy restaurants. You’re a contradiction.”

      Anger coils in my belly. “I’m not looking down on anyone. I just decided a long time ago that I won’t look up to someone just because he has more money than I do.” I clench my fists. “As for oenology, it’s what I’m interested in—you of all people should understand that—and I’ve earned my own way. I didn’t have rich parents to pay for my education.”

      “Apparently you didn’t need them. You have more education than I do.” His eyes soften then, but only a little. “I’m truly sorry you ever had to go to bed hungry. I’m truly sorry for anything else you might have gone through that was unpleasant. You seem to be okay now, though. There comes a time when you have to put the ugly in the past. Set it aside. Compartmentalize. Stop envying those who had it easier than you did.”

      I scoff, even though his words ring true. “Easy for you to say. Look where you grew up.”

      “I’ve been lucky in many respects.” Then he glares at me, those green eyes darkening to the color of moss growing on the trunks of trees in a forest. No longer a bell choir, but now a chant of bass voices. “But there are things you don’t know about me, Ashley. Things no one will ever know.”

      I stop myself from gulping audibly.

      His words stir me. Is he hiding something? After all, he’s only been here on the ranch for the last twenty-five years. What happened during those first ten?

      He says he never went hungry. Well, then, it can’t have been that bad.

      Unless he’s not being truthful.

      Even with my heightened senses, I can’t tell when someone’s lying. Sure, there are the classic tells—looking down, fidgeting, small facial twitches—but Dale doesn’t exhibit any of those. He’s seemingly made of steel. A tribute to his name.

      Except for that kiss.

      That one kiss that I’d give my right arm to experience again. As much as he irritates me, he turns me on like no man ever has.

      And I’ve had a lot of men.

      What is he hiding?

      Whatever it is, Diana most likely doesn’t know, or she would have warned me. Or would she have? She loves her brother and would no doubt protect him at all costs.

      “We all have our secrets,” I finally say, trying—but failing—to sound nonchalant.

      “I suppose so.”

      I smile. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

      His face turns to stone, and his cheeks redden. Uh-oh. I feel like I’ve awakened a barbarian. He’s not speaking, but the color—the deep-red color of his voice—still swirls around me, tries to drown me.

      “Do not ever say that to me.”

      “I was just joking.”

      “Joking or not, never say those words to me again.”

      I’m shivering. Seriously shivering inside this office, which is perfectly comfortable. Shivering like I used to on those chilly nights when my mother’s warmth and our two threadbare blankets weren’t enough.

      I’m cold.

      Dale is making me cold from the chill exuding from him.

      “I’m…sorry,” I say.

      “You don’t know what you’re dealing with,” he says. “No one gets inside me. No one. Is that clear?”

      This time I gulp, and yes, it’s audible. “Perfectly.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Ashley seems small as she stands five feet away from me, rubbing her hands on her upper arms as if to ease a chill.

      She’s average height—which is short among us Steels—but she’s hardly little. Yet my mind transforms her into a little girl—a little girl going to bed hungry.

      I don’t know her story, don’t want to know. Is it worse than mine? Maybe. Maybe not. Probably not. What Donny and I went through is about as far on the scale of horror as I care to imagine.

      Even so, the thought of little Ashley White going to bed hungry even once cuts through me like a sharp blade.

      “Cold?” I ask.

      “I’m fine.”

      I clear my throat. “Good.” I walk out of my office, and she follows me to a cubical a couple of desks away. “This is your space. You can get settled in on Monday. We use the standard software, but our IT guy can help you if you need it. When you’re up to speed, I’ll show you how to track sales, weather reports, all the things we need to do to ensure optimal production.”

      She nods.

      I walk again, showing her the lunchroom, the copy room, the library, and the restrooms. “These are the places you have access to here in the building. No smoking, obviously.”

      “I don’t smoke.”

      “That includes marijuana.”

      “I think I already told you I don’t do drugs, and even if I did, I would never do it on the job.”

      I nod. I know she won’t smoke pot anywhere near the office. I have no idea why I even said that. I have no idea why I say half the things I do to Ashley White.

      Have you ever gone to bed hungry?

      Her words echo in my mind.

      The question seems so innocuous compared to what she could have asked.

      Have you ever been taken from your home against your will?

      Have you even been held captive in a dark room?

      Have you ever been violated in the most personal way?

      Have you ever been beaten to within an inch of your life?

      Have you ever been forced to listen to your baby brother’s screams as a masked man rapes him?

      “Help me, Dale! Please help me!”

      She doesn’t know. She’ll never know, and that’s not her fault. All it means is that the worst thing that ever happened to her is that she went to bed hungry. Perhaps many times.

      I feel for her, feel for anyone who has suffered. And indeed I’m happy she doesn’t know the horror that I know.

      What I’d give to have hunger be the only thing I went through.

      She doesn’t know what she doesn’t know. Again, that’s not her fault. She certainly won’t be hearing it from me.

      I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.

      Right. When hell freezes over.

      Oddly, she’s still rubbing at her upper arms. It’s perfectly warm in the office. Perhaps she’s not cold, exactly, at least not in a physical sense.

      Fuck it. I’ve got more to worry about than Ashley White. More to worry about than the urge to kiss her again, to take her in my arms and swear to her that she’ll never go hungry again on my watch. That I’ll protect her from all the evil in the world.

      Hell. I can’t even protect myself from that.

      A misery dwells inside me—the secrets compartmentalized in my head so I don’t think about them. But they’re there. Always there, bringing the nightmares.

      The best therapy in the country hasn’t forced the nightmares away.

      But I live my life. I do my work. I have a wonderful family who loves me and whom I love. My life is good, and I never forget that.

      Never.

      A few nightmares don’t control me. There was a time when they did, but that time is long gone.

      My work brings me contentment. The vines bring me contentment.

      My father, brother, sisters. Even my mother, though we’ve never been as close as she is to the others. All of them bring me contentment.

      I can’t ask for anything more.

      “We’ll drive over to the winery now,” I say to Ashley.

      She nods, still rubbing her arms. For someone who seems to enjoy talking, she’s been pretty quiet for the last several minutes.

      “Wait,” she finally says.

      “What?”

      “I’m not sure…”

      “What?” I repeat impatiently.

      “I shouldn’t stay here. It’s obvious you don’t want me here, and now that Diana’s leaving tomorrow… I think it’s best if I pack my bags and head back to California.”

      “Aren’t you getting credit for this internship?”

      “Yeah, but I’ll just register for some classes to make it up. I can still register late.”

      “Ashley…” I have no idea what to say. I’ve been a jerk. I know it, but I can’t seem to help myself.

      She lifts her brows, as if asking me to continue.

      “My uncle made a deal with you, and he’s still the boss here, at least until this season is over.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “But this is clearly not going to work out.”

      “Fuck.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means fuck. I fucked up. I fucked this whole thing up.”

      She nods. “You did. And so did I.”

      I can’t fault her words. We’re both to blame.

      “I’ve been an asshole,” I say.

      “You have been, and I’ve been rude and insensitive.”

      “You have been,” I say.

      “I’m sure we both have our reasons.”

      “I’m sure we do,” I agree, “but we’re adults, and we’re professionals.”

      “True.”

      “So what can I do to get you to stay?”

      I have no idea what to expect, but what she ultimately says isn’t anywhere on my radar.

      “You can kiss me again.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      I clasp my hand to my lips.

      Did I really just say that?

      Good going, Ash. He’ll be gunning to get rid of you now.

      His eyes darken once more to the mossy green. He inches closer, and he opens his mouth.

      He’s going to say something douchey. I know this already, and I brace myself.

      Until he grabs my hand away from my mouth, and his lips are on mine, probing the seam.

      I open gladly, and he sweeps his tongue around mine. This is no gentle kiss. Not soft, like the last time.

      This is a raw kiss. A kiss borne in anger and unsated lust.

      Oh, yes. He’s angry with me, as I am with him. The ire coils through me and around me, and the growl from his throat enrobes me in that gorgeous red color of his voice.

      We’re swimming in a sea of Syrah, our lips sliding together, our tongues twirling. He cups one cheek, and his other hand… God, yes. He covers my breast and squeezes lightly. Just lightly, but my nipple tightens and is so hard I swear it could cut a diamond.

      Instead of giving it the hard pinch it yearns for, though, Dale slides his hand upward to my shoulder and glides the strap of my tank down my arm so one breast pops free.

      The air hits my nipple, and it’s harder than ever now.

      He releases my cheek and, with his other hand, slides the other strap of my tank down until both my boobs are free.

      He breaks the kiss and inhales a sharp breath.

      “God. Your tits are as perfect as I knew they’d be.”

      They’re nice, round and perky, but they’re small. A B cup on a good day. His sisters and mom all have huge boobs. He’s used to—

      But before I can dwell any more on my small tits, he clamps his lips around one.

      I gasp, and my nerves skitter along my flesh. His mouth is burning hot on my nipple, the suction so perfect and complete.

      I thread my fingers through his amazing honey hair. It’s soft as silk, just as I knew it would be. I could spend hours touching his hair. Touching him. He groans against the flesh of my breast, his lips still clamped around my nipple.

      The throbbing between my legs has intensified into a deep ache, a deep need. I want him. I want Dale. I want all of him.

      Right. Now.

      “Is anyone else coming in today?” I ask, breathless.

      “Maybe,” he rasps. “Don’t care.”

      I close my eyes, letting the sound and color of his voice embrace me in a psychedelic hug. The feelings overwhelm me. Feelings of lust and desire and pure passion. I want more of his kisses. More of his mouth on my body.

      He cups my other breast, teasing the nipple with his fingers. It’s already taut and hard, and his touch… God, his touch…

      A sigh escapes my throat with a high squeak. A sound I’m not sure I’ve ever made before. A sound for him. For Dale.

      He lets my nipple drop. It glistens from his mouth, and his breath is hot against me. “I could suck on these all day.”

      “No one’s stopping you,” I reply breathlessly.

      Then I freeze.

      He’s going to stop. He’s going to work me up and then just stop. He’s going to realize he made a mistake. An unprofessional mistake.

      And in this moment, I know.

      I know I’ll do anything to have him this one time.

      Even the unthinkable.

      I’ll leave. I’ll give up the internship.

      “Please,” I say. “Don’t stop. Make love to me, Dale.”

      “I want to.”

      “Then do it. Please.”

      God, I sound ridiculous. I’ve never begged a man to make love to me in my life. Sure, there’ve been a few hot encounters where I said, “Please fuck me,” but they hardly count.

      First of all, I don’t want a simple fuck from Dale Steel.

      I want to make love. I want to touch every part of him, and not just his body. I want to know what makes him tick. I want to know what he’s hiding, what he’ll never let anyone see.

      “I can’t.”

      “You can.” I cup his cheeks, scraping my fingers against his blond stubble. “Please.”

      “I want to. I want it more than anything.”

      “Then take it. Take me.”

      “Fuck.” He rises, his green gaze burning down onto me. “You’re so beautiful.”

      My skin warms, and a rosy blush creeps onto the tops of my breasts already swollen and plumper than they’ve ever been.

      “So are you.”

      He smiles. A big smile, and my God, it’s a gorgeous sight. “I’m not sure anyone’s ever said that about me.”

      I widen my eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

      He shakes his head. “I never kid.”

      “But you are. You’re beautiful. Handsome, spectacular, magnificent. All of it.”

      He blushes. Just slightly, but I notice. Have I actually embarrassed him?

      “I can’t do this,” he says again, “no matter how much I want to. It’s not…”

      “What?”

      “It’s unprofessional. It’s not who I am.”

      I drop my gaze to the big—oh yeah, big—bulge in his jeans. “Seems your body disagrees.”

      “You don’t understand.” He shakes his head.

      “Try me.”

      “I don’t know how to love.”

      “I don’t believe that for a minute. You love your family. I see it in the way you look at them.”

      “That’s not the kind of love I mean.”

      I know what he means. I open my mouth. I’m not asking for your love.

      But the words get stuck in my throat.

      Why? I barely know him. I don’t want his love. I want his body. Right here and right now.

      I glide one finger over his full lower lip. I want to lick it. Bite it.

      “Have you…” I can’t finish the sentence.

      “Been with women?” He smiles again. “Yes.”

      Whew. For a minute there I was wondering. Not that I have an issue with deflowering a male virgin. I’ve done it a few times before. A sliver of jealousy pierces my heart. Surprising. Does some part of me actually want him to be a virgin? Do I want to be his first?

      No, can’t be.

      I drop my gaze once more. Still hard as a rock. This dumb conversation hasn’t killed his boner. Good thing. I’m so ripe. If I were a Syrah grape, I’d have fallen from the vine long ago.

      He’s obviously attracted to me. His hard dick is proof enough of that.

      “Then why do you resist?”

      He doesn’t answer. He simply sears me with that gorgeous green gaze.

      “I don’t want to just fuck you,” he says. “We’re going to work together. It’s not right.”

      Seems very right from where I’m standing.

      Again, though, the words don’t come. They lodge in my throat like a pill that’s hard to swallow.

      “What if…” I swallow the metaphorical pill stuck in my throat.

      “What?” he asks.

      “What if…I leave? I give up the internship? Will you make love to me then?”

      “You’re willing to give up this internship just to sleep with me?” He shakes his head.

      I can’t believe I’m about to say it, but it’s true. I’ll do anything to sleep with him this one time. Fucking anything. That’s how much I want him. How much he moves me with the sound and color of his voice, with his devotion to his vineyards, with his sheer male beauty.

      Which means it’s the wrong decision.

      Except I don’t care. I don’t give a rat’s ass about anything but having Dale Steel in this moment. It’s frightening, yes, but I’ve always been a go-getter. I had to be, to rise above my childhood.

      “I’m not going to let you make that mistake,” he says.

      “It’s my mistake to make.”

      “No, it’s both of ours. Diana will never forgive me if—”

      “For God’s sake, Dale.” I whip my hands to my hips. “Forget what Diana wants. Forget about what your father or your mother or anyone else wants. What do you want?”

      He’s still erect. The bulge is huge and apparent. I know what he wants, at least physically.

      He doesn’t answer. Not right away. He looks upward, as if he’s considering all the angles. Or maybe he’s just looking at the damned ceiling. I have no clue.

      No fucking clue how Dale’s mind works. Not a one, and that’s a big turn-on in itself. I’m used to men, to getting what I want from them, letting them take what they want from me. I’m good at seducing. It’s a transaction, in a sense, though no one’s getting paid. I like sex. Men like sex. The perfect storm.

      And here’s Dale Steel. The most magnificent man I’ve ever laid eyes on, and he’s a mystery to me. I don’t know how to talk to him, let alone seduce him. I want him more than I’ve wanted any other man, and I don’t have the first idea how to make it happen.

      “I want you,” he finally says. “You, Ashley. I want to fuck you so hard that you won’t be able to walk.”

      I open my mouth to tell him to do it already, but he stops me with a gesture.

      “And I have no business wanting any of that.”

      “It’s not a sin to be attracted to each other,” I reply.

      “Did I say it was?”

      “Well, yeah. In a sense, anyway. You’re not a virgin, so what’s the issue?”

      He shakes his head. “There are so many issues that I can’t even begin to explain them.”

      I open my mouth and then abruptly shut it. I don’t want him to try to explain. I’m interested, yes, but at the moment, all I want is his lips back on mine. His hands on my breasts.

      “Just looking at you,” he continues. “You and your perfect tits. Do you have any idea what it does to me?”

      I drop my gaze to his still bulging crotch. “I have an idea.” Then I squirm to ease the tickle between my legs. “If it’s any consolation, you’re doing the same thing to me.”

      Should I pull my tank back over my chest? My nipples are as erect as his cock, straining forward. I want him so badly, ache for his body inside mine, yearn to experience the sounds and colors of his lovemaking.

      “It’s not a consolation,” he says. “I don’t want you to ache the way I ache.”

      “There’s a pretty easy way to help us both.” I smile.

      He grips my shoulders then. His touch is harsh, but he doesn’t hurt me. “Don’t you get it? You’re not hearing me. I can’t do this. Not with you.”

      “Not with me? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means…” He removes one hand from my shoulder and rakes his long fingers through his mane of blond hair. “I don’t know what the fuck it means.”

      I gather all the moxie inside me and grab the bulge in his jeans. “At least let me take care of this for you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Just last night, when Ashley knelt down to pet Penny, I imagined her on her knees in front of me, her pretty lips around my cock.

      And now…she’s offering. I’m fucking hard as a rock, balls as blue as ever.

      It’s not that I’m not used to women coming on to me. I rarely go out to bars and such, but when I do, I get attention. Until I send one or two of them walking. Then I get left alone.

      A few times, I’ve taken them up on their offers. I’m still a guy, and a guy has needs.

      Fuck. Right now, my need is as great as it’s ever been.

      I just don’t know how to be with a woman like Ashley. Someone I’m not just attracted to physically. But what the hell else is it? I’ve known her for twenty-four hours. That’s it. And in that tiny amount of time, I’ve shown her…me.

      Well…as much of me as I’ve ever shown anyone. Parts of me will always be hidden.

      She glides her hand over my denim-covered cock, and I swear, I feel more than I’ve ever felt with any other woman.

      She edges her fingertips under my waistband, and God…her touch! She pries open the top button of my jeans and then unzips the fly slowly.

      Achingly slowly.

      Stop her. Stop her, Dale. This can’t happen. This can’t…

      But it’s happening. The tip of my cock is between her pink lips.

      I’m large. I know it, but it doesn’t seem to faze Ashley. She takes me more than halfway, adding a layer of suction I’ve never experienced before.

      “Fuck,” I grit out.

      I’m about to blow already.

      Maybe I should. Just get it over with so I can go on with my life. Forget Ashley White and what she does to me.

      Except I have a feeling I’ll never be able to forget Ashley White. Even if she gives up the internship and leaves tomorrow with Diana.

      I’ll never fucking forget her.

      Her lips sing to my cock as they glide back and forth with the perfect amount of suction.

      And I really mean perfect.

      Even in my limited experience, I recognize the perfect blow job.

      Given by the perfect woman.

      I’m so fucked.

      My balls are trembling—scrunched up and trembling—and already I know I’m going to come. The only question is…do I want to come in her perfect mouth or inside her perfect pussy?

      For it’s perfect. I already know.

      Her mouth.

      If I take her, get inside her and fuck her…

      I won’t be able to let her go.

      And I have to let her go.

      For her own sake as well as my own.

      I match her rhythm, fuck her mouth, try to resist the urge to grab her blond ponytail but find I can’t. Her hair is like silk, and I guide her, help her take a millimeter more each time until she almost has my whole cock in her warm mouth.

      Yes, so perfect, so—

      “I’m going to come. Tell me if I need to get out of your mouth.” But please don’t tell me to get out of your mouth.

      She continues, not resisting.

      Thank God.

      The tiny surges begin, flaming through me, until the dam breaks and I burst inside her, exploding on her tongue.

      For a split second, I’m invincible. Bulletproof. My whole world is my groin, and pleasure quakes through me at a million miles an hour.

      She takes me, still sliding her lips back and forth, milking every last drop from my cock.

      And fuck…

      It’s the most satisfying orgasm of my life. Made even more satisfying when I withdraw from her mouth and she doesn’t run away to spit. She swallows. Takes me truly inside her body.

      I need to say something to her. Thank her? That seems weird. Tell her how wonderful she was? True, but not enough. Those words don’t even begin to describe the ecstasy she gave me.

      I settle for, “Wow.”

      She smiles, her lips glistening. “I agree.”

      “You…enjoy doing that?” I ask.

      “Of course. Otherwise, why would I do it?”

      She has me there. Now what? Her gorgeous tits are still out, her perfect nipples erect. Do I leave her unsatisfied? That’s hardly fair. But no way can I fuck her. I’ll never be able to give her up if I do.

      And I must give her up.

      That’s just reality.

      I can give her a climax, though. I’ll go down on her. I’m good at that. I can eat a woman and fuck a woman as good as anyone. It’s the little things I suck at.

      I hastily tuck my semi-hard dick back into my pants and zip them up. Ashley makes no move to pull her tank over her tits.

      “Take off your shorts,” I say, willing my voice not to crack.

      She unzips them, lets them fall to the ground, and steps out of them. I suck in a breath. She’s wearing a pink thong.

      And her tan lines… They’re nonexistent. She must sunbathe in the nude.

      “Are you wet?” I ask, my voice even lower than usual.

      She nods and inches toward me. I grab her hand and lead her back to my office. I want her bent over my desk. God, the image in my head alone has me hard again.

      I guide her to my desk. “Bend over,” I say darkly.

      I drop to my knees and touch the rosy cheeks of her ass. She’s soft. Every part of her is soft. I grab the thread of her thong and push it down over her hips until it’s a sliver of pink on the floor. She steps out of it, leaving her legs farther apart than they were before. The view is…

      Astounding.

      She’s pink and swollen and gorgeous. I glide my fingers between her legs.

      And wet.

      Slick and wet.

      I’m hard again. Harder even than I was before. I could so easily drop my jeans and slide inside her, revel in her tightness, her sweetness.

      No.

      For both our sakes, I hold back. Instead, I grab her rosy cheeks and slide my tongue between them.

      I almost expect her to taste like the Syrah grapes we both love. She doesn’t, of course. She’s tangy and sweet at the same time, like one of the Fuji apples my dad grows in his orchard. My favorite of all his fruit.

      I lick her again, and then once more. As beautiful as she is this way, her ass in my face, I want to devour her. I pull back, turn her around, and set her on the edge of my desk. “Spread those legs for me.”

      She obeys, and now I have a bird’s-eye view of the glory that is Ashley. Her little clit is swollen, her folds are slick and shiny, and between them is the paradise I crave. The paradise I’ll experience only with my tongue and fingers.

      Not my cock, no matter how much I ache for it.

      I lick her from her clit downward, savoring the juiciness that coats her inner thighs as well as her folds.

      That squeaky sigh leaves her throat once more, and it spurs me on. I want to give her the intense pleasure she gave me. Want to feel her shudder beneath my tongue, around my fingers.

      I close my lips around her clit and give it a good suck.

      “Oh!” she gasps.

      Good. Very good. I give it a tug again, and then slide my lips and tongue downward, over her folds, until I thrust into her hot pussy.

      She gasps again, then softly sighs, no squeak this time. “You taste like apples,” I rasp against her wetness. “So sweet.”

      “Mmm,” she says. “Eat me. Please.”

      She doesn’t have to say please. I plan to feast on her. I grab my bulge and adjust it, hoping to ease its ache. It doesn’t work. How can I be ready again? So soon?

      I tug on her labia with my lips and teeth, continue to fuck her with my tongue. Then back to her clit, urging her on with first soft nibbles and then a good sucking.

      “God, Dale. I want to come. Make me come.”

      I continue to eat her, loving every minute. She gyrates against me, grinding her pussy into my face, her wetness a nectar more appetizing than the finest Syrah.

      “Please, Dale.”

      I eat her harder, faster…

      “Please. Your finger. I need your finger.”

      Right. I’m so enthralled with her taste and texture I forgot to finger her. Shit. I know better. I slide one finger inside her, rubbing the anterior of her walls.

      “God, yes.” She leans back until she’s lying on my desk. “Now suck on my clit. Hard.”
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          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      The climax surrounds me with the dark red of Dale’s voice. He’s not speaking, but he’s growling low, vibrating against my flesh, and as he massages my G-spot and sucks on my clit, I sizzle all over. Syrah-colored flashes nearly blind me, take away my vision of all else in the room. Everything except Dale’s blond head between my legs as he gives me the most rapturous pleasure I’ve ever experienced.

      Don’t end. Please. Don’t want it to end.

      A dreamy haze envelops me, coils into me, breaking out emotions I swear I’ve never felt before. This is so beyond the physical. So beyond…

      All thought ceases.

      Only feeling. Only color. Only Dale.

      Dale and me and the colors and sensations and feelings.

      My orgasm slows.

      No. Please. I force it further. I grab his head and pull him closer, closer, until I’m no doubt suffocating him. But still he licks, sucks, fingers.

      And still, I come.

      And come…

      Words and sounds leave me, but I have no idea what they are. All my senses are tied up in this climax. This ultimate climax that has become a shade of red I can’t even describe.

      And though I wish it could last forever…

      It doesn’t.

      I come down, and I’m sitting on the edge of Dale’s desk, his face between my legs. He’s no longer sucking me, but he slides his finger in and out slowly. So slowly, as he milks the last traces of orgasm out of me.

      His chin and mouth are glistening, his green eyes clear and vibrant, and he meets my gaze. He doesn’t smile. Simply removes his finger from me and then he stands.

      So much emotion. So much vibrant sensation.

      And I have no idea what to say to him.

      Sadly, I made a deal. I can get out of it on a technicality, of course. We didn’t actually make love. No cock in hole.

      Except what I just experienced with Dale Steel was better than any sex I’ve had in my life. Like a hundred times better.

      I bite my lower lip. I have to hold up my end of the bargain.

      I’m leaving tomorrow. Going back to LA to enroll in a few courses to make up for the credit I’ll lose for the internship.

      Dale pulls a red bandana out of his pocket and hands it to me. I take care of myself and then stand. The desk is wet, so I wipe it with the bandana and then hand it back to him.

      He still hasn’t spoken.

      I still haven’t spoken.

      I’m not usually shy with words after being with a man. I’m usually full of compliments—whether or not they’re true—about how amazing he was, how good he made me feel.

      Dale made me feel more pleasure than I’ve ever felt in my twenty-five years…yet I seem to have nothing to say to him.

      Images, feelings, colors all swirl in my mind, but somehow I can’t form them into words to tell this man how much he moved me.

      I adjust my tank top and cover my breasts. My shorts… Right. They’re in the hallway, where I first took them off. Do I say something?

      Turns out I don’t have to. Dale leaves his office for a few seconds, returns with them, and hands them to me, still saying nothing.

      I hastily put them on. Then he gives me my sandals. I slide into them.

      We’re both fully dressed now, and we’re still acting as if nothing just happened between us. As if Dale Steel didn’t just give me the most amazing orgasm of my life. Did I do the same for him?

      Guess I’ll never know.

      Finally, I clear my throat. “I guess…we should get back.”

      He inhales. Exhales. “I guess so.”

      Okay, then.

      I follow him out of the office and to the elevator. Next thing I know we’re in his truck. Still, silence looms between us.

      A half hour later, he drives up to the main house. I get out of the truck, still nothing said. He drives away.

      I walk into the house. “Hello? Dee? Anyone?”

      Talon and Brianna are in the orchard today. I remember that from breakfast. I don’t even have a clue what time it is. I pull out my phone. Damn. Eleven. We were gone that long? How long were we…?

      I sigh. Doesn’t matter. I wanted Dale, and I got him. Now I have to pay the price.

      I have to leave.

      Darla bustles out of the kitchen. “Miss Ashley, you’re back already? We all thought Mr. Dale would keep you busy all day.”

      He kept me busy all right.

      “I guess we’re done. Is Diana around?”

      “She’s in her room, packing.”

      “Thanks.”

      I head to Dee’s room and knock on the door. “It’s me.”

      “Come on in, Ash.”

      I enter. Diana is folding clothes into a large suitcase.

      I sit down on the edge of her bed. “Hey.”

      “Darla said you were working with Dale today.”

      “We’re done. I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      “Your brother is…”

      She waits a few seconds. “Yeah?”

      I sigh. “I’ve never met anyone like him.”

      “He’s one in a million. Both my brothers are.”

      She doesn’t have a clue what I’m saying. “I’m sure.”

      “I know he’s hard to take at first, but you’ll learn a ton from him.”

      I already have learned quite a bit, but my lessons are over. “I’m afraid I won’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not staying, Dee.”

      She stops folding a blouse. “What the hell are you talking about? We went through all this last night. Of course you’re staying. My internship doesn’t mean the end of yours.”

      “It doesn’t. I just can’t stay for other reasons.”

      “What other reasons?”

      I made a deal with your brother, the devil.

      Nope. Can’t say that.

      “Personal reasons.”

      “Hey.” She reaches out and touches my forearm. “You can tell me anything.”

      “We haven’t known each other that long.”

      Her mouth drops into a slight frown. “I suppose you’re right. But Ash, I invited you to my home. To stay with my family.”

      She’s right. I should tell her. Except I can’t. Dale is her brother. She adores him.

      Bigger problem?

      I adore him. He’s a jerk eighty percent of the time. But that other twenty percent? He’s amazing. Thought-provoking. Brilliant. And he eats pussy like a champ.

      Leaving him will kill me. Never mind that I met the man a mere twenty-four hours ago. He’s touched something inside me that I didn’t even know existed.

      “You haven’t even begun,” Diana says. “Give this a chance. A week. If it’s too much to handle after a week, leave then.”

      “I can’t.”

      Finally, she sighs. “What did he do?”

      “Who?”

      “You know very well who. My brother.”

      “He didn’t do anything.” Except make me feel like I entered paradise.

      “I’m not an idiot, Ash. I know my brother. I know he’s a little…harsh sometimes.”

      Harsh? Try asshole extraordinaire. Then try world’s best pussy eater.

      So not going there.

      “He’s fine.” No lie there. Fine is an understatement, but not what I actually mean to convey to Diana.

      She lets out a long breath. “Tell me what to do. How can I get you to stay?”

      I glide my fingers over the hard shell of Diana’s suitcase. “You can’t get me to stay. Only one person can, and he has to ask me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I’m getting into my truck to head into town for those groceries when Hurricane Diana storms toward me.

      Already I know I’m in for it. Bree is kind of a hurricane all the time, but when Diana gets going, something’s really bugging her.

      And I have a sneaking suspicion what it is.

      Ashley told her.

      She fucking told her. I’m not sure who I’m angrier with—Ashley or myself.

      I crossed a line this morning—a line I had no right to cross.

      “We need to talk,” my sister says, hands firmly on hips.

      “Actually, we don’t. I’m heading into town for groceries. I don’t have anything in my house for lunch.”

      “Fine.” She steps into the passenger side of the truck. “I’ll go with you. We can talk on the way.”

      I’m not getting out of this, clearly. I hop into the driver’s side and start the engine. I don’t speak.

      If I know Diana, she won’t be able to take my silence for long. She’ll start yammering. I glance at the clock on the dash. Eleven forty-five.

      “What the hell did you do to Ashley?”

      Still eleven forty-five. “Less than a minute. A record even for you, Sis.”

      “Don’t start, Dale. I get that you’re not a people person. We all accept you for who you are. That doesn’t give you the right to treat others like shit.”

      Hmm. Maybe Ashley didn’t spill the beans after all. I’m impressed. Why did I expect her to tattle to my little sister about me?

      Why do I always expect the worst out of new people?

      “Exactly what did she tell you?” I ask.

      “Nothing. She told me a big fat load of nothing. Except that she’s leaving.”

      Leaving? After our incredible morning? It won’t happen again, of course, but—

      “Oh.” The words she spoke before we… She said she’d give up the internship if I…

      “Oh? That’s all you have to say? Oh?”

      “She has the right to leave if she wants to, Dee.”

      “Except that she decided to stay…until she spent the morning with you. What the hell happened?”

      She gave me the world’s best blow job.

      Yeah, that. And I ate her pussy until she screamed.

      “I showed her the office.”

      “And…?”

      “And…I showed her the office. Then I drove her back here.”

      “Sometime between then and now, she decided to pack up and go home.”

      “Then let her pack up and go home. This isn’t my problem.”

      “Hell yes, it is your problem, Dale. She’s my friend and—”

      “Friend? You’ve known her for a month.”

      “Closer to two, but what does that matter?”

      “She’s not your type. You’re so much more…cerebral.”

      “We both have to be nerds for us to be friends?”

      “You’re not a nerd, Dee.”

      “That’s pretty much what you just said.”

      “Fuck.” I rake my fingers through my hair. “You know I didn’t mean it that way. You’re studious. Cerebral. Ashley is…”

      “What? Exactly what is she?”

      “Not studious, for sure.”

      “Bullshit. She’s in a doctorate program. Not many non-studious people become doctors, Dale.”

      She has me there. But Ashley’s not like Diana. I know this instinctively. She’s more jovial, for one. More…

      More…what?

      More…

      Fun.

      She’s more fun. A lot more fun than my sister and I am. She’s more along the personalities of Donny and Bree.

      Certainly not Diana.

      And most definitely not me.

      She makes me…

      Damn. She makes me want things I have no business wanting. Makes me do things I have no business doing.

      She’s trouble.

      Trouble for me, and if I let her in, I’ll be more than trouble for her.

      “I don’t ask you for much, Dale.”

      “I’ll give you that. You don’t.”

      “I’m asking now. I need you to do something for me.”

      I sigh. Whatever it is, it’s something to do with Ashley. “What?”

      “Ask her to stay.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “She’ll stay if you ask her.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Because she told me.”

      “I didn’t ask her to leave, Dee.”

      “But then why—”

      “Do you think I know?”

      “Yeah.” She nods voraciously. “I think you do know, Dale. I think you absolutely know.”

      “I didn’t ask her to leave.”

      My sister waits a few seconds, staring ahead at the road. Then, “I believe you. You wouldn’t be so rude.”

      I would be, but this time, I wasn’t.

      “But something made her think you want her to leave. You know I love you, but you can be…well…mean sometimes.”

      I don’t try to deny her words. I’m no liar. I was mean to Ashley. I was also really nice to her. Mostly I was a big mess around her—a mass of feelings I don’t know how to handle.

      Diana doesn’t know my secrets. Our parents decided long ago that Diana and Brianna didn’t need to know how Donny and I came to be Steels. It would be too much for them. Diana might understand me a bit better if she knew, but I can’t do that to her. She doesn’t deserve that burden.

      I pull into the tiny parking lot in back of the small town grocery store. “I’ve got shopping to do.”

      “Shopping can wait. I’m starved. You’re taking me to lunch.”

      “So you can continue to yell at me?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      I roll my eyes. I’ll do it. I can’t ever deny Diana. She’s an angel. She came along only months after Donny and I moved to the ranch. She was a beautiful baby. A ray of sunshine we all needed.

      “Fine. We’ll walk over to Ava’s.”

      Ava Steel—yeah, the one with pink hair—is my kindred spirit in a way. The firstborn of Uncle Ryan and Aunt Ruby, she’s the only other Steel cousin besides me who didn’t complete college. A devotee of Aunt Marj, she wanted to cook, so she and I spent a lot of time together in the kitchen when she was still not much more than a toddler. Ava turned out to be a gifted baker, so now, at the young age of twenty-four, no less, she owns the Steel Bakery in Snow Creek. The biggest thing? She did it herself. She refused to take any Steel money for her venture. She lives the boho life now in her small apartment above the bakery. Her sandwiches are legendary.

      “Hey, goofballs!” she says when we walk in, the bell on the door tinkling.

      “Hey, Aves,” Diana says.

      “Sit anywhere. Maya will be with you in a minute.”

      We grab a table by the window and sit. Maya—one of Ava’s two employees—scurries over to us. “Hi, guys. The usual?”

      “Yup.” My usual is the Dale. Carved Steel beef on pumpernickel with a seasoning blend I created myself. “Change the cheddar to provolone, today. And add some avocado.”

      “You got it.” Maya scribbles on her pad. “Diana for you, Dee?”

      Diana shakes her head. “Nope. Give me the same as Dale. I’m feeling feisty.”

      Feisty? Roast beef on pumpernickel equates to feisty? News to me.

      All Ava’s sandwiches are named after our family members. The Talon, named after my Dad, is my other favorite. Beef on sourdough with caramelized onions, lettuce, tomato, and mayo. Simple but delicious. The Jade, named after my mom, is grilled cheddar and tomato on a simple white bread. Apparently that was the only thing my mom knew how to cook when she met my dad. It’s actually one of Ava’s most popular sandwiches.

      Ava does most of her business with baked goods. She opened the deli on a whim, and it turned out to be wildly successful.

      To look at her, though, you’d never know Ava came from Steel money. She’s not even slightly pretentious.

      She bustles back in, her black apron streaked with flour and her pink hair tied up in a net. She plunks down at our table. “Tell me the good news, cousins.”

      “Nothing new,” Dee says. “I’m just trying to talk my big brother here out of being a dickhead.”

      Ava erupts in laughter and turns to me. “What are you up to now?”

      “Nothing,” I say innocently.

      Ava laughs again. “We all know that’s not true.”

      “He did something to my friend Ashley.”

      Gave her a damned good tongue lashing, but no way am I saying that.

      “Ashley?”

      “The new intern.”

      “Oh, right. Dad told me about her. What’d you do to her, Dale?”

      “Nothing. Why do you automatically assume I did something to her?”

      “I’m not—”

      Maya interrupts. “Ava, Luke needs you in the back.”

      Ava stands. “Duty calls. I’ll catch you guys later.”

      Thank God. I love my cousin, but I don’t need to rehash the whole Ashley thing. It’s bad enough dealing with Diana.

      “So you’ll do it,” Diana says.

      “Do what?”

      “Ask Ashley to stay, of course.”

      Before I can reply, Maya’s back again, this time with our sandwiches and two bottles of water. The only beverage Ava serves at the bakery is pure Rocky Mountain spring water. Nothing with sugar or artificial sweeteners, which precludes coffee and tea, as customers would demand them.

      She’s a purist if there ever was one. Not a vegan, though. Vegan and Steel don’t mesh.

      I take a bite of my Dale.

      “Nice save,” Diana says.

      I chew and swallow. “What? I’m eating my lunch.”

      She shakes her head at me and picks up her own sandwich, taking a bite. I stay quiet as she chews and swallows.

      Finally, she says, “Please, Dale.”

      I set my sandwich down on my plate and take a bite of the crisp dill pickle. “Why is this so important to you?”

      “Because we made a commitment to Ashley.”

      “First of all, I didn’t make any commitment. This whole thing just happened to land in my lap. But that’s not even the point. None of us broke a commitment. Leaving is her decision. Hers. Not mine or anyone else’s.”

      “I get it. Her decision. But Dale, you must have done something.”

      “I was only myself.”

      She doesn’t answer. She takes another bite of sandwich and then drinks some water. Finally, “You’re my brother, and I love you. Donny, Bree, and I all do. But you’re tough on people, Dale.”

      “I’ve never been tough on you a day in my life.”

      “I’m not talking about me. I’m talking about… For lack of a better word, outsiders.”

      Outsiders.

      The word makes me jolt a little.

      Outsiders.

      Donny and I were once outsiders here, and we were welcomed with open arms.

      Am I really tough on outsiders?

      No, I’m tough on insiders.

      Meaning anyone who I risk letting inside me.

      And in less than twenty-four hours, Ashley White has threatened to permeate my inner layers. I can’t say any of this to my sister.

      “Fine,” I relent. “I’ll ask her to stay.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      I don’t need to pack. I’ve barely unpacked. I’ll just ride with Diana into Denver tomorrow and then book a flight home to LA. Easy enough. I’ll have to live with my mom, though, since I sublet my studio. God, three months of not being taken seriously. Of being told to get my head out of the clouds and get a job so I don’t end up on the streets like she did. And then I’ll say, “Hey, you’re the one who insisted I go to college.” And she’ll come back with, “So you could get a job. A real job with a desk so you wouldn’t have to break your back doing hair all day. Not so you could drink wine.”

      Great.

      My phone rings. Hmm. I don’t recognize the number, and I’m not in the mood. I let it ring.

      I fire up my laptop to book a plane ticket tomorrow evening.

      And the damned phone rings again.

      This time it’s Diana.

      “Hey,” I say into the phone.

      “Ashley.”

      The low, rich voice. Even though it’s through a phone line, the dark-red color is still vivid. Usually my sound colors are less intense through technology, but not in Dale Steel’s case.

      I swallow. “Hello. You don’t sound like Diana.”

      “You didn’t answer when I called from my phone.”

      “I don’t answer calls from numbers I don’t recognize.”

      A pause. Then, “Fair enough.”

      “Did you want something?” I ask.

      You. I want you.

      He won’t say that, no matter how much I ache for him to.

      “You’re obviously with Diana,” I continue, “since this is her number.”

      “We’re at our cousin’s bakery having lunch.”

      Right. The pink-haired cousin. Diana told me about her. “And you called me because…”

      He clears his throat. Man, even phlegm dislodging from Dale’s larynx is a beautiful sound. This is nuts.

      “Diana told me you’ve decided to go back to California.”

      “Well…I kind of made a deal with the devil.”

      Another pause. I expect him to say something like, “I’m the devil?” But he can’t. He’s with Diana, who doesn’t know what went on between us. Unless he told her, and I know instinctively he didn’t. Dale is private. Very private.

      “I’d like you to stay,” he finally says.

      I’d like you to stay.

      His words trickle over me, warming me. If possible, they sound even better than when he told me I was beautiful.

      “I’m not sure that’s for the best.”

      I know instantly the comment is a mistake. Dale asked me to stay, but he won’t beg.

      Dale will never beg for anything.

      Another throat clear. “That’s your call, then.”

      A shuffle, and then Diana’s voice. “Ash, come on. Don’t be ridiculous. Stay. You’ll learn a ton, get some credit.”

      “He doesn’t really want me to stay,” I tell her.

      “So what? Is that a requirement?”

      Yeah, it kind of is. How can I be around him, knowing what it feels like to have him touch me, kiss me? Knowing I’ll never experience the wonder of him again?

      “I guess not,” I say.

      “Good. It’s decided, then. You’re staying.”

      “Dee—”

      “It’s decided,” she says again.

      “Let me talk to Dale—”

      But she ends the call.

      What was I going to say to him, anyway? He won’t say what I want him to say.

      Do I want to go home, live with my mother, and take whatever classes are open for late registration?

      Or do I want to stay here, on this beautiful ranch? Learn what it takes to run one of the most successful boutique wineries in the world? Get inside the head of one amazing winemaker?

      I laugh out loud. In those terms, the answer is obvious.

      I’m staying.

      My suitcase lies open on my bed. May as well unpack and get my clothes in the closet and dresser. I take out a pair of jeans, when someone knocks on the door.

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s Jade. May I come in?”

      Diana’s mom. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Jade opens the door. Her blue eyes are striking, more so since she’s the only one in her family who has them. Though she’s the daughter of a supermodel, she’s not as tall as her own daughters. Nor is she lithe like a model. Her figure, though slender, is curvier—especially around the chest. Easy to see why Diana and Brianna are both so well endowed.

      I feel pretty much concave in Jade’s presence.

      I can’t help a slight smile. Dale didn’t seem to have an issue with my less prominent boobs.

      “Where’s Diana?” she asks.

      “She went over to Dale’s.”

      “Tal and Bree are in the orchards, so it’s just you and me. Would you like to join me for lunch on the deck?”

      My stomach rumbles slightly. What time is it, anyway? “I’d like that. Thank you.”

      “Good. Darla’s just making sandwiches. Anything you don’t eat?”

      “Miracle Whip.”

      “No problem. We don’t eat fake mayonnaise in this house.” She smiles. “See you outside in a few minutes.”

      I nod as she leaves, closing the door behind her. I’m still wearing my tank top and cutoffs. I suppose that’s fine for a casual lunch. I slide into my sandals, and—

      I’m suddenly aware that I’m not wearing a bra.

      I wasn’t wearing one this morning, either.

      I’m not a bra fanatic. My boobs being the size they are, I don’t really need one. In fact, I only own two. Most smaller-breasted women in California go without.

      I hastily pull one of them out of my suitcase, shed my tank, and put it on.

      From now on, the girls will be harnessed. At least while I’m living here.
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      Darla made roast beef sandwiches with lettuce and tomato. They’re delicious, but I worry about eating so much red meat while I’m here. I’m no vegetarian, but in Cali I live on seafood.

      Jade is good at conversation, talkative like I am. Like I usually am. I can’t seem to be talkative around her son.

      Jade takes a sip of iced tea. “I can’t believe Diana isn’t back yet. What did she go over to Dale’s for?”

      To tell him off.

      I can’t say that, of course. She has been gone for a while, though. “I don’t know.” The lie is bitter on my tongue.

      “Dale has a soft spot for Diana,” Jade says. “For both his sisters, actually, but especially Diana, since she came along shortly after he and Donny arrived here.”

      Is that an opening? Should I ask why?

      I’m not sure.

      “Be patient with Dale,” she says then.

      I lift my eyebrows.

      “He can be…a little sharp sometimes.”

      “Sharp?”

      She smiles. “Kind of like a knife, but he doesn’t mean to be.”

      I nod. “I know. Diana warned me.”

      “Ryan is adamant that he take the reins with this internship. Tal and I aren’t sure why he feels so strongly about it, but he’s the boss at the winery.”

      “I’m not sure Dale is happy about it.”

      “Dale’s just a loner.” She sighs. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to his… I’m not sure of the word. It’s not standoffishness. He’s very close to his brother, of course, and to Talon and the girls. He and I never clicked the way the rest of them did. It’s something I still struggle with. I’ve always wanted to be closer to him.”

      “I’m sure he loves you.”

      “Oh, he does. I know that. We just don’t have the ease that I have with my other three children. I regret that.”

      “Not all children are close to their parents in the same way,” I say.

      Like I have a clue what I’m talking about. I don’t even know my father, and I have no siblings. I know absolutely nothing about this subject.

      “I know. Believe me, I know.” She takes another sip of iced tea. “Dale’s a good man, though. Strong and intelligent. Brilliant, even, and so creative. I’m sure Diana told you.”

      I nod. She did, but I already know all this based on my twenty-four hours with him.

      “Don’t let him get to you. He can come across as…abrasive.”

      Try ice cold.

      And hotter than hot in the next moment.

      “Anyway, on to a different subject. I don’t want to overwhelm you, but we’re having the whole family over tonight for a barbecue to celebrate Diana’s internship. Since she and Brianna are both leaving tomorrow, it’s the only time.”

      “The whole family?”

      “Except for Donny. It’s a five-hour drive from Denver, and he can’t get here on such short notice.”

      “That’s still…” I count on my fingers.

      “Twenty people, including you. And that’s not counting significant others. Gina and Henry are both in relationships, and I think Bradley’s dating a new girl. Angie might be dating someone as well.”

      “Wow,” I say. “Gina and Ava belong to Ryan, right?”

      “Yes. Ryan and his wife, Ruby. Bradley and Brock are Joe and Melanie’s, and Henry, David, and the twins, Angie and Sage, are Marjorie and Bryce’s.” She smiles. “Don’t worry. We won’t quiz you on any of it.”

      What the heck? If I’m staying here for three months, I guess I better get to know the family. Sure a far cry from just my mom and me.

      Nothing like getting thrown in with the sharks.

      Except these are nice people. They’ll all be nice to me. All but one.

      The one I want to be close to the most.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      My refrigerator is now stocked—with more than I need, thanks to my sister—and tonight is a big shindig at the main house to wish Diana well on her internship. A bon voyage kind of thing.

      Ashley will be there, of course, but in the sea of my family, I’ll probably hardly see her. Of course, that may not be a good thing. My brother, the chick-magnet, won’t be there, thank God, but my cousins will be. Brock is nearly as big a womanizer as Donny, and David’s a close third. They’re both slightly younger than Ashley, but that won’t matter.

      Not cool.

      And…it’s a pool party. Our huge pool is behind a fence over to the right in our large back yard. While the hot tub is close to the house, we get to the pool via a cobblestone walkway.

      Pool means Ashley in a bikini.

      God…

      I’ll make myself as scarce as I can. I’m not much into swimming. I can do the basics, but I’d rather be walking or running. Better yet, out in my vineyards under the stars—away from all the commotion.

      And tonight, there will be commotion. A lot of it. When all the Steels get together, watch out.

      I’m not sure how to prepare for the evening. Maybe I’ll feign an illness and beg out of it.

      But that’s not fair to Diana.

      I’m ready to escape with Penny to the vineyards for a few hours when someone pounds on my front door.

      “Coming!” I yell.

      I open the door and—

      “Hey, bro!” My brother barrels inside.

      “Donny? I thought you couldn’t make it.”

      “What? And disappoint my sis?”

      “How’d you get here so fast?”

      “One of the senior partners has a small plane and was flying out this weekend. I bribed him with the best peaches on the western slope, and here I am. I’ll just drive back with Dee tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good idea. She shouldn’t be driving alone, anyway.”

      “She’s twenty-five years old, Dale, and it’s only a five-hour drive.”

      I chuckle. He’s right. He’s never babied our sisters the way Dad and I do. Just another way Dad and I are a lot alike.

      My brother looks like his normal self—dark-blond hair cut short as opposed to my mass of long hair. Jeans and a button-down. We resemble each other quite a bit through the nose and mouth. I’m slightly taller, but he’s no slouch at six-one.

      He’s a good guy, Donny. But do I want him anywhere near Ashley tonight? Big hell, no.

      He’ll be all over her like sweat on a pig, and when he takes a break, Brock or Dave will swoop in.

      Attractive and available women don’t stand a chance when the Steel men are together.

      Normally I don’t give a flying fuck.

      And right now, I really hate that I do.

      Playing sick is looking better and better.

      But this party is for my sister, who I adore.

      So I’ll be there.

      Under duress, but I’ll be there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My cousin Brock wears a Speedo. A white Speedo against his tanned skin, as if he’s in some dumbass cologne commercial. And yeah, he has the body for it.

      We all do, for that matter. Hard ranch work is good for the physique, but Brock is the only one of us who likes to show his package to the world, as if it’s on sale.

      Normally I don’t give a rat’s ass, but tonight, Ashley seems to be buying.

      I managed to steer clear of her earlier when we were having dinner. Now, the pool is full, and everyone—with a few exceptions, myself included—is suited up and ready to splash. Uncle Joe loves the water, and he’s the first one to dive in.

      “Not swimming?” my mom asks.

      “Not feeling it,” I say.

      “Me neither.” She smiles and sits next to me on a lounge chair. “But you should be with the young people.”

      My mother is actually only fifteen years older than I am. She’s ten years younger than my dad and was twenty-five when Donny and I came to the ranch. I’ve always admired her for agreeing to adopt us at such a young age. Diana’s twenty-five now. I can’t see her as a mother to a ten-year-old.

      Funny. In another life, my mother and I might be friends.

      In this life? We struggle.

      She doesn’t say anything more. She used to try to force conversation between us, but she doesn’t anymore, which I appreciate. Now, she’s content to just sit with me, maybe say a little, but not force it.

      My relationship with her is better for it.

      I try not to stare at Ashley.

      She’s radiant in a white bikini, and it doesn’t escape my notice that she and Brock look like they’re ready to shoot a commercial for tanning lotion.

      He’s already glommed on to her, which isn’t surprising. What is surprising is that Donny’s staying away from her. Since no one was expecting him and we haven’t seen him for several months, each member of the family is vying for his attention, which keeps Ashley off his radar.

      Or not. I’m not buying. Even with the family pawing at him, Donny would still find time to pursue a pretty girl. Is he seeing someone in Denver? No. He would have told me. Is Ashley not his type? No. She has tits and a pussy. She’s his type.

      Strange, but I’m not going to fight it. I’m glad my Don Juan brother is keeping his distance. Not that I have any hold on Ashley. Not that I plan to.

      I lie back and close my eyes, the voices of my family strangely comforting. I don’t have to see Ashley if my eyes are closed. I can simply relax.

      Until someone nudges me.

      I open my eyes. My mom has vacated the spot next to me, and now my uncle Ryan sits there. “You ready for the toast?”

      I sit up. “What toast?”

      “To Diana, of course. I’ve got our best sparklers on ice. They’re just as much yours as they are mine. Let’s pop them open for your sister.”

      “I think you can handle all that, Uncle Ry.”

      He stands and then pulls me up beside him. “You’re my right-hand man. Come on.”

      I love Uncle Ryan. I do, but damn, he’s always so jovial. Always smiling or laughing. I guess that’s a good thing, but it’s not me. Not at all. It’s odd that of all the Steel cousins, I—the one who has the least in common with Uncle Ryan—am the one to follow in his footsteps.

      I follow him now, over to the table set up poolside. Five bottles are in ice, and flutes are arranged in a figure-eight design. We hastily pop all the corks and fill the flutes.

      Ryan holds up a glass. “Hey, everyone, come get some bubbles!”

      Amazing that they all stop and listen. Ryan has that effect on people. He can easily make himself the center of attention.

      Once everyone is out of the pool and holding a glass, I expect Ryan to begin. But it’s my father who takes the lead.

      “To our Diana,” he says. “Mom and I couldn’t be more proud.”

      I bring my flute to my lips, but Dad keeps talking.

      “And to Ashley. Welcome to the ranch. Our home is your home.”

      Ashley smiles, and for a second, our gazes meet.

      “To my sister!” Donny bellows. “You’ll kick major ass in Denver, Sis.”

      When I look back over at Ashley, she’s locked in a gaze with Speedo Brock. Damn you, Donny.

      Not that I want to be locking glances with Ashley. Of course I don’t. No matter what happened between us this morning, our relationship is a professional one and nothing more.

      Although she doesn’t know why, she can’t handle anything more.

      And neither can I.

      I make a point to talk to Diana once more before I sneak back to the guesthouse.

      I’ve had enough of the Brock and Ashley show for one night.

      I already know how this movie ends, and I don’t need to see it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Dale leaves.

      I see him because I haven’t taken my eyes off him all night. Oh, I’ve been coy about it. I haven’t let him see me watch him. Only a few times have our eyes linked. But I’ve not let him out of my sight for more than a few minutes at any one time, even when his cousin is flirting boldly with me.

      Which admittedly, I’m enjoying. Brock Steel is tall, dark, and handsome—literally—with the body of a god. All the Steel men—even Talon and his brothers, at their age—have bodies like gods. To be in the presence of so many beautiful people is kind of humbling. I always thought I was pretty, but in this bunch? I’m average at best.

      Brock returns with two fresh glasses of champagne—er, bubbly—and hands one to me.

      “Thanks.”

      “Tell me,” he says, “is the Steel wine any good?”

      His question shocks me. “It’s amazing. Why do you ask?”

      He takes a sip. “Honestly? It all tastes the same to me. I guess I didn’t inherit the wine gene. I’m more of a beer man myself, and that’s only when I drink, which I rarely do.”

      “Why are you drinking now, then?”

      “For Diana.”

      “We already did the toast. You didn’t have to refill your glass.”

      “I know.”

      “So why did you?”

      “Because I wanted to refill yours. I’m a gentleman.”

      I let my gaze drop to his crotch for a microsecond. “Do all gentlemen wear such revealing swimwear?”

      He laughs. A big and boisterous laugh. The kind I’ll never hear from Dale. “Are all California girls as sassy as you are?”

      “Sassy?” I take a sip of wine.

      “Yeah, sassy. I was on the swim team in college, and this is what we wore. I got used to it. Trunks feel like they’re ballooning up when I’m in the water.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I guess I just assumed…”

      “That I wanted to show my goods to the world?” He laughs again. “To my family?”

      Warmth spreads to my cheeks. Luckily it’s dark outside now, though the pool area is well lit. “I can’t get out of this, can I?”

      “Well…maybe I’ll let you out of this horribly embarrassing moment…if you take a walk with me.”

      “Now?”

      “Why not? It’s a beautiful evening.”

      “Well…where?”

      “Anywhere. We have some gorgeous paths on the ranch. Perfect places to look at the stars.”

      I warm again, this time from the memory of watching the stars just last night with Dale in the vineyards.

      I clear my throat. “What do you do, Brock?”

      “When I’m on a walk?”

      I force out a chuckle. “No. I mean for a living.”

      “I work with my Dad. He takes care of the beef portion of the ranch. I’m pretty much his right-hand man these days.”

      “So you’re making the ranch a career?”

      “Yeah. My brother heads up our charitable foundation. He’s not interested in ranching. Dad was excited when I showed an interest.”

      “So most of your cousins work for the company, then?”

      “Most. Donny doesn’t. He’s a lawyer. And Ava has a bakery in town. Gina, Angie, Sage, and Bree are still in college, though Bree’s going to work with Uncle Tal in the orchard. Then there’s Diana. You already know she strayed.”

      I take another sip of sparkling wine and nod. “Architecture. Yeah.”

      “I’ve got to hand it to you, babe”—Brock finishes his bubbly and sets his glass on a nearby glass table—“you found an interesting way to keep from talking about walking under the stars.”

      I smile weakly.

      “I’m not your type, huh?”

      “Are you kidding? You’re everyone’s type.”

      “What gives, then?”

      “I don’t think it’s a great idea to get involved with anyone in the family while I’m working here.”

      But it’s perfectly okay to give my new boss a blow job outside his office.

      God, Ashley. Such a hypocrite!

      But my advice is sound. I just should have taken it this morning.

      “Babe, it’s a walk. I’m not asking you to get down and dirty in the grass.”

      True, he isn’t.

      “Would it make you feel better if I put my regular clothes back on?”

      I finish my second glass of bubbly and set the flute down. “Maybe. I’ll change back as well.”

      “A shame. You look amazing.”

      So do you.

      He does. But I can’t say it. I just can’t. As handsome and nice as Brock Steel is, he’s not Dale. Dale, who’s even more handsome, but not nice at all.

      Why am I so drawn to him?

      I hold back a scoff. He’s not here. He left the party. The party for his sister, who’s leaving tomorrow. He’s an introvert. I get it. But for God’s sake, this is for his sister, whom he professes to adore.

      “Thank you,” I say, “but I’m not used to Colorado evenings. A bikini isn’t going to cut it. I’ll go change, and I’ll meet you on the deck, all right?”

      “Sounds great.”

      I hastily walk back to the house and to my bedroom.

      Only to find Diana sitting on my bed in tears.

      “Dee?” I sit down next to her. “Oh my God. What’s wrong?”

      “I feel like… I feel like this internship isn’t right.”

      “Hey, where’s this coming from?”

      “I’m second choice, Ash. Everyone’s out there toasting me and acting like this is some big deal, but it’s not. I’m second choice.”

      I try not to laugh, but Diana’s privilege is showing. People who grew up like I did jump at second choice. Hell, we jump at any choice at all.

      “So what? You’re not their first choice, but you’re the best choice, and they’re going to be really glad their so-called first choice dropped out.”

      “I know. I think I know, anyway.”

      “You do know. I won’t deny that the selfish part of me wants you to stay, but that’s only for my own comfort level. I’ll be just fine, and so will you.”

      “I invited you here,” she says.

      “Actually, your uncle Ryan invited me here.”

      “If you want to get technical, yeah. But I invited you to stay here. At my house.”

      “Oh. Yeah, you did, but your mom and dad have made it clear they’re thrilled to have me, so we’re good.”

      Diana sniffles back her tears. “I’m being ridiculous, aren’t I?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “I must seem like a spoiled brat to you. I’m not. I’m really not. My mom and dad taught me to work my ass off, and I do. Which is why it hurt so much last spring when I didn’t get the internship. I tried really hard, worked so hard on my essay and my design for the competition, and then I didn’t get it. I’d finally come to terms with it, and then this happens.”

      “Meaning, you got the internship you originally wanted.”

      “Yeah. Like I said. Ridiculous.” She sniffs again. “What are you doing in here, anyway? I kind of hid out in here so no one would find me. You seemed to be enjoying the party so much, I didn’t think you’d come back in the house, so I’m hiding out in your room, where no one would look for me.”

      “I came to change. I guess I’m going on a walk with your cousin.”

      “Brock?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Interesting. I didn’t think he was your type.”

      “He’s every woman’s type, Dee. Everyone in your family is drop-dead gorgeous.”

      She smiles. Sort of. “I guess I just don’t think of my brothers and cousins that way.”

      “I’d be worried if you did.” I grab a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. “Excuse me for a minute.” I walk into the private bathroom and shed my wet suit, hanging it on the shower rack. I dress quickly, take my hair out of the pony and comb it out. It’s damp, but I’m not out to impress Brock Steel. This is a walk. Nothing more.

      “You look good, Ash,” Diana says when I leave the bathroom.

      “As good as it gets,” I say. I’m not blowing my hair out. It’ll dry by itself. “You all good here?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Sorry to bother you with this. I really didn’t think you’d be back in so soon.”

      “Not a problem. I’m glad to help. You’re going to kill it, Dee. Remember that.”

      She nods again and stands. “Do I look okay?”

      “Diana, you’d look okay covered in horse poo. Now get back out there and enjoy your party.”

      She leaves, and I give myself a minute.

      Do I want to go on this walk with Brock?

      I don’t not want to. He’s a nice guy. He’s just not Dale.

      But Dale left. He’s clearly not interested in pursuing anything further. He couldn’t be more clear.

      I draw in a deep breath.

      Then I walk out of my room, through the house, and out onto the deck, where Brock is waiting for me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Diana’s party is still going strong. Voices clamor in the distance, making their way to my back door. I resist the almost desperate urge to walk back to check on Ashley.

      I need something to occupy my mind.

      I head into my home office and find a stack of mail waiting for me. I have a housekeeper who comes in twice a week. She always stacks my mail neatly in a pile on my desk, and I try to look at it once a week or so. Anything important comes to the office building, and all my bills are on autopay, so rarely does anything important come to the house. It’s mostly junk, but junk appeals to me at the moment.

      I sift through it, giving each piece a quick glance before tossing it into the trash.

      Until a white envelope gives me pause.

      The return address gives me even more pause.

      John Greene, private investigator.

      Why would a PI be writing to me?

      One way to find out. I slide the letter opener across the envelope in a perfect straight slit. I pull out the letter.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Steel,

        

        I’m writing on behalf of my client, who wishes not to be named. I believe my client may be your birth father.

        

      

      My stomach drops.

      My birth father? We never knew him. My birth mother never spoke of him.

      Man, this all seems like a lifetime ago.

      I glance back down at the letter.

      
        
        My client hired me to find his two sons that he fathered with a woman named Cheri. He couldn’t remember her last name.

        

      

      Robertson, you dickhead. Her name was Cheri Robertson. You gave her two sons, and you can’t remember her fucking name?

      
        
        After some digging, I came across the two of you. Had you and your brother not been adopted into the Steel family, I’m not sure I could have found you.

        

        I believe you and your brother, Donovan Steel, are the sons of my client.

        

        He would like to meet you, but he understands if you’re not willing. Please call me at your earliest convenience.

        

      

      I shake my head and crumple the paper into a ball, ready to toss it in the can with the rest of the junk, but something stops me.

      He wrote to me. He didn’t try to call me. If he has access to my private address, he can easily find my phone. Either he’s a shitty PI, or this alleged father of mine isn’t paying him much. Could be either. Probably both.

      It’s after nine o’clock, but I don’t care. PIs are available at all hours, right? I punch his number into my phone. It rings nearly ten times, and I’m about to give up, when—

      “This is Greene.”

      “Mr. Greene.” I clear my throat. “This is Dale Steel.”

      “Who?”

      “Dale Steel. You wrote me a letter? You say you know my birth father?”

      “Yeah, right.” He makes a sound like he’s hocking a huge-ass loogie. “You willing to meet him?”

      “How can I put this succinctly? Hell, no.”

      “Good enough,” Greene says. “I’ll let him know.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. You know who I am. You know who my family is. Is this motherfucker after money?”

      “I have no idea what he’s after. He had enough to pay my hourly rate to get this much done. That’s it. I told him I’d write a letter to the address I found, and that’s it.”

      “Does he have the address?”

      “Not yet, but you’re from a powerful family. You weren’t hard to find.”

      Okay, he’s open to negotiating. Got it.

      “Tell him I’m not interested in anyone claiming to be my father who can’t even remember my mother’s full name.”

      “That’s not the worst of it. He couldn’t remember your name or your brother’s either. He just remembered they both began with D.”

      Seriously? What a prick. “Unreal. I suppose now that he knows who we are, he’ll want money.”

      “I don’t know, Mr. Steel. I just do my job. What my client does with the information is up to him.”

      “Why did he ask you to write the letter?”

      “He figured you might respond to me. And you did.”

      “Out of curiosity, nothing more. I have a father. I don’t need another, especially one who wasn’t around when I needed him most. Who can’t even remember my fucking name.”

      “Good enough.”

      “Wait,” I say. “What’s his name?”

      “He’s asked me not to divulge that information.”

      “I’m asking you to.”

      “I can’t—”

      “A thousand dollars,” I say. “For a name.”

      “Is that a bribe?”

      “You a cop?”

      “No.”

      “Any other type of government official?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then it’s not a bribe. It’s a contractual offer. You’re of course free to refuse.”

      Seconds pass. Then a minute. Finally, “Not over the phone.”

      “Where, then?”

      “Tomorrow. Sunrise Café. Grand Junction.”

      “I’m the one paying. You come to me.”

      “Fine. Where?”

      Not in Snow Creek. The small town would wonder who the strange man was with me on a Sunday morning.

      “I’ll find a place in the city. I’ll text you the location by eight a.m. tomorrow. Be prepared to meet me at nine.”

      “All right. Bring cash.”

      “Whatever. You’ll hear from me in the morning.” I end the call.

      Then I grab the letter, pet Penny on the head, and head to the back door. “Back soon, girl.”

      I’m out the door in a flash, walking back to the main house.

      I need to talk to my dad.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Brock is kissing me.

      It’s a good kiss. An experienced kiss. He’s done this a lot, and it’s readily apparent. It’s calculated, full of lust but no passion. He doesn’t desire me. He’s just horny. If I weren’t here, any woman would do.

      I know the type.

      I am the type.

      Any other time or place, I’d be more than happy to go along for this ride.

      Now? I’m not feeling it. No colors. Just a very practiced kiss.

      I move my lips closer together in a way I’ve perfected. It’s the end to a kiss without being the end to a kiss.

      I pull back slightly.

      “You’re a great kisser,” he says.

      “Thanks. So are you.” No lie. He just isn’t the guy I want to be kissing right now.

      “I’m sure Diana warned you about me.”

      “Not really.”

      “She didn’t?” He pulls me close again. “That’s good,” he says against my ear.

      I pull back once more. “That doesn’t mean I want to go any further. You know my position. Getting involved with anyone in the family isn’t a good idea while I’m interning.”

      “Your internship doesn’t start until Monday.”

      I can’t help a snorty laugh. “Nice try.”

      “You’re so hot. You can’t blame me for trying.”

      “You’re too young for me anyway.”

      “I’m twenty-three. Legal. Can drink. Can die for my country. What more do you want?”

      A thirty-five-year-old winemaker who sleeps in his vineyards and has a voice the color of my favorite wine that makes me tingle all over.

      I’m not sure why.

      My synesthesia seems to have gone on a break. While I enjoyed Brock’s kiss—indeed, he seems to be an expert—I didn’t experience the colors and sensations I’m used to when I get intimate.

      Strange.

      Yet not strange.

      After the intensity of Dale Steel, I’m not sure I’ll experience my senses in the same way ever again.

      “You going to answer me?” he asks.

      What was the question again? “What more do I want? I guess I want—”

      Then he’s walking past us. Briskly walking.

      The man I want.

      Dale. Brock and I are in a little alcove off the path between the main house and the guesthouse.

      I jerk.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Someone just walked by.”

      “It’s Dale. Probably going back to the party.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah. Classic introvert. He needs his down time. He always comes back, though.”

      “Oh.” I honestly had no idea he’d come back. Of course, he hasn’t paid me a lick of attention all evening. “We should get back,” I say.

      “I gave it my best shot.” Brock shrugs. “Oh, and Ashley?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t give up that easily.”

      “Neither do I,” I reply.

      But I’m not talking about Brock.

      He grabs my hand, and we walk back onto the path—

      Crap.

      Dale stands in our way. I was wrong. He did see us.

      “Hey, cuz,” Brock says. “Going back to the party?”

      “No.” Dale shakes his head. “I need to talk to my dad.”

      “Cool.” Brock nods. “We were just—”

      “It’s pretty clear what you were doing,” Dale says.

      “No,” I say. “We weren’t—”

      “Spare me the gory details. I don’t give a shit.”

      His words slice right into my heart.

      So cold. So utterly cold, but still, in his voice, they’re the color of the deep Syrah I love.

      My synesthesia hasn’t taken a vacation after all. Apparently I only respond to Dale Steel now.

      I don’t give a shit.

      Yeah, he’s made that clear.

      The problem? I do give a shit. I care. I care so damned much. So much that I’m letting a perfect stud like Brock slip through my fingers.

      “Dale,” I say, “please.”

      He turns, meets my gaze. “What is it?”

      “We didn’t—”

      “I just said I don’t care, Ashley. I don’t care. I have stuff to do.” He turns abruptly and continues walking toward the main house.

      “Man, he’s in a mood tonight,” Brock says.

      “Is he always like that?”

      “Sometimes. He’s a great guy, but he’s always been a loner. Since he’s the oldest cousin, he got stuck watching Brad and me when we were younger. I think part of him still resents it.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Except Brock is wrong. Whatever’s eating Dale goes far beyond resentment over babysitting younger siblings and cousins when he was a teen. I instinctively know this. A man who finds peace among grapevines, rather than people, is a man who’s hurting.

      Dale is hurting, and I want so much to help him.

      If only he’ll let me in.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      My dad is still at the pool. He’s sitting on a lounge chair talking to Diana. Her lips are downturned.

      “You okay?” I ask her.

      “Yeah, just having some cold feet, I guess. I’m fine.”

      “Your sister is having a hard time being second choice.” Dad smiles.

      I open my mouth, but Diana gestures for me to be quiet.

      “I know, I know,” she says. “I’ve heard it from Dad. I’ve heard it from Mom. I’ve even heard it from Ashley.”

      My groin tightens at Ashley’s name. Even with this PI and my alleged birth father at the forefront of my mind, even though I caught her making out with Brock, Ashley still affects me.

      “I’m being ridiculous,” Diana continues.

      “You’re not ridiculous,” I say.

      She forces a smile. “You’re always so kind to me, Dale. I don’t think you’ve ever said a cross word to me in my life.”

      “Now you know that’s not true.” I return her smile. “Remember when you finger-painted my term paper when I was a senior?”

      That got her. She laughs. I’ve always loved to hear Diana laugh. The first time she laughed, she was three or four months old. To a troubled preteen boy, it was the most joyful sound in the world.

      “Or when you broke that bottle of Château Lascombes he was saving?” Dad adds.

      “That was an accident,” she says.

      “Still, Dale got pretty angry with you,” Dad goes on.

      “Uncle Ry’s gift to me on my twenty-first birthday.” I rake my fingers through my hair. “Yeah, I was pretty pissed, Sis.”

      She frowns. “I haven’t thought of that in years.”

      “Neither have I. It’s over.” I smile. “You okay now?”

      She nods. “I’ve gotten the requisite Talon Steel pep talk. Hey, have you seen Ash?”

      “She’s with Brock.” Though I try to sound nonchalant, I’m not convincing anyone, least of all myself.

      “I may never find her, then,” Diana says.

      “No, they’re over on the pathway to my place. At least they were a few minutes ago.”

      She sighs. “I’ll find her. Thanks, Dad.”

      “Anytime, sweetie.”

      “And you too, Dale.”

      “What did I do?”

      “You reminded me that no matter what happens in Denver, I have a big brother who adores me. Even if I break a three-hundred-dollar bottle of wine.” She gives me a quick hug and then walks off.

      The party is dying down. Only Uncle Joe remains in the pool. Brock got his love of water and swimming talent from his dad. A few others remain, talking and laughing at the bar. Bradley and his girlfriend are snuggling together in another lounge chair.

      I so don’t need to see that right now. God only knows what Brock and Ashley are doing in the dark.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say to Dad.

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Inside. In your office.”

      “Really? Is everything all right?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. Let’s go inside.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dad enters his office after changing into lounge pants and a T-shirt. His hair is damp and slicked back. He closes the door. “What’s going on, Dale?”

      I hand him the crumpled letter and wait as he scans it.

      “I see,” is all he says.

      “I called the PI. He’s willing to give me the name of his client if I meet him tomorrow morning in Grand Junction.”

      Dad says nothing.

      “So…what do you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think, Dale. Why would he be coming out of the woodwork now?”

      “I don’t know. For money, is my guess.”

      “That’s my guess as well.”

      “Dad…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you ever try to find our father?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. He rubs his temples and then the graying stubble on his jawline. “No,” he finally says. “I didn’t.”

      “Why? I mean, I’m not complaining about how things worked out, but if Donny and I had a father out there, you certainly didn’t need to take responsibility for us.”

      “Maybe I wanted to take responsibility.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No.” He sighs. “You probably don’t. Your mother was dead. Neither of you remembered your father. What good would it have done to find him? He’s obviously a lowlife who abandoned his sons.”

      “I’m not arguing that point.”

      “No father is listed on either of your birth certificates,” he continues. “Just your mother.”

      “We know we’re full blood brothers,” I say. “The DNA tests show that. Obviously there’s a man out there who fathered us.”

      “Because there was no father listed on the birth certificates, we didn’t need to get his okay for the adoption.”

      “Were you afraid he wouldn’t consent? Why wouldn’t he? He obviously didn’t want us.”

      “He probably would have consented. The fact is, legally we didn’t need him.”

      “You and Mom took on a huge burden.”

      “We did. And we agreed it was the best thing for you boys.”

      “Living here? Of course. Donny and I never wanted for anything. You’ve been wonderful. You got us into therapy after a horrible experience. But I’ve always wondered… Why? Especially for Mom. She was only twenty-five, and she became a mother of three practically overnight.”

      Dad pauses again, fidgeting with his fingers. Then, “Do you want to meet this man?”

      “Only out of curiosity.”

      “I’d like to go with you.”

      “Of course. I was hoping you would.”

      “Your brother should have the choice as well.”

      “Yeah. But we don’t have to tell him yet. He’s leaving to go back to Denver tomorrow. He doesn’t need to see the PI with us. If this client of his turns out to truly be our father, I’ll tell him.”

      “Good enough. The letter came to you. Do you think Donny got the same letter?”

      “I doubt it. The letter came a week ago. I just decided to look through my personal mail tonight.”

      “Why tonight?”

      To get my mind off the Brock and Ashley show. This letter got my mind off everything but Ashley.

      “I don’t know,” I lie. “I hadn’t gone through it in a while. Seemed like the thing to do.”

      “Fine, Dale. I won’t push it. The contents of the letter are what’s important here. I’ll go with you to the city in the morning to meet this PI.”

      “I offered him a grand for the name.”

      I expect a stern lecture, but instead my father chuckles.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. It’s just interesting to know that my son isn’t above using the same tactics I did in my day. I’m not condoning it, but sometimes money talks. Okay, money always talks.”

      “You did something similar?” I ask.

      “Many, many times.”

      “Why?”

      Again, he pauses. Then, “Dale, there are things about me you don’t know. Things my brothers, sister, and I have kept from our children. For their own well-being.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “You ask why I wanted responsibility for you and your brother.”

      “Yes. I’ve always wondered. I remember you and Uncle Ry rescuing us from that terrible place. Is that why you took responsibility?”

      “Partially.”

      “Dad—”

      “I’ll tell you the whole truth, Dale. It’s time. But not until after we get this stuff about your alleged father settled.”

      “Dad, please.”

      “That’s my offer. If this man is your father, we need to know what he wants.”

      “He’s no threat. Donny and I are adults now. It’s too late for him.”

      “Which is why it’s strange he’s surfacing now.” Dad sniffs. “I smell a rat, Dale. A big rat.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Diana is gone. She left for Denver an hour ago with her brother Donny. It’s only eight in the morning, and already I miss her. Brianna is hustling about, ready to drive back to Grand Junction for her senior year of college. I’m just trying to stay out of the way.

      Talon isn’t here. He left a little while ago as well. I have no idea where he went, and I didn’t ask. Not my business.

      Brianna finally leaves, and the house is empty. Darla apparently has Sundays off, so only Jade and I are around. I have no idea where she is. She hugged and cried and waved Brianna off, and then she disappeared.

      Tomorrow I begin my internship.

      Tomorrow I work with Dale.

      Still his voice haunts me—colors my whole existence, literally.

      He’s so close, just at the guesthouse. A short walk from the main house.

      But he doesn’t want to see me. He probably thinks I fucked Brock last night. Not that I owe him any explanation, but I want to explain. Need to explain that I didn’t do anything. I let him kiss me, but I stopped it. It went no further.

      I don’t want to kiss Brock.

      I only want to kiss Dale.

      Maybe it’s time we have it out. I put on my running shoes. I’ll just jog the half mile to the guesthouse. If Dale isn’t there, I’ll go to the vineyards. I have a car to use. Talon and Jade gave me the use of one of theirs while I’m here. They’ve been great.

      I head to the kitchen to leave by the back door—

      “Hey, Ashley.” Jade is sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee.

      “Oh. I didn’t realize you were in here.”

      “I need a little more caffeine,” she says.

      I nod. “I hear you’re the coffee connoisseur around here.”

      “Oh, yeah.” She laughs. “When I first came here, Marjorie told me the Steels made such amazing coffee. It was like brown water! I educated them quickly. I’m in charge of all coffee for the Steel family.”

      “Marjorie is Talon’s sister, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure it’s hard to keep everything straight.” She cocks her head. “Funny, I was your age when I came here. Marj and I were best friends all during college. I came here the summer after I finished law school.” She closes her eyes. “Wow. I haven’t thought about this in years.”

      “My age, huh?”

      “Yeah. Sit, please. You want some coffee?”

      “I don’t drink coffee.”

      “What?” Jade drops her mouth into an O in mock surprise.

      I can’t help but laugh. She’s so sweet and likable, just like Diana. “Never did like the stuff. I’ll get some juice.”

      I may as well sit with Dale’s mom for a few minutes. Maybe I’ll learn something. I grab the pitcher of juice out of the refrigerator and pour myself a glass. They’ve made me feel so at home that I think nothing of helping myself after being here only two days. I sit down at the table next to Jade and take a sip of the tangy beverage.

      “I look at you,” Jade says, “and I see myself twenty-five years ago. Except you haven’t been left at the altar, I hope.”

      My eyes shoot open. “Left at the altar?”

      “Yes. I was supposed to get married that summer, but my fiancé didn’t show up to the wedding.”

      “But you’re…you.”

      She smiles. “He had his own issues, and obviously it turned out for the best. Marj invited me to spend the summer here on the ranch. I actually stayed in the same room you’re staying in.”

      “Dale’s room,” I say more to myself than to her.

      “Yes, it was Dale’s room when he lived here. Now it’s a guest room again.”

      “So you came here and met Talon?”

      “Yes. Quite a shocker after being humiliated on my wedding day.”

      “A shocker?”

      “Oh, yes. Everything turned out great in the end, but Talon and I had a rocky start.”

      “Really?”

      “Really,” she says. “Talon was…difficult to reach at first.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I take a drink of juice.

      “I was so young, like you are. I’d been dumped in the worst way possible, and on top of that, I was waiting for my bar exam results, which any lawyer will tell you is nerve-racking. Then, right into the middle of my turmoil walks this amazing, beautiful, troubled man.”

      Troubled? Am I supposed to ask for clarification there?

      But Jade continues, “He was like wildfire, and I was the moth drawn to the flame.”

      I so get it. “You were my age, huh?”

      “Yes. And Talon was ten years older.”

      “Thirty-five.” Again, more to myself than to Jade.

      Dale’s age. Dale and I are the same ages as Jade and Talon were when they met.

      She smiles. “And now here you are. Diana’s friend. Twenty-five years old. Funny how things come full circle.”

      Again, I’m not sure what to say.

      She sighs and then takes a sip of coffee. “I haven’t thought about those days in a long time, but seeing you brings it all back as if it were yesterday. It’s almost like history’s repeating itself.”

      “Repeating itself?”

      “Oh,” she laughs. “I know you weren’t left at the altar. You’re not running away from anything by coming here. You’re running toward something. Your internship. Your career. And you’re not meeting a young Talon Steel.”

      Except I kind of am. I met his son, who’s also amazing, beautiful, and troubled.

      “No,” I say boldly. “I’m meeting a young Dale Steel.”

      She smiles, and I see the motherly love in her eyes at the mention of her son. “So you are.”

      “May I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why do you say Talon was troubled?”

      A shadow crosses her face. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have used those words. I look at you, and all of a sudden, those memories become so vibrant in my mind. But the details are…personal.”

      “Of course,” I say, my cheeks warming. “I’m sorry.”

      “Talon didn’t have an easy life.”

      “Growing up here?”

      “Money doesn’t buy everything,” she says.

      “Oh, I know that. I…”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just…that came out all wrong. Suffice it to say, I didn’t grow up like this.”

      “Very few people do.” She smiles. “Anything you want to talk about?”

      She’s so kind, I find myself wanting to spill everything to her, despite the fact she’s keeping personal details from me.

      “I never told Dee this, but I… When I was a kid, my mom and I were homeless for a while. We lived in a tent in San Francisco.”

      She touches my hand. “Ashley, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m fine. I learned to depend on myself and to go after what I want.”

      She nods. “I grew up modestly as well. I’m lucky that I always had a roof over my head, of course, and I was never hungry.”

      “I understand.”

      “It was difficult, though. Did Dee tell you about my mother?”

      “No.”

      “She was a model. A supermodel, actually. Her name was Brooke Bailey.”

      Brooke Bailey. Yeah, the name rings a bell.

      “She left my father and me, and my father was too proud to ask her for money.” Jade shakes her head. “She lost most of her fortune to greedy lovers. She and I made peace in the end. She died last year.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not telling you to get sympathy. Just to tell you I didn’t always live like this. I was never homeless, though. I don’t purport to understand what you went through.”

      Again, I have no idea what to say.

      “So…Dale,” Jade says.

      I smile.

      “He’s a lot like his father was at that age. Even down to the little sister he adores. They don’t share blood, but my God, he’s the most like Talon of all our children. It’s uncanny.”

      “Why do you think that is?” I ask.

      “Their backgrounds are similar. And their personalities. They’re both introverted.”

      “Talon’s introverted?”

      “Not as much anymore. He sure was a loner when I first met him. And Dale is certainly a loner.”

      I nod. I want to add to the conversation, but I only met Dale two days ago. What can I possibly add? That I gave him a blow job outside his office? That I’ll give up my right arm to hear him say my name in that beautiful red-wine voice?

      She looks down at my running shoes. “Am I keeping you from your exercise?”

      “No, of course not. I was going to…”

      She doesn’t encourage me to continue. I have the eerie sensation she knows exactly where I’m planning to go.

      Jade takes one last sip of coffee and stands. “You’re welcome anywhere on the ranch. Just…don’t expect too much.”

      “From…?”

      “You know what I’m talking about, Ashley. He needs time. He’s hard to get close to. If you try to force it, he’ll just run the other way. I speak from experience.”

      “I’m not…”

      She smiles and places her hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. You’re not the first woman to fall under his spell.”

      Not the first woman? Why do I find that surprising? Of course I’m not. The man is magnificent. Women probably fall all over him. “I’m not under any spell. I…spent last evening with your nephew. Brock.”

      “Ashley, you and I both know you’re not interested in Brock.”

      “He’s gorgeous.”

      “Of course he is. He’s smart, too. And funny. A joy to be around. I love him dearly, as I love all my nieces and nephews. But we both know he doesn’t hold a candle to my oldest.”

      She’s right.

      No one holds a candle to Dale.

      Already I’m in too deep.

      Like Jade before me, I’m the moth who can’t resist the flame.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      John Greene has a beer belly and a balding head. If he turns and bends over, I’m betting I’ll see a plumber’s crack. He meets Dad and me at the address I texted him earlier, and he’s right on time.

      “You Dale Steel?” he says.

      “Yeah. This is my father, Talon Steel.”

      Dad rises and shakes his hand. “Please, have a seat, Mr. Greene.”

      Greene sits down.

      “Coffee?” Dad asks.

      “Yeah, please.”

      Dad signals our server. “One more coffee here, please.” Then, “My son shared your letter with me. I understand you’re willing to give us the name of your client who claims to be his birth father.”

      Greene clears his throat. “That’s right. I assume he told you our terms.”

      “He did.”

      “I’ve got it,” I say. “Cash.”

      “Good.”

      “Assuming the information is good.”

      “Hey, I don’t know whether the guy is your father or not. He says he is, and he paid me to find you. It wasn’t easy, since he couldn’t remember your mother’s last name.”

      “Sounds like a real winner,” I say. “Abandons two kids and can’t even remember their mother’s name. Can’t even remember his kids’ names.”

      “Hey,” Greene says. “I just do the jobs they pay me for.”

      “Fair enough,” I say. “I want his name and his contact information.”

      “Our deal was for his name,” Greene says.

      “The deal has changed. What the hell good does a name do me? If his name is Bob Smith, I’ll be on a wild goose chase.”

      “His name isn’t Bob Smith.”

      “Good. I need it and the contact information.” I take a sip of coffee.

      “Then I’ll need—”

      “John,” Dad begins. “May I call you John?”

      “Uh…sure. No problem.”

      “Good.” Dad gets serious. “John, it’s no secret who we are. You know we’re good for any deal we make, but my son is correct. The name by itself does us no good. We need all the information you have on this client of yours.”

      “I won’t be in business long if I divulge that kind of information.”

      I roll my eyes. “You claiming ethics?”

      “I guess I am,” he says.

      “You already left your ethics at the door when you agreed to give me the guy’s name,” I say. “I guess now we’re just deciding on the price.”

      “Dale…” Dad says.

      “Sorry, Dad, but it’s bullshit. He’s willing to play ball. He just wants more money.”

      “I know that.” Dad grins. “You think this is my first horse race?”

      I can’t help it. I laugh out loud. Leave it to Dad to be one step ahead.

      Greene stands. “I don’t have to sit here and be insulted.”

      “You do if you want any money out of us,” Dad says.

      “You weren’t part of the bargain anyway,” Greene says to Dad. “I was just supposed to meet with him.”

      “My son and I have no secrets.”

      Well, we have a few. But not many. I have mine, and apparently Dad’s been keeping something huge from me.

      “What does it matter?” I say. “We’re both here now, and the information is important to both of us. For some reason, my alleged father wants to find me. Have you given him my contact information?”

      “I haven’t. Not yet.”

      “Why not? Didn’t he pay you for it?”

      Greene reddens.

      “Just what I thought,” I say. “You’re willing to sell the information to the highest bidder. That’s us. No contest.”

      “You’re not wrong,” he says. “Your father only paid me a hundred bucks to find you. The only reason I was able to do it on such a low budget was because I found out you and your brother were adopted into such a high-profile family.”

      “I assume the hundred bucks was all he had, then,” Dad says.

      “So he says.”

      “If you’re that worried about saving face with your client,” I say, “tell him you couldn’t find anything for the minuscule amount he paid you. Give us his information, and we’ll keep your name out of it.”

      “Good idea, Dale,” Dad agrees.

      “I’ve got a grand in Benjis here now,” I say. “If the information proves to be good, you can expect another grand.”

      Greene pulls a small manila envelope out of his jacket pocket and slides it toward me. I place my hand on it.

      “Where’s the cash?” he asks.

      “Sorry. I get to look at the information first.”

      “How do I know you’ll uphold your end of the bargain?”

      “Are you accusing my son of welching on a deal?” Dad says, his dark eyes angry.

      “I’m just, you know, being careful.”

      I tug the envelope out from under his fingers. “You’ll get paid. But I see what’s in here first.” I break the seal.

      Inside is one sheet of paper with a few words handwritten on it.

      Floyd Jolly. An address in Grand Junction, and a phone number.

      Floyd? My father’s name is Floyd? His last name is Jolly? This sounds like a bad joke.

      I hand the paper to Dad. As he glances over it, I pull my own white envelope out of my pocket and slide it across the table to Greene. “If this information turns out to be good, expect to hear from us. If not, you’ll never get another penny.”

      “Good enough.” Greene opens the envelope and quickly counts the bills. “This is more money than I’ve seen in a while.” He stands. “Nice doing business with you fellas.”

      “Can’t say the same,” I can’t resist responding.

      “Come on,” Greene says. “Without guys like me in the world, who the hell would you be able to pay off?”

      The man has a point. Still, my hand curls into a fist. I really want to punch his smug face and shove his bald head into a wall.

      “Easy,” my dad says under his breath.

      Once he’s out of the café, Dad turns to me. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “To this address. Let’s meet this elusive father of yours.”

      I gulp. All of a sudden this is real. I may come face-to-face with half of my genetic makeup. Am I ready for this?

      “Shouldn’t… Shouldn’t Donny be with us?”

      “Donny’s halfway to Denver by now. You wanted this information. What did you plan to do with it, if not confront the man?”

      I don’t reply.

      “I get it, Dale,” Dad says. “If you want, I’ll go see him myself and pay him off handsomely to leave you the hell alone.”

      I’m tempted to take Dad up on his offer. Even if he is my biological father, I’ve never met him, and I’ve done without him for thirty years. Going any further on any of this will only upend my life.

      “No, Dad,” I finally say. “You taught me never to take the easy way out.”

      “You went through more before your eleventh birthday than anyone should have to,” Dad says. “If you want to take the easy way out once in a while, give yourself a break.”

      Again, I’m tempted.

      But—

      I draw in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If I don’t see him, I’ll always wonder. Let’s go.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      I mean to heed Jade’s advice. I do.

      But somehow I find myself walking, though not running, the cobblestone pathway to Dale’s home.

      Once I reach the guesthouse, I walk around to the front door, lift my hand…and then hesitate, fist in the air.

      Just knock already. Geez, Ashley.

      I knock.

      Dale’s dog, Penny, appears in the window by the door. She barks twice and then just pants, seeming to smile.

      “Hi, there, sweetie,” I say through the door. I knock again.

      No one answers.

      Is he actually not home on a Sunday morning? That doesn’t make any sense. I walk around to the back deck and to the sliding glass doors. I knock again. Penny appears once more.

      Of course! The vineyards. Dale must have spent the night in the vineyards. If he did, the dog probably needs to go out. I place my hand on the sliding glass door handle, push, and, to my utter surprise, it slides open.

      I walk into Dale’s kitchen before I think about my actions.

      The dog needs to go out, so I’m just lending a helping hand. Right?

      “Come here, Penny.”

      She trots to me and licks my hand, and then she runs out the back door. I peruse the kitchen. Where is her food? She probably hasn’t eaten yet this morning. Her water bowl sits on the floor. It’s full. I kneel down and dip a finger in the liquid. Pretty cold.

      Uh-oh.

      That means Dale was here this morning and filled up her water.

      I basically just broke into his house.

      I need to fix this now.

      Curiosity rails through me. I’m in Dale’s house. I can look around, maybe figure out what truly makes him tick.

      So tempting…but no. He made it clear he doesn’t want me hanging around his place.

      I’m going to be working with this man.

      Not only that, I’m interested in him. Really interested. He’ll never want me again if he finds out what I’ve done.

      I walk to the still-open sliding glass door. “Penny, come back in!”

      She’s in the far end of the yard, doing a number two. I look away. Got to give her some privacy, after all. Probably a good thing I showed up. Otherwise, Dale might come home to dog poop in his house.

      I look around his kitchen.

      Yeah, I’ve been here before, and I’m impressed. This house is called a guesthouse, but it’s nearly as big as the main house. At least it appears to be from the kitchen.

      Without thinking, I open the refrigerator. It’s stocked with bacon, eggs, deli meats, bread, and a pitcher of orange juice. Will he mind? I’m a little thirsty from the walk over.

      I close the refrigerator quickly. If I want juice, I can have juice at the main house. I have no business here. If Dale returns and finds me…

      God, he’ll be pissed, and rightfully so.

      I quickly walk outside. “Penny! Come!”

      When she doesn’t appear, I dart my gaze to the area where she was doing her business. Hmm. The fenced area isn’t overly big, but there are a few little alcoves that aren’t visible from the deck. I walk down the stairs and search the yard, my heart beginning to race.

      “Come on, sweetie. Come on, Penny!”

      After I search the whole yard and she’s nowhere in sight, my heart drops into my gut. I quickly scan the fence. It’s secure. Then the—

      The gate! It’s open!

      My skin turns to ice. I didn’t latch it when I came around to the back, and now Dale’s precious dog is gone!

      I run out to the front. “Penny! Penny!”

      She’s nowhere. My God, she wasn’t outside for long. Where is she?

      My heart is beating triple time.

      Dale will never forgive me. Not in a million years. And it’ll be longer than that before I’ll forgive myself.

      I had no business going into Dale’s house.

      No business at all. Sure, I thought Penny needed to go out, but the reality? I was curious. Nosy. I wanted to learn more about Dale.

      My dumbass curiosity may have cost Dale his dog.

      I continue running along the driveway, calling for Penny.

      Nothing but ranch for miles and miles and miles. She could be anywhere.

      “Penny! Please come! Penny!”

      Dale was obviously here this morning. Penny’s full water bowl proved that. Where is he? He could be back in a minute or in hours.

      I have no idea how long I have to find her.

      I can go back to the house and get my car, but roads aren’t going to help me. Not on a ranch.

      “Penny! Please come!”

      I’ve run about half a mile down the road. I stop and rub my hands over my face. Now what? That sweet dog is out here alone, and it’s all my fault. All my fault because I went into his home without permission.

      He’ll never forgive me.

      I’ll never forgive myself.

      I turn and run back toward Dale’s house and then another half mile down the road the other way.

      No sign of her.

      Tears well in my eyes. At first, the panic kept them away, but now they flow. What have I done?

      Nothing else to do. I have to call the local animal control. Have to get others looking for her. Which means I need to go back to the main house and tell Jade.

      Tell her that I broke into her son’s house and lost his dog.

      I may as well pack up my bags. This internship will never happen now.

      I run back to Dale’s house and through the gate into the back yard to take the path back to the main house, when—

      “Here you go.” Jade’s voice. “Back home.”

      Jade sits on Dale’s deck, a panting Penny at her feet.

      “Penny!” I cry. “Thank God!”

      Jade’s eyes widen. “Ashley, what are you doing here?”

      I can’t help it. I burst into tears.

      “What is it?” Jade ushers Penny into the house and gestures for me to follow. She grabs a box of tissues and hands them to me.

      The tears of relief continue to flow. Each time I try to choke them back, they start again.

      “My goodness,” Jade says. “Come on. You need to lie down.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “The dog.”

      “She’s fine. What’s going on here?”

      I burst into more sobs.

      This isn’t me. I don’t cry. Not like this. Never like this.

      “All right,” Jade says. “Let’s make you a cup of herb tea. Maybe that will settle you down.” She sifts through Dale’s cupboards.

      Already I know he doesn’t keep anything like herb tea in his house. Herb tea is so not Dale.

      Jade finally gives up and pours me a glass of cold water. “Here.” She hands it to me along with a box of tissues. “Drink.”

      I manage to choke down a small sip. Then I blow my nose with a loud honk.

      “More water,” Jade says.

      Penny pants at my feet, happy as ever. I look at her and burst into sobs once more.

      Jade nudges the tissue box toward me again, and I take two, wiping my eyes and honking once more. Jade sits patiently, urging me to take a drink every minute or two.

      Finally, I’m able to speak. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I… This is embarrassing. I’ll be leaving first thing tomorrow.”

      “Ashley, you’re not going anywhere.”

      “I have to now. I’ve made a terrible mistake.” My eyes threaten to tear up again. I wipe at them with a soggy tissue.

      “Come on,” Jade says. “It’s not that bad.”

      “It is. I came over here to see Dale.”

      “That’s no crime.”

      “You told me to go slowly with him. But I wanted to see him. Needed to see him.”

      “Needed?”

      “It’s the same.” I blow my nose again. “The wildfire. The moth to the flame. It’s the same. I feel like I can’t even control it.”

      She hands me a clean tissue. “Calm down. What happened?”

      “He’s not home. But I saw Penny in the window, and I thought he probably slept in the vineyards and she needed to go out. So I went around to the back, and the door was open…” I shake my head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You went inside?”

      I nod. “I was just worried about the dog.” It’s not a lie. It’s just not the whole truth.

      “And…”

      “I came in, made sure she had water. Then I let her out to pee. I didn’t realize I left the gate open. I’m so sorry.”

      “She’s fine. She just came to the main house, so I brought her back.”

      I nod again. “I was so scared. I thought… I thought… Dale loves her. He’d never forgive me.”

      “Ashley”—Jade meets my gaze, her blue eyes serious—“what is this really about?”

      “It’s about me coming in here. Dale isn’t home. I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You were concerned about the dog.” She smiles. “Or is it more than that?”

      She knows.

      She knew this morning. Even if she didn’t, my wildfire comment made it more than clear.

      “I…was curious,” I admit. “But that doesn’t excuse it.”

      “You’re right,” she says. “It doesn’t. But there’s no harm done. Penny is back, and she’s fine. Let’s get back to the main house. And I’ll have a talk with Dale about leaving his door unlocked. That’s not like him. He’s usually very careful. Something must be on his mind.”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “He went into the city with his father this morning.”

      “When will they be back?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I have to tell him.”

      “Tell you what,” Jade says. “If you promise never to do this again, we can make it our little secret.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. I of all people know what you’re feeling. Like I said earlier, I look at you and I see myself.”

      “Did you ever…?”

      “Talon was living in the main house when I stayed that summer, so no, I didn’t enter his house without permission. But I made many mistakes. In the name of curiosity. And in the name of love.”

      “I’m not in love with Dale.”

      Even as I say the words, I know how untrue they are.

      Dale is all I’ve thought about since I laid eyes on him two days ago. I don’t believe in insta-love or love at first sight.

      But I believe in what I’m feeling for Dale. I’ve never felt so strongly about anyone.

      “It’s overwhelming,” Jade says.

      I nod.

      “Things worked out for Talon and me in the end,” she continues. “But Dale is not Talon.”

      “I know that.”

      “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up. It may happen, and it may not.”

      I gulp back a sulking weep that threatens to rip from my throat. “I understand.”

      “Talon threw me out of the main house.” She shakes her head, smiling. “Like I said, we had a rocky start.”

      “He threw you out?”

      “He did. The memories are so vivid, things I haven’t thought about in decades.”

      “Why did he throw you out?”

      “I pushed him too hard.” She sighs. “Be careful, Ashley. Don’t make the same mistakes I did.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I knock loudly on the door of the cracker box house in the city. Dad and I stand on a concrete stoop that’s spalling and cracked in three places. The screen door hangs on one hinge.

      Whoever Floyd Jolly really is, he sucks at home maintenance.

      If this is even his home. Maybe he rents, though who’d rent this shack, I have no idea.

      I knock again. “Hello? Anybody home?”

      This time Dad knocks with me. We’re both pounding, and still no response.

      “Must not be home,” I say.

      “We’ll see.” He moves the screen door and turns the knob on the main door.

      It opens.

      “Dad…”

      He cracks the door. “Hello? Mr. Jolly?”

      An orange cat whisks by, hissing at us.

      Dad opens the door farther. “Hey, kitty. Anyone home?”

      “Dad, are you sure we should be doing this?”

      “No, but we’re going to do it anyway. If the man who lives here really is your natural father, we need to know if he’s here.”

      “He’s obviously not.”

      “Actually he probably is. People who aren’t home don’t usually leave their doors unlocked.” He moves into the small living area. “Mr. Jolly?”

      I inhale. Stale cigarette smoke. A glass ashtray overflows with butts, and a few more litter the worn brown carpeting that covers the floor.

      The cat jumps onto a vinyl recliner. She doesn’t hiss this time but regards us with a wary look.

      I walk into the small kitchen—

      “Shit. Dad, come quick!”

      A man lies passed out on the linoleum. A goose egg has erupted on his forehead. Beer cans clutter the floor.

      Is this dear old dad?

      He’s silver-haired. Maybe that means he was blond once. His eyes are closed. If they’re green… Does that mean…?

      “He’s loaded,” Dad says. “But we need to wake him up. Make sure he doesn’t have a concussion.”

      The cat walks in softly, sits down next to the man, and hisses again.

      “We’re not going to hurt him, kitty,” Dad says.

      My father using the word “kitty” twice in one day makes me want to chuckle.

      “I need to see his eyes, Dad,” I say.

      Dad kneels down and pushes the eyes open.

      Green.

      Fucking green. Clear green and bloodshot as hell.

      “Do you remember what color eyes your mother had?” Dad asks.

      “Light brown. I remember people mentioning Donny’s and my eyes a lot because they were so different from hers.”

      “Still doesn’t mean anything,” Dad says.

      “True. I’ll need a DNA test before I believe it.”

      “Absolutely. Come on. Help me get him up.”

      The man is big and tall, another bad sign. Donny and I are also tall and muscular. His face is lined with age, and his lips thin. Donny and I have full lips. A glimmer of hope spears into me.

      But it’s false hope.

      Already I know this.

      I’m looking at the man who sired me.

      And he’s a goddamned drunk.

      My gut churns with nausea.

      Dad and I get him into the living room and onto the couch.

      “He’s bashed his forehead pretty bad. He’ll have a scar for sure. At least the bleeding has stopped. He’s clotted. Get a wet rag from the kitchen.”

      I return to the kitchen. The only rag I find is soiled. Where’s the bathroom? I walk out of the kitchen and down a small hallway. I find an equally small bathroom. One washcloth hangs on a rack. It doesn’t look too clean either, but it’s better than the one in the kitchen. I turn on the faucet, dampen the rag, and walk back to the living area.

      “Here you go.” I hand the cloth to Dad.

      Dad wipes the crusty blood from the man’s forehead. His wound doesn’t look as bad once it’s cleaned, but sure enough, a jagged cut slices through the goose egg.

      “Hey.” Dad slaps his cheek. “Wake up.”

      A low belch emanates from him, and the acrid stench of beer and halitosis erupts into the air.

      “Damn.” I wave my hand in front of my nose.

      “Drunk as hell,” Dad says. “You want to stay here and try to wake him, and I’ll look for coffee?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll look for the coffee.” I head back into the kitchen.

      A coffee maker sits on the counter, but the kitchen houses no coffee that I can find. The best I can do is an old jar of instant coffee whose contents are hard as a rock. With a kitchen knife, I chop off enough of the brown rock to microwave a mugful of instant coffee.

      “He’s coming to,” Dad says when I return. “Sort of.”

      “Here’s the coffee. All he had was instant.”

      “It’ll do. Just set it on the table.” He continues to shake the man. “Come on, man. Wake up.”

      “Maybe get him into a sitting position,” I suggest.

      “Yeah. Good idea. Help me.”

      Together we move him so he’s sitting upright. His head moves from side to side, and finally, one eye opens.

      “Come on,” Dad says. “Wake up.”

      He looks at Dad. Then at me. Then at Dad again. “Where am I?”

      “Home, I assume,” Dad replies.

      “Then who am I?”

      “You tell us.”

      “I mean, who are you?” He moves one hand to his head. “Fuck. Head hurts.”

      “You gave yourself a hematoma,” Dad says.

      “What’s that?”

      I roll my eyes. “A bump on the head.” You moron.

      “How much did you drink?” Dad asks.

      “Don’t know.”

      “Judging from the cans in the kitchen,” I say, “at least a twelve pack.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Dad says. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you remember your name?” I ask impatiently.

      “Floyd. Now who the hell are you two?”

      “Your fucking guardian angels,” I say sarcastically.

      “Wha…?”

      “I don’t think you have a concussion,” Dad says. “You passed out from drinking and hit your head. You’re lucky. The swelling seems to be going down.”

      “Yeah. Whatever.”

      The cat jumps on his lap.

      “Hey, Poozles.”

      “Poozles?” I say.

      “Her name. Poozles.”

      Whatever. What do I care what the guy names his cat? But Poozles? Sheesh.

      Dad picks up the cup of coffee. “Here. Drink this.”

      Floyd takes a sip. “Hot!”

      “Sorry,” I say, though I’m not sorry at all.

      If this is indeed the man who fathered me—and I already know he is—then he’s not only a loser drunk, he also abandoned two children. Not that I ever believed my biological father would turn out to be some paragon of society. But this?

      “When’s the last time you cleaned this place?” I say, acid lacing my tone.

      “I don’t know. What does that matter?”

      “You’re living in a pigsty,” I say. “You’re probably not taking care of the cat either. You can be arrested for that.”

      “Poozles is fine.”

      Indeed, Poozles appears content in Floyd’s lap. Another thing that irks me. My father is a cat person. God.

      “What’s your last name, Floyd?” Dad asks.

      “Jolly. Now who the hell are you?”

      “Talon Steel, and this is my son Dale.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      I’m done playing games. I just want to get this shit over with.

      “We came to talk to you,” I say.

      “What for?”

      “Don’t play stupid.” I clear my throat. “You know exactly who I am. I’m your biological son.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      After a shower, I feel better. My eyes are still red and swollen from crying, which means I cannot, under any circumstances, see Dale today.

      No problem. He and Talon are apparently still in Grand Junction. Who knows when they’ll be home?

      Tomorrow, I begin my internship.

      If Dale knew what I’d been up to only hours ago, he’d refuse to work with me. And for good reason.

      Diana is gone, and I don’t know anyone else, despite having met every member of the family last night.

      After a light lunch with Jade, I decide to sit on the deck with a book. After perusing the large library in the house, I decide on Pride and Prejudice, an old favorite I haven’t read since high school.

      I open the book—

      I jerk when the French doors open.

      “Ashley,” Jade says, “you have a visitor.”

      Who would be coming to see me?

      Then Brock steps onto the deck. “Hey.”

      “Oh, hi.”

      “Some greeting,” he teases.

      “You want some iced tea?” Jade asks. “Lemonade?”

      “Lemonade would be great,” he says. “Thanks, Aunt Jade.”

      She walks back through the door and into the kitchen.

      “What are you reading?”

      Ever aware of my red and swollen eyelids—should I make some excuse about allergies?—I hold up the book. “Jane Austen.”

      “Ah. Romance.” He doesn’t mention my eyes.

      “Hardly. It’s a classic.” Though it’s also kind of a romance.

      “Interesting choice,” he says. “About a man who thinks everyone else is beneath him.”

      “You’ve read it?”

      “In college. English lit class.”

      “But you studied agriculture. At least I assume you did.”

      “Doesn’t mean I didn’t have a few general requirements.”

      “Oh.”

      “You didn’t have gen ed requirements for your degree?”

      “Yeah, of course I did, in undergrad. But I just figured agriculture—”

      “You figured why would I need to read Austen in order to raise beef?”

      “Kind of. Yeah.”

      “Why do you need to read Austen to make good wine?”

      He has a point. “In all fairness, I’m not interested in winemaking so much as wine tasting.”

      He smiles. “Right. I can see how Austen applies, then.”

      “Smartass.”

      “Can I talk you out of reading and coming with me instead?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Riding.”

      “Riding…what?”

      “My horse, of course. Mom says you can ride hers if you want. She’s real gentle.”

      “Your mom rides?”

      “Yeah. It’s not really her thing, but she rides every now and then.”

      “This may surprise you,” I say, “but I’ve never ridden a horse.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me at all, Cali girl.”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure I’m cut out for it.”

      “How do you know that if you’ve never tried?”

      I absently rub my rear end. “Trust me. I know. It’s sweet of you to ask, but I think I’ll pass.”

      “Okay. What do you want to do, then?”

      “You go ahead. I don’t want to ruin your plans.”

      “Riding is optional. I want to spend some time with you.”

      “Brock…”

      “I know. You don’t want to get involved. We can be friends, though. Right?”

      I smile. Actually, friends would be nice. Diana is gone, and she was the only friend I had here. “I’d like very much to be friends.”

      Jade returns with two glasses of lemonade.

      “You aren’t joining us?” I ask, hoping.

      “I figure I’ll leave you young people alone.”

      “Thanks, Auntie.” Brock takes the two glasses and hands one to me.

      “I’ll be inside if you need me.” She smiles and heads back in.

      I’m getting massively mixed signals from Jade. This morning she told me how Brock doesn’t hold a candle to Dale, and now she seems to be pushing us together.

      Funny thing is, she knows how I feel about Dale.

      So she must know he won’t be interested.

      An invisible fist punches my gut, leaving me without air.

      Funny. That same fist punched me when I first met Dale Steel, first heard him speak in that velvety red-wine voice.

      When he brushed his lips across mine two nights ago in his truck.

      He’s the man I want.

      I know it.

      Am I in love? I’m not sure, but I’m definitely in something.

      In lust?

      No. I’m well acquainted with lust, and that’s not what I feel for Dale. In passion? Maybe. He affects me like no other man has, and I’ve had a lot of men.

      A lot of men, but very few relationships.

      And with Dale, I want a relationship.

      I want it all. I want him.

      I take a sip of lemonade.

      I’m not giving up.

      Jade may think there’s no chance, but I’m going to prove her wrong.

      “So, friend,” I say to Brock, “tell me about what you do on the cattle ranch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Floyd stares at me, his eyes bulging and bloodshot. “You?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Trust me. I’m not thrilled about it either.”

      “Right. John Greene found you.”

      “He did.”

      “Damn him. He was supposed to bring the information to me.”

      “I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse,” I say.

      “Money? Of course. I can barely make ends meet, as you can see. I gave him my last hundred to find you and your brother. You do have a brother, right?”

      “I do. And we already have a father.” I nod to Dad.

      “What’re you doing here, then?”

      I open my mouth, but Dad speaks before I do.

      “We want to know what you want.”

      “I just want to find my kids.”

      “After thirty years?” I ask.

      “Yeah. I… I’m sorry about your mother.”

      “That was a long time ago,” I say.

      “Yeah. I didn’t know until recently.”

      “If you hadn’t abandoned my brother and me, you’d have known a long time ago.”

      “Now wait a minute.” Floyd tries to stand but stumbles and ends up back on the couch. “This is my house. I don’t have to be insulted in my own home. You two can get the fuck out.”

      “Gladly,” I say.

      “Just a minute, son.” Dad gestures to me to stay put.

      “What? First, I’ll never believe this loser is related to me until I see DNA that proves it.”

      But I don’t need DNA. I already know.

      “I agree.” Dad turns to Floyd. “Whether Dale is your son or not, there has to be a reason why you decided, at this late date, to try to find the sons you abandoned.”

      “Yeah, there is.”

      “What is it? Why now?”

      “I don’t fucking know.”

      “He’s still drunk, Dad,” I say. “We’re never going to get a straight answer out of him.”

      “There’s something I need to do,” Floyd says. “Amends I need to make.”

      “Amends?” I scoff. “Really?”

      “Amends to your mother.”

      “My mother has been dead for twenty-five years. You’re too fucking late. And you never gave a shit anyway.”

      “Never gave a shit? Man, I gave her two kids. Too pretty decent specimens, if your brother looks anything like you. Can’t say I’m surprised. Cheri was one hot little number.”

      “That’s it.” My curled fist makes contact with his jaw in a dull thud.

      “Easy, Dale,” Dad says. “He’s already got a head injury.”

      “Do I look like I care?”

      Except I do care. I want to know why he’s looking for us. Why now? Why not when we truly needed him? When some derelict dragged my little brother and me out of our home, gagged us, blindfolded us, kidnapped us…and did the unthinkable? Where was Daddy Dearest then?

      “I don’t care either, but I don’t want to see you brought up on an assault charge.”

      “Battery, Dad.”

      Dad smiles. “You’re right. Your mother and brother would have my ass for making that mistake.”

      “Yeah, I’ll call the cops,” Floyd says.

      “When they find out who you are and that you abandoned Dale, his brother, and their mother thirty years ago, no cop in the world would arrest my son.”

      “Don’t you mean my son?” Floyd says with a snarl.

      “Oh, it’s on now.” Anger roils up my spine. My muscles tense, my fingers curl into fists. I’m so ready to pummel this asshole.

      “Easy,” Dad says again. “You lost the right to play the father card long ago, Floyd. I’m his father.”

      “I can’t believe it. My sons were adopted by the Steels. My ship has come in!”

      “Man, Dad, I’ve got to pound on him. Come on. Just a little bit.”

      “Some things are a father’s prerogative.” My dad nails Floyd right in the nose.

      “Fuck!” Floyd’s eyes water. “You broke my nose!”

      “Consider that a preview,” Dad says.

      “I’ll call the—”

      “Call the cops. Yeah. Do it. After we tell them we rescued you from drowning in your own vomit, not to mention how you abandoned your kids, I think they’ll see it my way.”

      So Dad isn’t worried about battery charges after all. He wants me to keep my hands clean, but he’s willing to dirty his.

      That’s so much like my father. He’d do anything for me. For any of his children. All those years, Donny and I never felt “less than” for being adopted instead of natural, like Diana and Brianna. Dad was every bit as much ours as theirs.

      I’ve often wondered how I got so lucky.

      How Dad and Uncle Ry happened to rescue Donny and me that day.

      Why he and Mom decided to take us in.

      Because I could give you what you needed.

      Is that all there is to it?

      He said he’d tell me the whole story. That it’s time.

      But first we have to deal with Floyd Jolly.

      Dad takes the bathroom cloth I brought out earlier and hands it to Floyd to wipe his nose.

      “Hurts like a mother,” Floyd says.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Dad shakes his head. “My nose has been broken more times than I can count. Man up.”

      Man up. Interesting words. Anyone who abandons two kids will never be able to man up.

      At least he stops sulking.

      “All right,” Dad says. “First things first. We’re going to get a DNA test to determine whether you’re Dale’s biological father for sure.”

      “What about his brother?”

      “I had their DNA analyzed years ago. They’re full blood brothers. If you turn out to be Dale’s father, you’re also Donny’s.”

      “What’s the other one look like?”

      “A lot like Dale. Darker hair. Green eyes.”

      “Like mine. They have my eyes.”

      I scoff. Except that he’s right. We do have the same eyes. I’ve always liked my eyes. Until now.

      “It’s Sunday,” Dad says, “so we can’t get the DNA test until tomorrow. In the meantime, I guess we have to take him home with us to make sure he doesn’t skip out.”

      “Bring him to the ranch? Are you kidding, Dad?”

      “What other choice is there? This place is a sty.”

      “We put him in a hotel room.”

      “We could, but he could still run.”

      “Where the hell do you think I have to go?” Floyd says.

      Dad pulls out his phone. “I’m going to call your mother. Tell her we’re spending the night in the city.”

      “I can’t,” I say. “I’m supposed to work with Ashley tomorrow.”

      “Can’t Ryan take care of that?”

      Yeah, he can. I never asked to have an intern, and I don’t want one.

      But I want Ashley.

      I won’t let her down.

      God, is this me?

      “I’ve already started her training. I took her to the office yesterday and—”

      He gestures for me to stop. “It’s okay, Dale. Go home. I’ll order a ride and get him to a hotel and get him sobered up. You’ll have to come to town sometime tomorrow though to get your blood drawn. The earlier the better.”

      I sigh. “I’ll just stay here with you tonight. We can hit a lab first thing in the morning, and then we’ll drive home. All I have to do is ask Mom to take care of Penny and tell Ashley we’ll be starting later in the morning.”

      “Okay, that’s a plan. I’ll text your mother.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      At ten a.m., I stand in front of Dale’s guesthouse. I got a text from him last night saying we’d be starting later today.

      
        
        Ashley, it’s Dale. Meet me at

        my place at ten a.m. tomorrow.

        We’ll drive over together.

      

      

      Very succinct and to the point. Not that I expected him to compliment me on my oral skills, but an “I’m looking forward to it” might have been nice.

      I knock hesitantly. A few seconds later, the door opens. Dale stands there, wearing jeans and a black button-down shirt. His hair is unbound, as usual, and also as usual, he looks absolutely scrumptious.

      “Right on time,” he says. “Let’s go.”

      Okay. Not a “Good morning, nice to see you.” Not even a “Hi.”

      I have my work cut out for me. Penny pants at my heels, and I give her some quick pets on the head. Just seeing her reminds me of my horrible faux pas yesterday. Jade is keeping my secret, but I feel bad about that. Really bad.

      I follow Dale to his truck. Although I’m not expecting it, he opens the passenger door for me.

      Silence as we drive the half hour to the office.

      He parks the truck, gets out, and when I open the door, he’s standing at my side.

      “I have some paperwork to get to this morning. This afternoon, we’ll go watch the harvest.”

      “When do we make wine?” I ask.

      “We’re always making wine. Our tasting room is open this afternoon. From one to five on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.”

      “Oh!” I clamp my hand to my mouth. “Are we going to do a tasting?”

      “Uncle Ry does most of those.”

      “Why don’t you do them?”

      “It’s more his thing.”

      “Can we go? I’m dying to see a tasting.”

      Dale’s phone rings abruptly. “Hey, Uncle Ry,” he says.

      “Dale, where are you?”

      I widen my eyes. The phone’s on speaker. He doesn’t change it, so I assume he doesn’t mind if I hear what’s going on.

      “At the office. I’m going to show Ashley how to do some of the paperwork.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Get her over here to the winery. The paperwork can wait.”

      “Paperwork’s an important part of what we do.”

      “Sure it is, but we’re in the middle of harvest. Don’t bore her on her first day. Bring her over, the three of us will have some lunch, and then you can show her how to do a tasting.”

      I can’t help myself. I laugh out loud.

      “Hi, Ashley,” says Ryan via the speaker.

      “Hi, Mr. Steel.”

      “Ryan, please. Don’t let my nephew bore you on your first day. I expect to see both of you over at the winery in fifteen.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I can’t help saying.

      “Fine.” Dale’s lips form a straight line. “See you, Uncle Ry.”

      He glares at me with those gorgeous green eyes. “I guess you’re getting your way.”

      “My way? I want to learn everything.”

      “I mean you’ll be seeing a tasting today after all.”

      I don’t reply, but a smile spreads across my face. I can’t wait.
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      After a quick tour of the winemaking facility, which is smaller than I expected, we sit down to lunch. “We keep sandwich stuff in the fridge here,” Ryan says. “Of course we always have fruit and cheese on hand for the tastings. On some Fridays, we offer a lunch before the tasting, roast beef sandwiches made with Steel beef, of course, and fruit from our orchards.”

      “So all the business flows together,” I reply.

      “Exactly. My brothers and I all work together for the good of the entire ranch. My grandfather had a vision, and my father brought it to fruition. We keep it going.”

      “It’s amazing.” I take a drink of my bottled water. “When can I taste a western slope peach?”

      “How does today sound?” He rises, walks to a box on a nearby shelf, pulls out a peach, and tosses it to me.

      It’s huge, the size of a soft ball. And the aroma. My God. “Do you have a knife?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re a peeler like my nephew here.”

      “Sorry, I can’t eat anything fuzzy.”

      “She sounds like you, Dale.”

      Dale reddens slightly. So we have something in common other than wine. He doesn’t like peach fuzz either.

      Ryan brings a few knives over and hands another peach to Dale. Then he takes a juicy bite out of his own. “Nothing like it.”

      I slice my peach in two and then peel it. The peel comes off easily. Just a nick with the knife and I can pull it off. The flesh is tangerine orange, and the juices drizzle over my hand. I cut it into bite-size pieces and pop one into my mouth. The flavor explodes across my taste buds. Sweet fruity flavor with just a touch of acidity. And vibrant hot pink. As I suspected, the taste isn’t peach-colored.

      “What do you think?” Ryan asks.

      I swallow. “Delicious. I’ve never tasted anything like it. Do you ever make wines from your orchard fruit?”

      “I’ve made a few in my day, but Dale here is a purist.” Ryan laughs.

      “What’s wrong with thinking wine should be made with grapes?” Dale asks.

      “Not a thing,” Ryan says. “But what does it hurt to get creative once in a while?”

      “We’re a serious operation,” Dale says. “We make serious wine here.”

      “We make the best wine,” Ryan agrees. “But we also have the best fruit at our disposal.”

      “Do you have any of your fruit wines available?” I ask.

      “Just a few cases of Fuji apple that we bottled last year. Fruit wines need to be drunk young, as you probably know, so when I go that route, it’s a small bottling, and we try to sell all of it the season we release it.”

      “I’d love to try it.”

      Dale scoffs. “Would you, Doctor?”

      “Yeah, I absolutely would. I bet it’s delicious.”

      “It is,” Ryan says. “It’s not fine wine, but it’s not meant to be. It’s crisp and fun.”

      Fun. Dale needs some fun. Has he ever had fun in his life? At the party Saturday night, he didn’t talk to many people.

      “Tell you what. I’d like to sell off these last several cases. We’ll open a bottle at the tasting today.”

      “The tasting I’ll be doing?” Dale asks.

      “Yup. If you don’t want to pour the apple, Ashley here can do it.”

      I widen my eyes. “Really?”

      “The best way to learn is on the job,” Ryan says. “I’ve got our Rhône blend, our fine Cab, and our Cab Franc set out for today. Something different will complement those three well. You can take the Cab Franc and the apple. Dale can handle the Rhône and the Cab.”

      “This is so exciting!” I pop another piece of juicy peach into my mouth.

      Across from me, Dale looks anything but excited.

      Oh, well.

      I came here to learn, and that’s what I’ll do.

      Whether he likes it or not.
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          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I don’t actually mind doing tastings, but Ryan usually does them because he’s got the perfect personality for them. He’s jovial and full of life, and I’m…

      Well, I’m not.

      I’m an introvert. I’m not good at making small talk, and tastings require small talk. I’ve learned to compensate. Today, though, with Ashley and the feelings she evokes in me plus the added stress of waiting for the DNA blood test results, I’m going to have an even harder time.

      Ashley licks peach juice off her fingers.

      God. My groin tightens. Our peaches are the juiciest and sweetest, but Ashley’s pussy tastes even better. She continues licking her finger, and I remember her flavor on my fingers, on my tongue.

      How the hell am I going to get through this day? The next three months?

      Employees come in to prepare the tasting room.

      Ryan picks up his phone. “How many today, Stella?” Pause. “Fifteen? Great. Dale’s going to be doing the honors, along with our new intern.” He ends his call.

      “All right. You sure you don’t want to be around for this?” I ask him.

      “I actually have a phone conference,” he says, “so you were on the hook today anyway.”

      Great. Not that I mind. It’s part of the job, but I have to pour apple wine?

      Of course, I won’t be pouring it. Ashley will. “Have you ever done a tasting before?” I ask her.

      “Just in class, but I’ll do fine. Don’t worry.”

      “Let’s do a quick pour of all the wines so you can taste them before the customers get here.” I pull the bottles off the shelf at my right and grab a bottle of the apple out of the cooler. It needs to be poured cold.

      I uncork the apple first and insert the stainless-steel wine pourer. I grab a clean goblet, pour a portion, and hand it to Ashley. “Tell me what you think.”

      She holds the glass up to the light. “Nice color.”

      Looks like light pee, but whatever. “What else?”

      She swirls it in the glass and then inhales. “Nice nose. Apples and spring blossoms.”

      “See?” I say. “This is why I’m not into fruit wines. They only smell and taste like the fruit they’re made from.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” she demands.

      Ryan laughs. “I’ve got a conference to get to, so I’ll leave you two to battle it out.” He leaves the tasting room.

      I open my mouth and find I have no answer to Ashley’s question. So I make one up. “Because that’s not what wine is about. Wine is about bringing every nuance of the fruit into the glass. No one tastes a glass of Merlot and says, ‘This tastes like grapes.’”

      She laughs, and as much as I don’t want to, I smile. Her laugh is joyful. Infectious, even. Part of me wants to erupt into giggles with her.

      “You’re a handful,” she says, taking a sip of the wine.

      “I’m a handful? You’re the handful here.”

      She swallows the wine. “I’ve got the perfect word to describe this wine.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      She grins. “Apple-y.”

      I roll my eyes but say nothing because she’s right. The Fuji apple wine is nothing but apple-y. The apples that made this wine are my favorite of all Dad’s fruit, but they’re meant to be eaten, not fermented.

      “It’s fresh and crisp,” she continues. “Semi-dry, which I shouldn’t like, but I do.”

      So she doesn’t like sweet wine? Maybe she’s serious about wine after all. I stop myself from scoffing. Of course she’s serious. She’s getting a PhD in wine, for God’s sake.

      “Most fruit wines are made to the sweeter side,” I say.

      “I tasted a beautiful tart cherry wine once that was quite dry,” she says.

      “Really? I’ve never tasted a fruit wine that was dry enough for me.”

      “Probably because you turn your nose up at fruit wines.”

      Again, I say nothing. She’s not wrong.

      “Just because I’m getting a doctorate in oenology doesn’t mean I’m a wine snob.” She swirls the apple wine in her glass once more and then drinks the last of it, swallowing. “This is lovely. Is it fine wine? Of course not, but it has its place.”

      “And what place is that?”

      “I don’t know. A crawfish boil. A fish fry.”

      “A fish fry…maybe. A light red is perfect with a crawfish boil.”

      She stares at me intently. “Have you ever actually been to a crawfish boil?”

      “Have you?” I retort.

      She blushes. Adorably. “Well…no, actually.”

      Neither have I, but no reason to put that out there. I’ve been to a Cajun shrimp boil, though, and a Beaujolais-Villages was perfect.

      “Time to stop arguing. Our tasters are going to be here soon.” I quickly pour her a portion of the Cab Franc. “What do you think of this one?”

      She takes the glass and swirls the red liquid. “Nice nose. I can smell the oak it was aged in. Lovely. Earthy.”

      I nod.

      “I’m getting blackberries and green pepper, as well.”

      “Good.” Okay, she does know what she’s doing after all.

      She takes a sip and holds it in her mouth for a moment before she swallows. “Wow. Tannic. I can taste the tannins from the skins and from the oak. But it’s not too much. It’s…flirty.”

      “Flirty? I agree with you on the tannins, but what the hell does flirty mean? Is that a technical term that they teach you in doctor of wine school?”

      I expect her to get angry, but she doesn’t. Instead she smiles—a gorgeous smile that lights up her whole face. “Yes. Flirty means it dances across my tongue. It teases my tongue and throat. The tannins are bright rather than all-consuming. This is a versatile wine, Dale. Perfect with or without food.” She takes another sip. “Truly delicious. Plummy. Jammy, even. Medium-bodied but unforgettable.” She pauses once more. “This is unlike any Cab Franc I’ve ever tasted.”

      I hold back a smile, but I’m not sure why. “That’s because you’ve never tasted my Cab Franc before.”

      “This one’s yours?”

      I nod. “I personally believe that Cab Franc is underrated. I love it.”

      “I thought Syrah was your favorite.”

      “It is. But where Syrah is dark and smoky—lusty, as you’d say—Cab Franc is more versatile. As you said, it can be paired with food or not. Easily enjoyable when done right.”

      “Wait, wait, wait…” She sets down her wineglass and advances toward me. “Did you just give me a compliment?”

      Did I? I raise my eyebrows.

      “Don’t try to deny it. You said, ‘As you said, it can be paired with food or not.’”

      “That’s a compliment in your eyes?”

      “You agreed with me. It’s the best I’ve ever gotten out of you, so I’m taking it as a compliment.” She takes another step forward.

      My groin is on fire. Any closer, and—

      I grab her, bringing her to me in a sharp embrace as I crush my lips to hers.

      She parts her own instantly, and I swoop between them with my tongue. The tannins, the plum jam, the oak. All on her tongue and in her mouth, all touching her own sweetness.

      She kisses me back, entwining her tongue with mine, and a small moan escapes her throat and resonates into me.

      She tastes like heaven. Pure heaven, and—

      Footsteps clomp outside.

      Shit! The tasters. What time is it anyway?

      But, God, this kiss.

      I want it to go on forever. I could taste her forever. Kiss her mouth, her nipples, her pussy. Every part of her.

      I deepen the kiss, taking more of her—

      She breaks the kiss and pulls away. “They’re coming, I think.”

      Her lips are pink and swollen, even from the short kiss. Too damned short, but it was a hard kiss. An amazing kiss.

      A kiss I need more of.

      One of the workers knocks softly and then opens the door. “You guys ready in here?”

      “Sure,” I say, as nonchalantly as I can.

      Then I leave to greet our guests and bring them back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      My lips are still tingling. I touch them, and they seem to vibrate lightly under my fingertips.

      He kissed me.

      Dale kissed me.

      It didn’t last long, but it was even more amazing than his first kiss.

      He wants me. I felt it. Not just in the kiss but in his erection pushing against my belly.

      And God…I want him. I want him like I’ve never wanted anything.

      “We have a treat for you,” Dale says as he ushers the guests into the tasting room. “Only a few cases remain of our Fuji apple wine from last season. We’ll be tasting it today, along with three of our reds. Take a seat if you’d like, and help yourself to some cheese and fruit. You’ll need the cheese to cleanse your palate between each wine.”

      He’s smiling as he speaks. Dale Steel is smiling, and two young women, both blond, are hanging on every word.

      I have plenty of people skills. I use them when I need them.

      Apparently he spoke the truth.

      Jealousy rears its ugly green head.

      He’s smiling. Fucking smiling at these women! I can’t ever get him to smile.

      The other guests are mostly older. Middle age and one couple who look like grandparents.

      “This is Ashley White,” Dale says, gesturing to me. “She’ll be helping with the tasting today.”

      Am I supposed to say something? I’m not sure, so I nod.

      A couple more people straggle in.

      “Come in. Welcome,” Dale says. “I’m Dale Steel, the assistant winemaker. Come in and join us. Get some fruit and cheese.”

      The smile never leaves his face.

      Ryan said he needs to improve his people skills? Seems his people skills are just fine at the moment. Until I notice the tension in his jawline, almost as if he’s grinding his teeth when he’s not speaking.

      This is difficult for him. Probably as difficult as calling the apple wine a special treat for the tasters. He doesn’t consider it a treat at all, but he knows his job is to sell the last few cases of it. I have no doubt he’ll be successful.

      Once everyone has a plate of food, Dale nods to me. “Let’s start with the apple, Ashley.”

      I widen my eyes. He wants me to start? He’s not going to show me how tastings are done here by going first himself?

      I inhale a deep breath. I’m almost a doctor of oenology. I can do a tasting in my sleep. So why am I suddenly freaked out?

      Because I want to make a good impression on Dale. I want him to… Oh, God. I want him to like me. To respect me as an oenologist and sommelier.

      Fuck.

      I paste a smile on my face and hold up the bottle of Fuji apple wine. “I’m sure most of you are familiar with the top-notch apples and peaches grown here at Steel Acres.”

      Lots of nods and vocalizations, except for one of the blond girls.

      “Not really,” she says.

      “Our apples and peaches are award winning,” Dale intervenes, nodding at her plate that contains a slice of apple and several slices of peach. “Take a taste for yourself.”

      “Or don’t,” I say. “Let this gorgeous wine speak for itself.” I pour a tasting portion into a goblet with the Steel Vineyards logo on it and hand it to her. “Tell me what you think.”

      “Really?” she nearly squeals. “You want me to go first?”

      I fill several other goblets. “If you’d like to. Please, everyone else, take a glass. Swirl the wine around for a few seconds and then tell me what fragrances you smell.”

      Blondie number one walks over to Dale. “Will you help me?”

      “Of course.” He smiles.

      And I shoot daggers at her with my stare.

      She needs help smelling wine? No way will Dale fall for this flirty bullshit.

      “I like the aroma,” one of the tasters says. “Smells just like a fresh apple.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Fruit wines—other than grape of course—almost always mimic the fruits they’re made with, but try to dig deeper. See if you can catch some of the floral scents.”

      She nods and sticks her nose back into her glass. “Honeysuckle?” she asks.

      I smile at her. “Excellent. I’m also getting a touch of citrus. Anyone else?”

      Several nods and “mm-hmms.”

      “This is what we call a semi-dry wine,” I continue, “which means it’s on the sweeter side, but it’s not sugary at all. Go ahead and taste. Let me know what you think.”

      “Light and crisp,” a taster says.

      “Like an apple but not as sweet,” from another.

      “Mmm. I love it. This is perfect for a summer evening,” from an auburn-haired woman.

      “Yes,” I agree, even though we’re now in autumn. Maybe she’ll buy a case anyway.

      A middle-aged man shakes his head. “I’m not a fan.”

      “Oh?” I smile. “What don’t you like about it?”

      “It’s too simple. I didn’t come here to taste ornamental wine. I want to taste the famous Steel Syrah.”

      “I’m afraid we’re not tasting Syrah today, sir,” I say, “but I think you’ll love our Cab Franc. Unless you want to bring out the Syrah, Dale.”

      Dale looks up from Blondie at the mention of his name. “Sorry. What?”

      “This gentleman wants to try the Syrah,” I say, “but we’re not tasting it today. I think he’ll like the Cab Franc.”

      “Not a big Cab Franc fan,” he says.

      “You haven’t tried this Cab Franc,” Dale says, his tone not even slightly amused. “We’ll get to that one next.”

      The man nods, seemingly satisfied.

      “I love this,” Blondie gushes. “I’ll take three bottles.”

      Dale smiles. “Don’t you want to try the other wines before you decide what to buy?”

      “I can’t imagine I’ll like any of them as much as this.” She flutters her eyelashes.

      I smile, self-satisfied. In Dale’s eyes, she just made a huge error.

      “Would anyone like to try more of the apple?” I ask. “Otherwise, we’ll move on to the Cab Franc.”

      “I’d like another taste,” Blondie says.

      “Of course.” I approach her and pour another tasting portion.

      “More please?” she says.

      “This is a tasting, ma’am,” I say, well aware that I just called a woman who is likely younger than I am “ma’am.”

      “Yes,” she says, “and I’d like another taste.”

      Dale takes the bottle from me and pours her a couple ounces. “Of course.”

      Did I do something wrong? I’ve done tastings before in class and in labs. We always pour no more than an ounce. But this is practice, not theory. Blondie likes the apple wine, which should not endear her to Dale. However, he gives her what she wants.

      Dale hands the bottle back to me with a smile. I resist the urge to frown. This is stupid. I shouldn’t be getting sad because Dale is paying attention to a customer. That’s what we’re both supposed to be doing.

      The customer is always right.

      Those words were from the manager at the grocery store where I worked when I was in high school to help my mom pay bills. I’m not in a classroom here. I’m in a commercial setting, and part of my job is to sell this wine.

      I just made a big mistake. I know better. And I know exactly why I did it—because Dale is paying attention to Blondie.

      So immature. Nice job, Ashley.

      “Take a bite of cheese, everyone.” I set down the bottle of apple wine and pick up an already opened bottle of Cab Franc. “Cheese is a great palate cleanser. Save the fruit for after the tasting.”

      While the tasters munch on cheese, I pour tasting portions of the Cab Franc. Once all the jaws stop moving, I hold up the bottle.

      “I’ll be honest with you. I know a lot about wine. I’ve studied it in depth, and I’m almost done with my PhD in oenology.”

      “What’s oenology?”

      Oddly, the question doesn’t come from Blondie. It comes from the auburn-haired woman.

      “It’s not a word a lot of people are familiar with.” I smile. “It’s the study of wine.”

      “You can study wine?” This time from Blondie.

      “Yes. I have a master’s in oenology, and I’ve almost completed my doctorate.”

      I glance at Dale. His jaw is still tense. Not surprising, since I know how he feels about my doctorate of wine.

      “That’s fascinating,” the woman says. “I love wine and I always thought I knew a fair amount about it, but I had no idea there was actually a discipline related to wine.”

      “A lot of people don’t know that,” I say.

      “I’m too old to go back to college now,” she says. “I wish I’d known.”

      “There are a ton of online courses you can take,” I tell her. “Some from the world’s most famous sommeliers.”

      “Do you have an online course?”

      I laugh. “Goodness, no. Maybe someday, though. Is everyone ready to try the Cab Franc?”

      Syrah man smirks. “It’ll have to be exceptional to impress me.”

      “It is.” I smile. “And I should know. After all, I’m almost a doctor of wine.”

      He smiles, then, and I know I’ve won him over. He’ll like the wine. I hand him a glass and then distribute the Cab Franc to the others.

      “Swirl it around in the glass,” I say again. “This time, notice the color as well as the aroma. Red wines vary a lot in color. What do you notice about this one?”

      “What should we be looking for?” a quiet-until-now taster asks.

      “Good question. Let’s start with intensity.”

      “If by intensity you mean darkness,” Syrah man says, “this is lighter than a Syrah.”

      “Yes, it definitely is.” I pick up a glass and swirl the wine in it. “Notice the color doesn’t cling too much to the glass. The color is less intense than a darker wine, such as a Syrah or Zinfandel.”

      “You mean white Zinfandel?” Blondie says.

      God, please help me. “No. Zinfandel is a black grape. I’m talking about the red wine made from that grape.”

      “What’s white Zinfandel then?” she asks.

      Dale’s jaw tenses up again. If I had x-ray vision, I’m sure I’d see his teeth clenching.

      “White Zinfandel is a blush wine made from the Zinfandel grape. It’s made in a sweeter style than red Zinfandel.”

      “I love white Zin,” she says. “It’s almost as good as this apple wine.”

      Oh, God. Dale’s whole body is rigid now. He may very well explode on the spot.

      “Is a blush wine anything like a rosé?” another taster asks.

      I look toward Dale. He nods his head slightly. I take that as my cue to explain a little bit about pink wine.

      “All right. Let me go off the subject for a few minutes so I can answer this question. We’ll get back to the Franc in a minute. Does anybody know why some wines are white and others are red?”

      Syrah man jumps in. “Of course. White wine is made from white grapes, and red wine is made from red grapes, or black grapes as they’re sometimes called.”

      “You’re generally correct,” I say. “But you can make white wine from red grapes.”

      “How would you do that?” he asks.

      “You simply remove the skins before making the wine. The flesh of all grapes is white. This is common in sparkling wine. You often see a sparkling wine labeled blanc de noirs. That’s French for white of black. In other words, a white wine made from black grapes.”

      “Interesting. So that’s what those French words mean. I’ve seen them.”

      “Then you must be a fan of sparkling wine.”

      “Oh, yeah. Love the stuff.”

      “Then of course,” I continued, “we have pink wine, which is called rosé. This is where blush wines come in. The term blush originated a couple decades ago and was used to describe very light-pink wines that only had”—air quotes—“a blush of color. Later the term came to mean rosé wines that were sweeter in nature, like white zinfandel. Rosés are normally dry. Anyway, rosé wines are made with dark grapes that are crushed, and then the skins are only allowed to stay in contact with the juice for a little while. They can be refreshing and delicious, and because the skins are only in contact for a short time, they usually lack tannin.”

      “What’s tannin?” someone asks.

      I smile. “I’m glad you asked that, because it segues nicely back to the Cab Franc. We’ll touch on tannin when we taste the wine. Let’s get back to our discussion of color. After intensity, the next thing to look for is opacity. How opaque is this wine? Can you see through it at all?”

      Glasses swirl.

      “It doesn’t seem to be completely opaque,” one woman says.

      “Good,” I reply. “Cabernet Franc is traditionally lighter than a Cabernet Sauvignon or a Syrah. Take a look at the bottom of your glass. See anything there?”

      Murmurs of “no” flood the room.

      “That’s because this one is filtered. In unfiltered wines, you’ll see some sediment at the bottom. This is common in Italian wines and some French wines. Most wines made here in the US are filtered. Now, take a look at the actual color of the wine.”

      “It’s red!” Someone laughs.

      I join in the laughter. “There’s one in every crowd, folks. Look closer, though. It’s actually not red. It’s more of a maroon or burgundy. When you think of red, you think of a candy apple or a fire engine, right?”

      More laughter along with agreement.

      “Look at the color around the inside of the glass as opposed to the color in the center. Is there any difference?”

      “Is it a little lighter?” someone asks.

      “Yes, it is. The main value of the color is in the center. Does anyone see anything other than a dark red in this wine?”

      Negative murmurs.

      “Good job. There’s not a lot of differential in this particular wine color. As red wines age, though, you’ll typically see a little orange and a little brown. If any of you ever have the chance to try a fully aged Bordeaux from France or an aged fine Cab from California, take note of the color. It will look a lot different than this wine. Now let’s get back to the nose.”

      “The nose?” Blondie asks.

      “Yes. The nose is how we refer to the smell of the wine. With the apple wine, we found scents of apples, of course, along with honeysuckle and citrus. With red wines, however, you’re going to be able to discern a lot more fragrances. So swirl it in your glass, and then take a good long sniff.”

      “Blueberries.”

      “Or blackberries.”

      “Try to be more specific,” I say. “You’re saying blueberries, but I think you mean currants. Specifically black currants, also known as cassis.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever smelled a black currant,” the taster says.

      “I understand. Blueberries makes sense, if that’s the case. I’m also getting blackberries, as the other gentleman said. What else? Don’t limit yourself to fruit. Good red wine exhibits all kinds of fragrances, some not related to fruit at all.”

      “It’s got a spiciness to it,” Syrah man says. “Some black pepper, maybe?”

      “Very good. I definitely smell black pepper. What would you say if I told you I’m also getting a scent of green pepper?”

      Fourteen noses dip back into the goblets.

      “Maybe,” someone says. “I can almost smell green pepper.”

      “Does green pepper even have a smell?” Blondie asks.

      “Think of the smell of the taste of green pepper,” I say.

      She huffs. “That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

      Dale finally chimes in. “Actually, it makes perfect sense. Your sense of taste and sense of smell are intertwined. You know what green pepper tastes like, so think of that flavor as you smell the wine.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m just not getting it.”

      There goes the tension in Dale’s jaw again. “Much of wine tasting is subjective. Are any of the rest of you getting green pepper?”

      “I am. Definitely,” says Syrah man.

      Dale nods at him. “Good. What else are you getting, sir?”

      Dale is baiting him. Syrah man spoke unkindly of Cab Franc, and Dale wants to prove his Cab Franc is the best. I see this even if Syrah man doesn’t.

      “Tobacco, I think. And maybe some violets?” He sniffs the wine again. “This smells different than any Franc I’ve ever had.”

      A look of satisfaction crosses Dale’s beautiful features.

      “Wait until you taste it,” I say. “Cab Franc isn’t my favorite either, but this wine is to die for.”

      Dale winces at my use of “to die for.” I don’t care. The wine is to die for, and I may as well speak the language non-oenologists will understand.

      “All right,” I say. “Let’s taste this puppy.”

      Dale winces again.

      “As before, take a small amount and let it sit on your tongue for a few seconds before you swallow. Think about how it feels on your tongue as well as how it tastes. Think also about how it feels in the rest of your mouth. Contrary to popular belief, our taste buds are only a very small part of our sense of taste.”

      “It’s…light on my tongue,” a woman says.

      “Yes, common for Cabernet Franc. How about the tannins?”

      “What are tannins supposed to taste like?” someone asks.

      “It’s not a taste so much as a feeling,” I explain. “They’re going to feel dry in your mouth. Think about a very strong cup of tea and how it feels against your tongue. Those are tannins.”

      “I definitely feel the tannins,” Syrah man says. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but this is a lovely wine.”

      Another smirk of satisfaction from Dale.

      “Told you so, didn’t I?” I give him a wide smile. “What else are we tasting? Are you tasting the same things you smelled?”

      “I’m still getting blueberries,” says blueberry lady.

      “Good. I still think you’re tasting black currant, but since you’ve never actually had a black currant, blueberries are close.”

      “I never knew what tannins were,” another taster says, “but it’s part of what I like about red wine.”

      “You probably drink a lot of Cabernet Sauvignon,” I say.

      “Yes,” she says. “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “What else?” I ask. “Anyone getting blackberries? Plums? Black pepper?”

      “There’s a spiciness on the finish,” says Syrah man.

      “What’s the finish?” Blondie asks.

      “It’s the last impression of the wine,” I reply. “What you taste once you’ve swallowed it.”

      “Oh.” Blondie bats her eyes at Dale. “What do you think of this wine? Do you like it?”

      “That’s a loaded question.” I keep myself from erupting in laughter. “He made this wine.”

      “Oh!” Blondie smiles. “How wonderful. I absolutely love it.”

      Yeah, right. And if Dale said it was crap, she’d agree.

      I keep my mouth shut, though.

      Because frankly, I’m kicking this tasting’s ass. The tasters, other than Blondie, are responding to me. They’re learning, and they’re having fun. Already I know they’ll leave here with wine.

      I’m killing it.

      I shoot a satisfied grin toward Dale.
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      Damn.

      She’s good at this, and I have to follow her to do the other two wines—our top-of-the-line Cab and our Ruby, the Rhône blend, one of Uncle Ryan’s signature wines.

      “Would anyone like another taste of the Cab Franc?” Ashley asks.

      Several tasters hold their glasses up for a refill. Good. Ashley will continue to talk about the wine, giving me time to figure out how to top her performance. Of course, this isn’t a competition, so why do I feel the need to top her?

      Voices buzz around me as Ashley asks questions and the tasters respond. I don’t hear their words, only the din of noise. The young woman with blond hair stays within three feet of me at all times, sometimes whispering and giggling with her friend, also blond, and sometimes trying to talk to me.

      I’m not interested in her, and even if I were, she’s way too young for me. Of course, she’s twenty-one or older or she wouldn’t be able to come to the tasting. Ashley is only twenty-five. Also too young for me, so why can’t I get her out of my mind?

      Yes, my parents are ten years apart in age, and they met when they were the exact ages that Ashley and I are now.

      But I’m a mess. For the same reason that my little brother goes from woman to woman, I choose to stay out of relationships altogether. Donny is an extrovert to my introvert. Womanizing is easy for him, and as long as he’s never serious with any of them, he doesn’t have to try to make anything work for the long-term.

      Womanizing is not easy for me. The few flings I’ve had were fun, no doubt, but I never felt enough for any of them to consider working hard at a relationship.

      And I would have to work hard at any relationship.

      My father might have been able to make it work with my mother, but he didn’t have my background to contend with. He grew up on Steel Acres his whole life. Nothing happened to break him. He lived his whole life in privilege, and he didn’t have memories that plagued him for twenty-five years.

      Indeed, my father is a hero. During his time in the military, he was credited with saving six lives when his platoon was attacked by Iraqi insurgents.

      I could talk to my father about my developing feelings for Ashley. He would be receptive, encouraging even.

      But there are some things about my life that even my father will never understand. The only person who might hope to understand is my brother, and he has chosen to deal with his past in a different way.

      The tasters still mill around, asking Ashley questions. She answers each one, and she does so in a way that makes them happy and ready to buy wine. She shows her superior knowledge without talking down to them. She’s gifted. Truly gifted.

      I haven’t given her nearly enough credit. Instead, I berate her for using words like lusty and flirty, but those words speak to people who like wine but don’t have an intimate knowledge of it. In other words, customers.

      She’s good. She’s really good.

      Someone tugs on my shirtsleeve. It’s the blond woman.

      “Did you say your name is Dale?” she asks.

      “Yes.” I clear my throat. “Dale Steel. I’m the assistant winemaker.”

      “I just want to tell you again how much I love this wine.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is it true what she said? Did you really make this wine?”

      “Guilty.”

      “Wow. You’re amazing. By the way, my name is Katie.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I murmur.

      “My friend and I are driving into Snow Creek for dinner.”

      “Have a nice time.”

      “Could you recommend a good place to eat?” She pauses a moment. “Better yet, why don’t you join us? You can show us the best places.”

      She’s very pretty, and so is her friend. Donny or Brock would be all over this, but the thought of going to dinner with two strangers—albeit two attractive strangers—makes me want to break out in hives.

      Plus there’s a bigger reason I don’t want to go, and she’s finishing up the Cab Franc tasting at this very moment.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Katie, “but it’s my turn to lead the tasting of the next two wines.” I walk toward Ashley.

      “How’d I do, Coach?” she asks coyly.

      “Adequate,” I say, taking care to keep my voice monotone.

      “It will just kill you to give me a compliment, won’t it? Well, at least I got one before the tasting started.” She smiles sweetly and gestures to the other bottles of wine. “It’s all yours.”

      I nod, paste on my smile, and get ready to go into wine guru mode. I’ve perfected my fake personality over the years. I smile and I talk about wine. The wine talk is easy. The smiling not so much.

      Funny, though. For the last couple of days, since Ashley arrived, I find myself having to keep from smiling. Something about her tugs at the corners of my mouth, and I know enough about myself to realize it’s not just the passionate kisses.

      This woman touches something inside me—something I’ve never let anyone touch.

      My broken soul.

      I’ve been through therapy with the best, and I’ve learned to live with what happened to me all those years ago. I have a wonderful life and wonderful opportunities to fulfill my creative aspirations. I’m content. Yes, I still have the nightmares sometimes, but I accept them for what they are, for what they will always be. A link to my past that I can never change.

      Acceptance.

      The last stage of grief.

      I accepted long ago that those experiences changed me, almost at a molecular level. In some ways, I actually find myself embracing them, for without them, I wouldn’t be me.

      I wouldn’t be Dale Steel.

      Dale Steel is far from perfect, but he’s me, and I’ve learned to live with him.

      The status quo works for me. Bringing someone else into the mess inside me wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

      No matter how much I yearn for Ashley White.

      I clear my throat. I want to give her something, so I open my mouth to speak.

      “Ashley is our intern this season,” I say. “Let’s give her a round of applause. She’s great, isn’t she?”

      I steal a glance at Ashley, whose jaw has nearly dropped to the floor, while the tasters clap for her with enthusiasm.

      “She’s a tough act to follow,” I continue, “and I have about a tenth of her personality, but I’ll do my best to make the rest of the tasting entertaining for you.” I pick up the Ruby. “We’ve been making this wine since before I was born. When my uncle Ryan took over as master winemaker, he wanted to create a blend as close to a red Châteauneuf-du-Pape as possible. This has been one of our most popular wines since he introduced it, and we continuously improve on it with every bottling. We use the GSM blend—Grenache, Syrah, and Mourvèdre.”

      “Love me some Syrah!” says the gentleman who’s been talking about Syrah all afternoon.

      “You’ll definitely feel the Syrah in this blend,” I say.

      “Does this blend mimic the northern Rhône or the southern Rhône?” he asks.

      “That’s an excellent question. Châteauneuf-du-Pape comes from the southern Rhône region of France. Red wines from the northern Rhône area are made with mostly Syrah, so I imagine you would love them. Some of them are very age-worthy, such as Hermitage. Southern Rhône blends tend to be more drinkable when they’re younger. We age this wine in stainless-steel barrels for at least two years before bottling.”

      Ashley takes the lead and pours the wine into another set of clean goblets. She begins to distribute them.

      “Let’s start with color,” I say. “Ashley guided you through the color of the Cab Franc. Do you see any differences in this wine?”

      “Is it called Ruby because of its color?” Katie asks.

      “No. If you look closely, it’s darker than a Ruby. My uncle named it after his wife.”

      “It’s beautiful,” a woman says. “Like a clear garnet.”

      “Definitely,” says someone else. “I don’t think it’s lighter than the Cab Franc, just a slightly different hue.”

      “Swirl it around in the glass,” I say. “Does the color coat the sides of the glass?”

      “Maybe very slightly,” the man who likes Syrah says. “Just the slightest tinge of pink.”

      “Let’s go ahead and check out the nose,” I say. “What scents are you getting?”

      “It smells…red,” Katie says.

      “Colors don’t have smells,” someone huffs.

      “Oh, they can,” Ashley says. “Do you have synesthesia, Katie?”

      “Cinnamon what?” Katie asks.

      Ashley doesn’t laugh, which surprises me. Instead, “Synesthesia is a condition some people are born with where the senses cross. For example, I have synesthesia. For me, sounds have colors, and sometimes, colors have sound. Others with synesthesia see letters and numbers and colors. And though it’s rare, for some, smells have colors. Do smells have colors for you?”

      “I don’t really understand,” Katie says.

      “Then you probably don’t have synesthesia.” Ashley smiles. “Which means, when you say this wine smells red, you’re thinking of something else red that you’re smelling. What might that be?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe another red wine? The one we just smelled?”

      “To a novice,” Ashley says, “red wines can smell similar. Our job here is to help you discern the differences.”

      “Ashley’s right,” I say, expecting to feel reluctant about it but instead feeling a sense of pride. I’m proud of her. “Think about the aromas you associated with the Cab Franc. Do you smell them here?”

      “Cherry,” a woman says.

      “Excellent.” I smile. “This wine definitely has cherries on the nose. Anything else?”

      “Spice? Like cloves, maybe?”

      “Very good.” I nod. “Cinnamon, cloves, allspice. All very common fragrances with Rhône blends. Try digging a little deeper. Anything else?”

      “I’m getting a little bit of cardamom,” says the man who likes Syrah.

      Ashley nods. “I’m getting that as well.”

      “Haven’t you tasted this wine before?” he asks.

      “I haven’t. I just started my internship today.”

      “Really? You did an amazing job with the tasting.”

      Her cheeks pink slightly. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “Anything else? If not, we’ll move on to taste.” I swirl my glass once more. “Take a sip, and as Ashley instructed you earlier, let it sit on your tongue for a few seconds before swallowing.”

      “Oh, it’s delicious,” the woman says.

      “Yes,” someone else says. “It’s completely different from the Cab Franc. I love them both, though. I’m not sure I could say which one I like better.”

      “I like the Cab Franc better.” Katie beams at me.

      I give her a tense smile. From her facial expressions, I can tell that the only wine she’s truly liked so far is the Fuji apple. That’s the only one she committed to buying. She’s trying to get my attention, and she thinks stroking my ego is the key.

      I steal another glance at Ashley. She’s darting daggers at Katie with her eyes.

      I hold back a chuckle. Katie is no competition for Ashley. I’ve already made up my mind who I want.

      The only problem? I have no business bringing a bright light like Ashley White into my darkness.
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      Once we’re done tasting all four wines, a few other employees come in and take orders from the customers. Katie purchases a whole case of the apple, and, surprise of surprises, a whole case of the Cab Franc, Dale’s wine.

      I’d bet my weight in gold she can’t tell a Cab Franc from a Concord grape, but what the hell? It’s a sale, and I’m pleased. Sort of.

      Syrah man, whose name turns out to be Levi Jones, orders two cases of the Cab Franc and a case each of the Ruby and fine Cabernet Sauvignon.

      As an employee writes up his order, I smile at him.

      “I’m surprised you’re going for more of the Franc than the Ruby. The Syrah notes are very apparent in the blend.”

      “I have a ton of Syrah in my wine cellar,” he says. “You’ve definitely expanded my horizons today. This is the most interesting wine I’ve tasted in a long time.”

      “The credit goes to Dale,” I say. “This is his baby.”

      “Will you be helping to make the wines during your internship?”

      “I’ll be doing a little bit of everything,” I reply. “But my interests aren’t in winemaking so much as tasting and selling. I hope to eventually end up as a sommelier in a fine restaurant.”

      “I’m sure you will. How did you end up here at a boutique winery?”

      “You already know I’m a doctoral candidate in oenology. Ryan Steel, Dale’s uncle, did a lecture at UCLA over the summer, where I met his niece and she introduced me to him. He offered me an internship on the spot.”

      “Honestly, I think your talents are being wasted here. You should already be working at a restaurant.”

      “I want to finish my degree first. I’m lucky that I’ve gotten full rides during my entire college career.”

      “I’m not surprised. You’re an amazing talent.” He smiles. “I hope this isn’t too forward, but could I take you to dinner?”

      I regard him. He’s a nice-looking man, probably slightly older than Dale. His dark hair is cut short, and he has kind blue eyes and a handsome face.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “I won’t deny that I’m attracted to you, Ashley,” he says, “but that’s not my main reason for the invitation. My family owns a chain of fine steakhouses in Nebraska. We’re always looking for the best people.”

      “Oh?” My heart pounds slightly faster. “I do want to finish my education first, but I love to make any contacts that I can. Do you work at one of your restaurants?”

      He shakes his head and hands me a business card. “I’m the vice president of marketing for the company. Plus an amateur oenophile. I’m always looking for excellent wines to add to our wine lists. I think my family will love this Cab Franc.”

      Hmm. No harm in the platonic dinner date that could end up as a business contact. “I need to check with Dale to see what time we’ll be done here. Are you staying in Snow Creek?”

      “In Grand Junction, actually. There’s a new steakhouse I want to try, and I’d love to get your opinion on their wine list.”

      I’d much rather be having a candlelight dinner with Dale alone at his place, but that clearly isn’t happening. Levi is attractive and appears to be an excellent business contact. So why not?

      “I’ll need to go home and change.”

      “Where do you live?” he asks.

      “I’m actually staying with Dale’s mom and dad at their main ranch house. I can give you the address. But I still don’t know what time I’m going to be done here.”

      “Mr. Jones,” an employee interrupts us, “we’ve got your wine ready to pack into your car for you.”

      “Great, thank you,” Levi says. “Ashley, my cell phone number’s on the card. Give me a call or text, and let me know what time you’ll be ready for me to pick you up.”

      I smile and nod. “Sounds great. I’m looking forward to it.”

      He winks at me. “So am I.”

      The wink catches me off guard. Not that a guy has never winked at me before, but I find myself comparing Levi to Dale. Dale Steel will never wink at me. I’ve known him for only four days, but already I’m sure of that.

      I’m not interested in Levi. For all I know, he may be involved with someone else. He’s not wearing a wedding ring, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a significant other he’s been with for ten years.

      He leaves, leading the employee with his cases of wine on a dolly to his car.

      Now to talk to Dale.

      Except…where is he?

      Several of the other tasters are placing their orders, and a few already left. Katie’s friend is speaking to another taster.

      But where is Katie? She didn’t leave, not if she and her friend came together.

      No Dale, and no Katie.

      Completely circumstantial, but I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit. I turn to look for Dale, when a taster steps in front of me.

      “Could you help me?” she asks.

      “Of course. What can I do for you?”

      “My husband will kill me if I buy more than one case of wine, and I can’t make up my mind between the Cab Franc and the Rhône blend. Do you sell mixed cases?”

      “That’s a very good question. I’m assuming so, but this is my first day and I don’t actually know.” I tap an employee on the shoulder. “Excuse me, but can we sell a mixed case?”

      “Yes, of course. Give me a second while I finish up with this customer.”

      “Awesome, thank you. This gentleman will help you in a moment,” I say to the taster.

      “I really enjoyed today,” she says. “You have a real knack for this.”

      “It’s my passion,” I say.

      “Well, you chose correctly. You’re a natural.”

      I smile as my cheeks warm. “Thank you so much. You’ve just made my day.”

      I turn away. Now to find Dale. I actually have a good reason. I want to find out what time we’ll be finished for the day so I can contact Levi about our dinner date.

      Except it’s not really a dinner date. It’s a dinner…meeting? Sure, why not? I’ll call it that. Everyone seems to be taken care of by employees, so I leave the tasting room and walk through the building outside to the parking lot.

      Dale is loading Katie’s wine into her small red car. Now how did I know she’d have a red car? Not that I have anything against red cars. I love the color red. Especially the deep red of wine. Of Syrah.

      Of Dale Steel’s voice.

      I walk toward them. After all, I have a legitimate question. I need to know what time I’ll be done this evening. “Excuse me, Dale?”

      He lowers Ashley’s trunk cover and turns to me. Not smiling, of course. “Yeah?”

      “What time will we be done this evening?” I ask.

      “You got somewhere to be?”

      “Well… Yeah, I do.”

      “I see.”

      “One of the tasters wants to talk to me about his wine list. He wants to take me to some steakhouse in Grand Junction.”

      Dale’s cheeks redden. “I…uh…”

      Katie claps her hands together. “Does that mean you’ll be breaking your date with Dale?”

      My date with Dale? I keep my jaw from dropping. “Yeah, Dale… Sorry… But you know… It’s business and all.”

      “Perfect,” she exclaims. “Then you must have dinner with Lynette and me.”

      Dale’s green eyes glare at me, almost as if they’re independent from his body.

      He’s angry? He uses a fake date with me to get out of going to dinner with Katie, and he’s angry with me?

      Such bullshit.

      How long is Levi in town? Maybe I could meet with him tomorrow night. It would serve Dale right. I ought to make him keep his fake date with me. I sure as hell don’t want him going off with Katie and her friend. Of course, there’s safety in numbers. He can’t do much with Katie if her friend is along—

      Except that he can.

      I’ve had a few threesomes in my day, but Dale Steel? Already, I know he won’t go for that. Yeah, he has a Y chromosome, and yeah, he’s the hottest thing walking, but no. Oh, he’ll think about it. Every straight man in the world—and probably quite a few gay men—has thought about it at one time or another.

      Are Katie and Lynette into threesomes?

      I honestly don’t want to know.

      My heart softens. Levi might be able to give me some good business contacts, but right now, I have the chance to corral Dale into taking me to dinner.

      “You know,” I say, “I can easily rearrange my business meeting tonight. I really don’t want to miss our dinner date.” I paste on my fakest smile and even bat my eyes twice.

      Dale grabs my hand, fumbling. First he grasps my palm, and then he tries to entwine our fingers together but gives up, just fisting his own hand around my small one. “That’s great, Ashley. Sorry, Katie. I’m booked for tonight.”

      A few other tasters emerge from the building, Lynette among them. She walks toward us to Ashley’s car.

      “Did you find a good place to go to dinner?” she asks Katie.

      “Not exactly.” She heads to the driver side door. “We’re on our own. We’ll find something.” She gets into the car, as does Lynette.

      Once they’re on their way, Dale turns to me. “Thanks for the save.”

      “What save?”

      “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “All I know, Dale, is that you and I have a date for dinner tonight. Where are we going?”

      “Ashley…”

      “I don’t let men use me,” I say. “Ever.”

      “You have plans. You said you wanted to know when we were done this evening so that you could go to some business thing.”

      “True. Which I will now cancel.”

      “What kind of business thing could you possibly have anyway? You just moved here.”

      “Levi Jones—that’s the guy who likes Syrah—invited me to dinner in Grand Junction.”

      Dale’s jawline tenses, and he squeezes his fist around my hand.

      “Are you trying to crush my bones?”

      He lets go of my hand and drops it quickly. “Sorry.”

      “So where are we going?” I ask again.

      “Ashley…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t…date.”

      My heart drops a little, but his attitude is not entirely unexpected. “Okay. You do eat, though.”

      He sighs, shaking his head.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. So the only question is, where will we be dining this evening?”

      “I guess we could…go into Snow Creek— No. Where was that wine guy going to take you?”

      “I don’t know. He said it was a new steakhouse in Grand Junction, and he wanted to check out the wine list.”

      “Fine. Get the name of it from him, and that’s where we’ll go.”

      “Wait. Are you suggesting that I ask him where we’re going and then break the date?”

      “Breaking the date was your idea, Ashley.”

      “Au contraire, it was your idea. Right after you decided to use a fake date with me to get out of going out with Katie and her friend.”

      A smile—I think—tugs at the corners of Dale’s mouth. Is he amused? Or is he secretly glad to be going out with me tonight?

      “My brother would know just how to handle you,” he says, still shaking his head.

      “And you don’t?”

      “Fuck, Ashley.” He shakes his head yet again. “I don’t even know how to hold your damned hand.”

      He’s not wrong. He fumbled at it, eventually crushing my bones.

      “You knew what you were doing pretty well in your office. Remember?”

      His cheeks redden slightly, and his jaw tenses again. Yeah, he remembers.

      “That’s different,” he says.

      “How is it different?”

      “I know how to please a woman. I’ve been around the block a few times.”

      “Then how do you not know how to hold a woman’s hand?”

      He stares at me, his green eyes searing with fire. “Because I’ve never done it before.”
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      Because I’ve never done it before.

      The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. Fuck. What is she going to think now? I’m a thirty-five-year-old man who doesn’t know how to hold a woman’s hand. My confession shouldn’t surprise her, given my asinine attempt to grab her hand just minutes earlier.

      I’ve never actually dated anyone. Not seriously, anyway. Not someone I have feelings for. I’ve grown used to the fact over the years that I’ll probably never develop the kind of feelings for a woman that I’d need to pursue a long-term relationship. And I was okay with that.

      Until now. Ashley White intrigues me. Gets under my skin in a way I’m not prepared for. I’m not in love with her. A man doesn’t fall in love in less than a week. But God, something about her… She’s beautiful, yes. She’s smart. She’s funny. But I’ve known a lot of beautiful, smart, and funny women in my life. I never fell in love with any of them. I never wanted to.

      For the first time, though, I’m thinking thoughts I have no business thinking.

      Having feelings I have no business feeling.

      And the scariest thing? I like it. I like these thoughts and feelings that have no place in my world. I’m not satisfied just to fuck Ashley. Just to have her suck my dick and then go down on that sweet pussy of hers.

      No.

      I want to hold her hand. I want to start at the beginning and fall in love.

      “Fortnight,” Ashley says.

      I cock my head, those thoughts and feelings I don’t want damn near giving me goosebumps. “What?”

      “Fortnight. I just texted Levi. That’s the name of the steakhouse.”

      “Levi?”

      “Yeah. Levi Jones. I just told you. He’s the guy from the tasting who likes Syrah. Don’t you listen, Dale?”

      Yeah, I listen. Except when my thoughts are consumed with you.

      “He’s a good contact, Dale,” she continues. “He bought four cases of wine, and he’s the vice president of marketing for his family’s company that owns several high-end steakhouses. Maybe he’ll start serving your wines.”

      “At the moment, I don’t give a rat’s ass whether he ever serves my wine.”

      “But—”

      “That’s where we’ll go to dinner,” I say. “I’ll make a reservation at Fortnight.”

      “I just thought of something, though,” Ashley begins. “What if—”

      “What if what? What if he’s there?”

      “Well…yeah.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass,” I say again.

      She draws in a breath, bringing her pert breasts high on her chest. Those nipples… Damn.

      “All right. Fine. I’ll tell him I can’t make it tonight, and I hope we can get together another time.”

      I clench my jaw but say nothing.

      She fiddles with her phone. “Done.”

      “I need to get back inside,” I say. “See if there are any tasters who still need some help.”

      “Sure. I’ll come along.” She smiles and walks back into the building.

      Her legs are slender and shapely, and her ass… Damn. I’ve had my face between those gorgeous ass cheeks, my tongue inside her sweetness. Already, my groin is tightening.

      This isn’t my idea, I remind myself. It’s Ashley’s. She’s insisting I make good on the lie I told to get out of dinner with Katie and her friend.

      I’m frightened. Not frightened of going out with a woman, of course, but frightened of what I may be starting. What I want to start, but have no business starting.

      I sigh and follow Ashley back into the building while absently pulling my phone out of my pocket and searching for the Fortnight Steakhouse in Grand Junction.
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      We arrive at the steakhouse after a half-hour drive. The entire time, I was so very aware of her left hand sitting on top of her thigh. How I wanted to grab it and entwine my fingers with hers, feel her skin against mine in this most innocent of touches.

      I didn’t.

      I wasn’t kidding when I said I didn’t know how to hold her hand.

      I find a parking spot and stop the car. Without speaking, I get out and walk to the passenger door, but she’s already out. She looks radiant tonight in a red sundress and high-heeled sandals. I hope she’ll be warm enough.

      We walk together, though not touching, into the restaurant.

      “We have a reservation for two,” I tell the host. “Steel.”

      “Of course, Mr. Steel. We’re thrilled that you’re here tonight. I know our sommelier would love to have your opinion on his wine list.”

      “Are there any Steel wines on it?” I ask.

      “Yes, several.”

      “Then I’m sure it’s adequate.” I force a smile. “Maybe you’d like to ask the doctor here what she thinks?”

      “Doctor?” he says.

      Ashley laughs. “He’s just yanking your chain. I’m a doctoral candidate in oenology at UCLA, and I’m doing an internship at his winery.”

      The host lifts his eyebrows. “I didn’t know you could get a doctorate in oenology.”

      “Not a lot of universities offer it,” she says. “But I would love to talk to your sommelier about other things. I hope to work as a sommelier myself when I’m done with my education.”

      “I’ll send him right over.” He leads us to a secluded table for two.

      I’m not thrilled, and I’m also not upset. I desperately want to be alone with Ashley, and I just as desperately don’t want to.

      “I normally only give one wine list per table,” the host says, “but in this case, I’m going to give you both one. Since you’re both experts, of course.” He hands us each a red portfolio.

      “Oh, thank you.” Ashley gives him a dazzling smile.

      I simply nod.

      “Giselle will be with you in a moment. She’ll be taking care of you tonight. Our sommelier is Idris. I’ll send him right over too. I know he’ll want to meet both of you.”

      I barely have a chance to read the first couple of wine entries when a dark-haired gentleman—who’s way too handsome as he eyes Ashley—approaches us.

      “Mr. Steel, it’s an honor. I’m Idris Delcour, the sommelier.”

      “Very nice to meet you.”

      “And I understand you also know a lot about wine.” He smiles at Ashley.

      “Yes. I’m a doctoral candidate in oenology at UCLA.”

      “Really? That’s where I studied as well, though I only completed my master’s. I’m impressed.”

      Yeah, I bet he is. Only not with her education, but with her breasts, which he’s not so subtly checking out.

      “I’d offer a suggestion for you this evening,” Idris continues, “but two such experts hardly need my guidance. Do you have any questions about the list?”

      “I haven’t really had a chance to look at it yet,” Ashley says.

      “Of course. I’ll return in a few minutes. I’ll send Giselle over in case you want to order cocktails or appetizers.” He bows and leaves the table.

      Yes, he actually bows.

      “Is that what sommeliers are supposed to do?” I ask Ashley.

      “What? Ask us if we have questions? Of course.”

      “No. The bowing. What are we? Royalty?”

      She shakes her head with a chuckle. “Dale Steel is probably royalty in the wine world, but no. It’s just common courtesy. This is a fine restaurant.”

      “Are you going to bow when you work at a fine place like this?”

      “For God’s sake, Dale. First, he didn’t bow. He simply nodded his head.”

      “Looked like a bow to me.”

      “Maybe, but only slightly. It’s his way of saying he’s here to help us with our wine selection in any way.”

      “Yeah,” I say under my breath. “He’s willing to help us all right.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “He was staring at your tits,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “So?” she says. “It’s not like you’ve never stared at them.”

      She’s not wrong, but her comment annoys me.

      “He wasn’t rude or obnoxious about it, so let it go. Please.” She opens the wine list. “Nice selection of wines by the glass.” She flips to the next page.

      I frown and open my copy of the list. As much as I want to hate Idris Delcour, he’s put together a fantastic list, which includes three Steel wines. Impressive.

      Except I’m not impressed.

      I’ll never be impressed with any man who stares at Ashley’s breasts.

      A young woman with short dark hair approaches us. “Good evening, and welcome to Fortnight. I’m Giselle, and I’ll be taking care of you this evening.”

      “Hello, Giselle.” Ashley smiles.

      She smiles at Giselle exactly like she smiled at Idris. She’s just being herself. She wasn’t flirting with the handsome sommelier. So why am I freaking out?

      Giselle returns Ashley’s smile. “I see you’re perusing the wine list. If you have questions, I can send Idris over.”

      “We’ve already talked to Idris,” I say dryly. “We’d like a bottle of the Cristal.”

      Ashley’s eyes nearly pop out of her head.

      “And an order of the tuna tartare, to start,” I say.

      “Excellent choice.” Giselle scribbles on her pad. “Bernard will be bringing a basket of our homemade sourdough bread. Would you like still water or sparkling this evening?”

      “Still,” I reply.

      “Perfect. I’ll get this order in.”

      “Cristal?” Ashley whispers.

      “I’m in the mood for it.”

      “It’s so expensive!”

      “So?”

      I wince at myself. I’m showing off. Showing off because I’m jealous of a handsome sommelier and a middle-aged steakhouse man who previously asked Ashley to dinner. I already know Ashley has issues with my privilege, yet still I do it.

      Jealousy.

      It’s not an emotion I’ve felt before, but I recognize it instantly. My heart thuds against my sternum, and I resist the urge to clench my hands into fists. I draw in a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down.

      Jealousy is the fear of losing something or someone important to you.

      Ashley isn’t mine, so how can I lose her?

      God, get a grip, Dale. Act your fucking age.

      The busboy comes by with bread and water, and who is on his tail but Idris carrying the bottle of Cristal. Another busboy sets a stand and chilling bucket next to the table.

      “Excellent choice.” Idris shows the bottle first to me and then to Ashley. “Who will be tasting this evening?”

      “The lady will be.”

      Ashley’s eyes light up, and damn, she’s beautiful.

      “As you wish.” Idris expertly removes the cork.

      I stare at the cloud of condensation rising from the opening, as if a genie is going to appear from the bottle.

      “Excellent,” Ashley says. “Dale will scoff at me, but the word that comes to my mind is exuberant.”

      I widen my eyes. Staring at the mist of condensation, I missed Idris’s pour and Ashley’s sip.

      “I agree with exuberant,” he says.

      “Dale doesn’t like subjective terms like that,” she says. “He thinks they could mean anything.”

      “I concur,” Idris says.

      Ass kiss much?

      “But,” he continues, “I also think subjective adjectives give a clue to a person’s first impression of a wine. In that way, they work for me.”

      Yeah. I bet I know something else that will work for you. It’s at this table, but it’s not the champagne.

      “Calling a fine champagne exuberant isn’t exactly a selling point,” I offer.

      Ashley giggles. “In your opinion. But for you…” She tastes it once more. “It’s Bartlett pear and golden raisins, with a toastiness on the finish. Absolutely delicious.”

      “Excellent assessment. It will go well with the tuna tartare you ordered.” Idris turns to me. “Do you care to taste, Mr. Steel?”

      I shake my head. “I trust the lady’s judgment. Besides, I’m in the mood for something exuberant tonight.” I meet Idris’s gaze, raising one eyebrow.

      Hands off. She’s mine.
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      I tasted Cristal in class once, but that was the only time. It’s way out of my budget. I’m surprised at Dale’s choice. Cristal is more of a nightclub champagne than a dinner drink. If I knew he wanted a sparkler, I’d have guessed Dom Pérignon.

      Dale Steel never ceases to surprise me.

      Idris pours a flute for each of us and then places the bottle in the ice bucket. He nods again. Okay, that’s not a bow. Dale has most likely been to every fine restaurant in Colorado and has interacted with every sommelier. They all nod like that.

      What’s up with him?

      I sigh. I’ll never know what’s up with him, because he won’t let me in.

      I raise my glass. “To my first day on the job.”

      He nods and raises his glass, clinking it against mine. “You did well today.”

      I take a sip after our toast, my cheeks warming, and not from the champagne. My first instinct is to press him, make him spell out exactly what he liked about my performance, but already I know that will only make him clam up. I settle on a simple, “Thank you. I enjoyed the day.”

      “You have a knack for tasting. You’ll be a good sommelier.”

      Another compliment? This time my neck warms. Perhaps this evening has more possibilities than I originally thought.

      Giselle arrives with our appetizer. Thin slices of tuna sashimi alternating with toast points surround a ball of tartare.

      “What a lovely presentation,” I say. “What is the tartare mixed with?”

      “Avocado and radish sprouts with a touch of Kewpie mayonnaise and wasabi.” She smiles.

      “Kewpie mayonnaise?” I raise my eyebrows.

      “It’s a Japanese mayonnaise made with all egg yolks instead of the whole egg,” she says. “American chefs love it because of the rich umami flavor.”

      “Interesting.” I know all about flavor profiles through my study of wine. Umami is the savory flavor characterized by MSG. “Have you heard of it, Dale?”

      “Of course,” he replies. “I told you my interest in wine began with cooking.”

      “True, you did. I can’t wait to try this.”

      “Can I get you anything else right now?” Giselle asks. “Are you ready to order?”

      “Oh.” I warm again. “I’m afraid I haven’t even looked at the entrées. We’ve been focusing on our wine.”

      “We’ll need a few more minutes with the menu,” Dale says.

      “Not a problem. I’ll be back shortly.” Giselle smiles and then leaves the table.

      “I’ve never had tuna tartare before,” I say to Dale. “I assume you put some of it on a toast point?”

      He nods. “That’s how it’s meant to be, but I never stand on ceremony. Personally, I’ve been known to just take a forkful of the stuff. It’s delicious.”

      “I suppose it’s like sushi. Which I love.”

      “I suppose, except without the rice. More like sashimi. With a few things mixed in.”

      I take a toast point and spread some of the tartare onto it with my fork. “Like this?”

      “However you like.”

      I take a bite. Flavor explodes on my tongue. “Oh, wow,” I say with my mouth full. The creaminess of the raw tuna mixes with the umami of the mayonnaise and the zing of the radish sprouts. I let it sit in my mouth for a few seconds before I chew and swallow. My tastes don’t usually have colors, but I get a warm brown from the appetizer. “That’s amazing. I’ve never had anything quite like it.”

      “It’s a favorite of mine.” Then, just as he said he would, he takes a forkful of the tartare and closes his mouth around it.

      He shuts his eyes for a moment before he swallows.

      “You taste food the way I taste wine,” I say.

      “Why wouldn’t I? I enjoy food just as much as I enjoy wine. Gourmet food like this has many different flavor profiles. But even comfort food can be enjoyed this way. Food is sustenance, but it’s also one of life’s luxurious pleasures. At least in my opinion.”

      I can’t drag my gaze away as Dale takes another forkful of the tuna tartare, this time spreading it on a toast point. He brings it to his lips and takes a bite, pausing for a few seconds then swallowing and licking his lips.

      My God. This is like watching porn.

      I resist the urge to squirm in my chair, but already the flutter between my legs is nearly unbearable.

      Just from watching Dale Steel eat.

      And we have a whole dinner to go.

      I help myself to another toast point with tuna tartare, make quick work of it, and then take a sip of the Cristal.

      Wow. Dale and Idris were right. It complements the tuna tartare perfectly.

      After I take another sip, I pick up my menu. Giselle will be back for our order soon. “What do you recommend?” I ask Dale.

      “Nothing. This is a pretty new restaurant. I’ve never been here.”

      Right. Stop acting like an idiot, Ashley. I knew that. Levi told me.

      I shrug off my faux pas. “That’s right. I guess we’ll both go in blind, then.”

      “I imagine any of the beef dishes will be acceptable. I checked the place out after I got the name. Guess who supplies the beef?”

      “How many guesses do I get?” I smile flirtatiously.

      “Of course it depends on the chef, as well,” he continues. “But I’ve heard nothing but good things about the chef here.”

      “Since I’m living on your ranch, I’ll be eating a lot of Steel beef. Would it upset you if I ordered something else?”

      He smiles. A smile! “Order whatever you’d like. In fact, why don’t you choose our dinner wine?”

      “What about the Cristal?”

      “It’s delicious, of course, and it goes perfectly with our appetizer. But I don’t plan to drink sparkling wine with my dinner. Do you?”

      “I actually like sparkling wine with some things,” I say. “Lobster, for example. Chicken piccata. Any light fish.”

      “What if I order a porterhouse?”

      “I guess I just assumed… I mean, you ordered the champagne, so I figured you’d order an entrée that goes with it.”

      “I meant for the champagne to be a cocktail.”

      “But there’s half a bottle left.”

      “So?”

      “So it’s wasteful, Dale. This is an expensive bottle of wine, and I—”

      “I didn’t say I was done,” he says. “But even if I am, it doesn’t matter to me.”

      A warning siren sounds in my head. It’s so real and so loud that I have to stop myself from looking for it.

      Dale’s background is so unlike my own.

      “Your privilege is showing,” I say, looking back at my menu.

      He scoffs, not meeting my gaze. “You don’t know who you’re talking to.”

      “I don’t? I think I’m talking to a Steel heir. If that’s not privilege, I don’t know what—”

      “Damn it,” he says through clenched teeth. “I wasn’t always a Steel heir, or have you forgotten?”

      My mouth drops open.

      “But you told me—”

      I stop abruptly.

      He told me he never went to bed hungry.

      But that’s all I know. Plenty of other horrible things could have happened during his first ten years. Was he abused? Bullied? Beaten?

      I don’t know.

      So much I don’t know. What happened during those first ten years of Dale’s life?

      What happened that made him who he is?

      I want to know.

      And with just as much yearning, I don’t want to know.

      Because…

      What if it’s bad?

      What if it’s worse than living homeless and sometimes going to bed cold and hungry?

      And if it’s worse than that…

      It’s fucking horrible.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      I’m not usually wasteful. Waste disgusts me, to be honest. I could cork the Cristal and take the remainder home, but champagne isn’t like still wine. It doesn’t keep well even if recorked correctly.

      If we each drink another flute, the bottle will be close to empty. Not overly wasteful. I drink a lot of wine. I’m used to it. It’s my business. I can drink four or five glasses and still be lucid enough to drive. Of course, I’m also a big guy.

      Ashley’s not small, but she’s certainly not close to my size. Still, wine is her business too. She should be used to it.

      Privilege.

      A word that gnaws at me. I’m very privileged. I don’t deny it. In fact, I’m grateful every day for my good fortune. For the fact that Mom and Dad rescued Donny and me from a system that probably would have handed us over to a state home, and if we were lucky enough to be adopted, we might have been separated. A life without my brother isn’t a life I care to contemplate, even now.

      Dad not only rescued us from an orphanage, he rescued us from that horrible compound where we spent two months.

      Two months of beatings.

      Two months of rapes.

      Two months of starvation and emotional abuse.

      Two months that scar me to this day.

      Damn it.

      Those two months of my life that I can’t ever get back are seared into my soul forever. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about that horrid time in my life, how I took as much of it as I could to spare my little brother—Donny, who, at seven, was still a baby in so many ways. He still slept with a teddy bear at home.

      And she calls me privileged for suggesting we order another bottle of wine before we’ve finished the first.

      So much she assumes. So much she doesn’t know.

      I breathe in. Try to calm myself. Breathe out.

      No luck.

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      Her pretty blue eyes widen into circles. “What?”

      “I’m no longer hungry.”

      “But we—”

      With every ounce of willpower in my body, I stop myself from pounding my fist on the table. I mean every ounce. I pull my wallet out of my pocket, count out some money, and throw several hundred-dollar bills on the table. “Stay if you’d like. That should cover whatever you want to order plus a generous tip. I’m out of here.” I rise, shove my wallet back into my pocket, and leave the table.

      Follow me. Stay with me. Ask me what’s wrong.

      Except please don’t.

      Even if she follows me and asks, I won’t tell her.

      I’ll never tell anyone. Even during my years of serious therapy, some things I kept to myself. Some things I never revealed, not even to Dad or Aunt Mel.

      “How was everything, Mr. Steel?” the host asks as I swiftly walk toward the door.

      I don’t reply.

      I’m out the door.

      Out in the air. The fresh air. Except I’m in the city. I long for my vineyards. The fresh nocturnal air of my own special place.

      I grab at my hair. “Fuck!”

      “Dale…”

      Elation surges through every cell in my body.

      She followed me!

      What I wanted so badly!

      And what I didn’t want just as badly.

      Except that’s a lie.

      I don’t want to want it. I don’t want to want her.

      Ashley. My Ashley.

      But not my Ashley.

      “Well, hello there!” A male voice.

      I turn.

      And my heart plummets. It’s the guy from the tasting. Mr. Syrah. He bought four cases of wine. I should say hello. Thank him.

      Or pummel him.

      For the way he’s looking at my Ashley.

      “Levi…hi,” she says.

      I simply glare at the two of them from twenty feet away.

      “I thought you had plans with Dale,” he says.

      “I did. Or…do. He’s right there.” She nods toward me.

      “Oh. Hello, Mr. Steel.”

      I advance toward Ashley and take her arm more harshly than I mean to. “We’re leaving. Nice to see you again.”

      “Of course. You too. But before you go, what did you think of the wine list?”

      “It’s adequate.” I turn then toward my car, bringing Ashley with me.

      “Are you nuts?” she says. “That guy is interested in buying your wine for his steakhouses.”

      “So what? Why should I care about that when I’m privileged enough to leave half a bottle of Cristal at the table?”

      She opens her mouth but shuts it just as quickly.

      Good.

      I don’t want to listen to her voice at the moment—her voice that could melt the polar ice caps.

      No. Not tonight. Tonight I want to put her mouth to a different use. I push her against the driver’s side of my car and claim those ruby lips.

      She gasps but then parts her lips. I delve in. No gentleness. Not tonight. Tonight I’m angry. Tonight I’m needy. Tonight I’m jealous.

      Tonight I’m in a rage.

      I kiss her hard, wanting to bruise her lips, mark her as my own.

      Claim her and take her violently, because that’s how angry I am.

      I’m angry at Idris the sommelier.

      I’m angry at Levi Jones.

      I’m angry at Ashley.

      I’m angry at the world.

      I’m angry at my own circumstances.

      But most of all, I’m angry with myself.

      Angry because I’ve been so stupid as to fall in love with this woman—this woman I have no business wanting or having or loving.

      No fucking business at all.

      I kiss her harder, harder, harder, pushing my hard cock into her belly until she’s nearly flat against the car.

      Stop!

      Dale, please!

      I expect these words. I expect to be pushed away, yelled at, berated.

      But she doesn’t push me away. She doesn’t tell me to stop. No. She returns my kiss with equal rage and strength. Equal lust and passion.

      And that just spurs me on.

      I’m ready to lift her dress and take her right here in the Fortnight parking lot. Fuck her against my car, grab those luscious tits and squeeze them while I thrust into her heat.

      Fuck. I want it. I want it all.

      I’m ready. Ready to take her. Shove my cock so far into her that she’ll never recover.

      I’m crazy with lust. Insane with rage and passion.

      But I also need to fucking breathe.

      I pull away harshly.

      She wipes her hand across her swollen lips. “Dale…”

      “I need you,” I say, my voice as low as I’ve ever heard it. “If you don’t want me, do not get into my car.”

      “I do—”

      “I’m serious, Ashley. If you get in that car, we’re going straight to the Carlton to get a room, and I’m going to fuck you all night. So if you don’t want that, I swear to you, do not get into my car.”

      She smiles, her lips trembling. Then she walks to the passenger side of the car and touches the handle.

      “I mean it,” I say. “If you get into that car, I will fuck you.”

      “Please,” she says. “Please, Dale.”

      “No turning back. I swear to God I’m going to use you up tonight. This is your last chance to say no. Getting in that car is your consent, and damn it, I will hold you to it.”

      She opens the door and slides her gorgeous body into the passenger seat.

      So be it.

      I get in the car, start the engine, and drive four blocks to the Carlton. I hand the key fob to the valet and race inside the hotel, dragging Ashley with me. No line, thank God. It’s a Monday evening, after all. Who comes to a hotel on a Monday?

      A man who wants to fuck, that’s who.

      I get a room as quickly as possible, tapping my foot impatiently. We head to the elevator, get in, and—

      I can’t take it anymore. I grab Ashley and force her dress above her hips. “God, I can already smell you.”

      “Y-You can?”

      “Fuck, yes. You smell just like you did that day in the office. Ripe and apple-y. Wet and ready.”

      She lets out a nervous chuckle. “You said apple-y.”

      “Apple-y. Sweet. Musky. Exuberant. I don’t fucking care.” I drop to my knees in the elevator, push her panties aside, and shove my tongue into her.

      “God! Dale!”

      Her cream is as delicious as I remember. More delicious even, because this time the emotion bubbling through me adds to my yearning.

      Ding!

      The elevator stops. The door opens, and a man walks in. “Oh, God. Excuse me.”

      I stand and grab Ashley’s arm. Fuck. It’s not our floor.

      She’s red all over, from arousal or embarrassment, I’m not sure.

      Don’t care.

      Don’t fucking care about anything right now except getting my cock into Ashley. The elevator stops again, this time on the right floor.

      I grip her arm once more and lead her out of the elevator and to our room.

      I let the keycard hover over the lock.

      Nothing. Just the fucking flashing little red light.

      “Fuck!”

      “Easy.” Ashley takes the card from me and taps it against the lock. The green light flashes, and she opens the door.

      I’m so tense, taut as the strings on a freshly tuned violin. Tense and full of rage and ready to fuck this woman into the next century.

      She pulls me into the room, and the door swings shut behind us.

      I should ask her. Double-check to be sure she’s okay with this.

      But she pulls me toward her, her back against the door. “Kiss me.”

      I clamp my lips to hers once more, still full of rage, still full of lust. Our tongues duel as if we’re fighting a battle for life and love.

      And perhaps we are.

      Perhaps—

      My thoughts cease, and those feelings—those feelings I’ve let lie dormant for so long inside me—boil over. I deepen the kiss, try to get closer and closer to her…

      But this isn’t how to get close.

      Getting close means getting inside her.

      Now.

      Right fucking now.

      I lift her dress again and pull her panties down over her hips. Before I can tell her, she steps out of them and kicks them a few feet away.

      I unbuckle my pants and unzip them. My cock strains against my boxer briefs, and I free it, holding it tightly in my fist, my balls already tightening and tingling.

      I hoist Ashley in the air and set her down on my cock, thrusting into her against the wall.

      Peace.

      The rage and anger and lust and passion culminate into peace.

      Except this peace is anything but peaceful. It’s the happy chaos after a war has ended.

      A war I was fighting in my own mind.

      Which makes me realize it isn’t actually peace at all. She’s awakened something in me—something I’m not quite ready to face.

      An awakening masquerading as peace, until its true nature is revealed.

      An awakening can be a walk through hell. That’s the chaos. The chaos of finding something I never knew I wanted…and knowing what it will cost.

      Finding something that will destroy the walls I’ve come to depend on. The walls I’ve surrounded myself with for so long. The walls I only let topple when I’m alone in the vineyards, and even then, they’ve never tumbled all the way down.

      Fuck.

      A walk through hell.

      That’s where my life is headed now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      He’s so huge, but he burns through me as though he was always meant to be there. He fucks me with his whole body.

      He thrusts.

      He thrusts.

      He thrusts.

      My back scrapes against the door, but I don’t care. I don’t care if he abrades my entire layer of skin, as long as he keeps fucking me.

      Fucking me hard.

      Fucking me fast.

      He pants and grunts, sweat emerging on his brow. He grips my buttocks, holding me in place, and his corded muscles tense with each movement.

      His pants and briefs are midway down his thighs, which should hamper his movement.

      But not Dale.

      He pushes all the way inside me until his huge cock is completely embedded in me.

      I can’t think.

      I’ve been with so many men, but never has one left me completely devoid of thought.

      Only raw emotion courses through me—need, lust, pure aching want.

      “Dale,” I moan softly. “Yes, Dale. Yes.”

      He thrusts harder, harder, pushing against my clit and sending sparks hurtling through my body.

      I’m close. So close, and—

      “Dale! God!”

      The climax explodes in my pussy and radiates out from my core to every nerve in my arms and legs, fingers and toes. My whole body tingles as I rise into a foggy high the color of Syrah wine.

      The burgundy red envelops me, becomes almost visible as a bubble surrounding us.

      And when he releases inside me, giving himself to me, the hue darkens, deepens, yet becomes even more vivid.

      It’s a paradox of color and emotion.

      And I’m in ecstasy.

      Pure ecstasy.

      A climax like never before.

      A climax that seems almost impossible in its fierceness and strength.

      A climax I know I’ll never forget.

      A climax I’ll want again and again.

      “Fuck, Ashley,” he groans. “Fuck!”

      He stays embedded inside me, still holding me against the door, for a second or an hour. I’m not sure, as time seems suspended. Suspended in the garnet haze of our lust.

      Breaths. Rapid huffs of air. Sweat. Drops of beaded sweat. His grasp so tight on my ass. Will he leave a mark? I don’t care.

      That’s a lie. I do care. I want the mark. I want to be branded like one of the Steel cattle. Dale’s mark on me.

      Still, he stays inside me.

      Still, he pants, holding my hips and ass, until he lowers his head and takes my lips.

      It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s not a kiss of release.

      God, no.

      It’s a kiss of what’s to come.

      And I can’t wait.

      I meet his tongue with my own, and we thrash and moan as we kiss each other hard, our lips sliding together.

      He bites my lower lip, and then I bite his. He swirls his tongue over my chin and around my mouth before diving back in.

      No turning back. I swear to God I’m going to use you up tonight. This is your last chance to say no. Getting in that car is your consent, and damn it, I will hold you to it.

      His words—the words he hoped would scare me away but instead turned me on.

      No. Turned me on is too tame.

      His words inflamed me. Lit a fire in my loins like nothing I’ve ever known.

      Gentle? Who the hell needs gentle?

      I only need Dale Steel, and I’ll take him as he is.

      He deepens the kiss. Our mouths are now fused together, our tongues banging against the inside of our mouths. I breathe as best I can through my nose, the whiffs of air from him like a mini-hurricane against my cheek.

      He’s no longer inside me, and now we’re moving. Moving toward the bed in tiny steps because Dale still has his pants around his knees. He holds me in his strong arms, and I wrap my legs around his waist. Finally, he sets me—more gently than I expect—on the edge of the bed.

      He pulls his boots off and then gets rid of his pants, underwear, and socks lightning fast. Then his shirt.

      And I see him.

      For the first time, I truly see him—naked and splendid and fucking majestic.

      He’s a god.

      I never doubted it, but to actually experience Dale Steel in all his glory takes my breath away.

      Literally.

      I gasp, sucking a balloon of air into my lungs.

      He’s that resplendent.

      “Take off your dress, Ashley.”

      That voice. That gorgeous red-wine voice. The color surrounds me, infuses me, and I know, at that moment, that I’ll do whatever he asks. Whatever he wants.

      My dress is still around my waist, so I lift it over my head and toss it onto the floor. My boobs wiggle free. No bra. My plan to hold the girls captive while here went with the wind the minute I decided on this dress.

      This time he sucks in a breath.

      I tingle all over, my body still shaking from the explosive orgasm. Dale’s hard again. I can’t even believe it, but he is, and that majestic cock jutting out from his blond bush is an amazing sight indeed. A sight I’ll never tire of.

      He’s a god. A Dionysus that looks like Adonis, come down to pluck me like he plucks grapes from his vines.

      And I can’t fucking wait.

      He gazes at my pussy, a strip of hair several shades darker than the hair on my head. Does he like it bare? I’ll run to the bathroom and shave if he tells me to. Anything to please him.

      Freaking anything.

      All he has to do is ask.

      Hell, he doesn’t have to ask.

      He can command me. Demand anything, and I’ll obey.

      And I’ll never regret it.

      Even if he never talks to me again after this night.

      “Fuck, Ashley.” He grits his teeth, his jawline rigid, even more so than usual.

      “What?” I say breathlessly.

      “I swear to God…”

      “What?” More emphatic this time.

      “If I have to walk through hell, you’re coming with me.”

      What? His words ring in my mind as I try to make sense of them through the burgundy haze.

      His voice. His husky and beautiful and garnet-tinged voice…

      “I fucking swear.” He pushes me down on the bed so I’m lying on my back, and he hovers over me, his gaze penetrating mine. “It’s all chaos. Pure chaos.”

      Chaos? What does he mean?

      I open my mouth to ask, my body still thrumming from the orgasm and from his nearness, but he crushes his lips to mine in a fiery kiss.

      His lips and tongue are still tinged with the sweetness of the tuna tartare, the spiciness of the wasabi, and the toastiness of the Cristal. And then the flavor of Dale himself—that irresistible mixture of darkness and delight.

      How he’d hate that description! He’d call it subjective, but I can’t describe it any more vividly.

      Darkness.

      Delight.

      Dale Steel.

      The three are synonymous in my mind.

      If this is a walk through hell, then may I burn.

      He breaks our kiss and inhales a deep breath. Our gazes lock, and his eyes blaze with the fire of hot lava, the perfect green of Helenite from Mt. St. Helen’s. Music plays in my mind—vivid green music of violins and clarinets.

      He stares, his lips parted, and for a moment, I think he might speak, might veil me in the garnet cloak of his voice, but instead, he lowers his head and takes one of my nipples between his lips.

      “Oh, God,” I moan.

      My nipples are no strangers to a man’s lips, but Dale’s lips are in a class by themselves. Sparks shoot through me and gravitate swiftly to my pussy, culminating in my clit.

      With each tug of his lips, my clit throbs, and for a second, I wonder if I can come just from his mouth on my breasts.

      His fingers find the other nipple, and he pinches it gently. And then…not so gently.

      I’m on fire. I’m bursting into flames, my hips undulating on their own. I thrust upward, searching.

      Searching for what I crave. Anything to fill that achingly empty void inside me. That void he filled so completely when we fucked against the door.

      Still, he concentrates on my nipples, and as much as I want him in other places, I can’t bear the thought of him leaving my breasts.

      As if reading my mind, though, he slides his free hand down my body, caressing my side and hip and then swirling a finger through my folds. I gasp as he circles my clit once, twice, and then jams two fingers into my pussy.

      “Dale!” I push upward, trying to get his fingers farther and farther into me. He circles them inside me, slides them, glides them, all while continuing his rapturous assault on my nipples.

      I’m wet. So wet and ready for him to push his hard cock back into me. For him to use me as he threatened.

      Only it wasn’t a threat.

      It was a promise—a promise I yearn for him to fulfill.

      For though he gave me a good hard fuck, I’m far from used up.

      And the night has just begun.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      Her walls clamp around my fingers, those same walls that hugged my cock so perfectly only moments earlier.

      My cock.

      Damn. I want her again, and I—

      Fuck.

      I let her nipple drop and withdraw my fingers.

      A soft whimper curls out of her throat. “Dale?”

      “Please tell me you’re on the pill.”

      “Yeah. I would’ve stopped you if—”

      “Clean?”

      “Yeah. Absolutely.”

      “So am I. Why didn’t you ask?”

      “Because you wouldn’t have fucked me if you weren’t.”

      I cock my head. “Really? Are you always so certain?”

      She cocks her head this time. “No, I’m not.”

      “Then why were you so certain about me?”

      “Because…” She shrugs. “I just am. I mean…you didn’t know how to hold my hand.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’ve never fucked a woman before.”

      “I know. I just… There’s something about you, Dale. You’re never going to put someone in harm’s way. I just know that.”

      “How?”

      “From stuff Diana’s said. From the way you take care of your dog, tend to your vines. You care, Dale.”

      She’s not wrong. Even the casual fucks I’ve had, I’ve made sure to keep the woman safe, even if I didn’t truly care for her.

      If I can help it, I’ll never see another living thing suffer.

      Not after what I had to endure.

      Have I ruined the moment?

      My hard dick and her slick pussy convince me I haven’t.

      I still yearn for her. Still need her. Still ache for her to silence the demons within me.

      The awakening. The chaos.

      It’s like being trapped in a funhouse with no escape.

      And I don’t want to escape.

      No. I only want to fuck her until dawn.

      I thrust my cock back into her beautiful pussy.

      Yes, I wanted to taste her again. Eat her cream until she screams for me to stop. But I couldn’t wait. Had to have her once more.

      “We have all night,” I say, more to myself than to her.

      “Yes.” She sighs softly. “All night. You feel so good inside me, Dale.”

      “Fuck.” I let out a long groan. “I’m going to fuck your sweet body all night, Doctor. All fucking night.”

      I slide in and out of her again and again, and then I withdraw, flip her over, and pound into her from behind. That gorgeous rosy ass beckons, and I grip her tightly, still thrusting quicker and quicker.

      This is far from a walk through hell. No, that will come later. This is heaven. Pure heaven. Paradise itself can’t be any better than Ashley’s sweet body welcoming me. Letting me in.

      Loving me.

      Love.

      That all-encompassing fucked-up word.

      I love this woman. This woman I’ve known less than a week. Will I tell her? Hell, no. Because this is a one-night engagement, and I’m a one-trick pony.

      I don’t do love.

      I don’t do relationships.

      I don’t even know how to hold her fucking hand.

      But God, I know how to fuck her. To pound into her and sate my deepest desires. She’s milking me, and I’m ready to come again.

      “Fuck, Ashley,” I say through clenched teeth. “Come. Come for me.”

      “Almost. There,” she says, her voice muffled because her face is crushed into the comforter. “You feel so good inside me. Like a flame. A flame of wildfire.”

      “I can’t…” I pant. “I’m going to come, Ashley. I’m going to—”

      “Dale!” She clamps around me, her climax contracting her walls and milking me with just the right squeeze.

      I release into her body.

      Into her.

      I love you.

      The words play in my mind like a broken record.

      I love you.

      I love you.

      I love you.

      The climax flows from my balls and cock throughout my body, zinging through me at laser speed.

      Damn the peace.

      Damn the chaos.

      Damn the awakening.

      And I’m not even close to done.

      I grab a handful of Ashley’s blond locks and pull, trying to get even deeper inside her as my release begins to fade.

      To fade.

      And I don’t want it to fade.

      I want it to go on and on and on. Forever.

      I never want to be outside this woman’s body.

      And it’s frightening.

      I haven’t been this scared in a long time.

      Not since that fateful day twenty-five years ago.

      God help me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      Dreams of old-vine Syrah—the taste, the aroma, the sound of Dale’s deep and delicious voice.

      I’m sated, so sated, enrobed in warmth and contentment, my body and heart full, so full.

      Something warm touches my forehead, and though I’m still awash in alpha waves and that dreamlike state right before awakening, I open my eyes.

      It’s a bright ray from the sun streaming through the smallest opening between the drapes.

      Where am I?

      Right. The Carlton Hotel. With Dale.

      I smile and close my eyes once more, letting one hand wander to the other side of the bed. I want to touch his skin again, pull him toward me and make love.

      God. Last night.

      After the second time, we rolled over to rest a little before beginning again.

      Except again never came.

      We fell asleep, our toes touching.

      When my hand finds nothing, I stretch my leg, searching for his feet.

      Then I sit up abruptly.

      He’s gone. Dale is gone.

      He’s probably just in the bathroom. After all, he swore he’d use me until I couldn’t move. So we fell asleep. We fucked hard twice. He was no doubt exhausted. We’ll finish this morning.

      I rise from the bed and pad toward the bathroom. The door is closed, so I knock. “Dale?”

      No answer. I turn the knob slowly and open the door.

      “Dale?” I say again.

      Okay. He went down to the lobby to get coffee.

      Except a coffee machine sits in the room, blaring at me like an ambulance siren.

      I scan the room.

      His clothes. Gone.

      His key fob. Gone.

      Dale.

      Gone.

      Only then do I see the hundred-dollar bills on the night table. Two of them, along with a note scribbled on the hotel notepad.

      
        
        This will get you back to the ranch. Take today off.

        

        Dale

        

      

      Money left on the nightstand.

      So fucking cliché.

      I should be angry.

      I’m not.

      I should be hurt.

      I’m not.

      I should be disappointed.

      I’m not.

      Oh, I will be.

      I’ll be all of those things, and soon.

      But not now.

      For once, all my senses are silent, and I’m an empty shell.

      Now, I’m only numb.

      Numb…and in love.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Dale

        

      

    

    
      The sun rises over the Rockies and casts light on my vines.

      I won’t stay long.

      I have to get home to feed Penny and let her out.

      But for a moment, this is where I need to be.

      Away from the chaos.

      Away from the fear.

      I let her in.

      I fucking let her in.

      What’s worse? She let me in.

      Now, I have to hurt her, and though I’d rather burn in flames from the inside out than hurt Ashley White—the woman I love—I have no choice. It can’t be avoided. Once you’re steering toward the cliff, it’s too late to stop the catastrophe.

      She awakened me.

      Made me want something I have no business wanting, made me want to confront the demons hiding somewhere inside me.

      She awakened emotions left dormant for decades.

      And though it led to the best and most profound moment of my life, the price is too high. Far too high.

      For I know the truth. The problem with letting the good out is that the bad must come along for the ride. There’s no escape.

      The monster inside me is loose now. Loose in the midst of the chaos.

      And I’m on that ride into hell.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Awakened. If you want to find out about my current backlist and future releases, please like my Facebook page and join my mailing list: http://helenhardt.com/signup/. I often do giveaways. If you’re a fan and would like to join my street team to help spread the word about my books, you can do so here. I regularly do awesome giveaways for my street team members.

      If you enjoyed the story, please take the time to leave a review on a site like Amazon or Goodreads. I welcome all feedback.

      I wish you all the best!

      Helen
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      When I was in high school in 1980, Teri DeSario and K.C. released a pop song called “Yes, I’m ready.” I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a cover of a track released in 1965 by Barbara Mason. It tells the story of two people who fall in love but don’t know how to love each other. When I created the story of Dale and Ashley, this song played in my mind. Dale, the loner, who has limited experience with women because of his past, knows how to do the deed but not how to do the little things. Ashley, a young woman with a lot of sexual experience, doesn’t know how to love a man like Dale, who’s so different from what she’s used to. Yet they fall in love, and though they haven’t quite learned how to love each other yet, they will.

      I loved writing this story. Sometimes, a story rushes out almost on its own. Craving was like that. So was Breathless. And now Awakened. Ashley and Dale flew out of my fingers and onto the pages with such ease. This doesn’t happen often, and I embrace it when it does. There are a few parallels with the original Steels, Talon and Jade, but Dale and Ashley’s story is very much their own.

      Awakened means a lot to me for another reason as well. This is the last book that benefited my from personal editor, Celina Summers. Celina passed away suddenly mere weeks ago, and I already miss her. She was a gifted writer and editor, and she had a hand in nearly all my books since 2009. I learned a lot from her, and she’s a light gone from this world too soon. Thank you for everything, Celina. May you rest in peace.
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      Thanks also to the women and men of Hardt and Soul. Your endless and unwavering support keeps me going.

      To my family and friends, thank you for your encouragement. Special shout out to Dean—aka Mr. Hardt—and our amazing sons, Eric and Grant.

      Thank you most of all to my readers. Without you, none of this would be possible.

      Dale and Ashley will return soon in Cherished.
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