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      Gracie is a mail carrier in Hollow Oak and knows everyone in town. When the recluse on her route complains that she’s taken the day off, it’s time she introduces herself properly. 

      Donovan’s scars force him to stay hidden from the world, but a pretty mail carrier with colorful bows in her hair makes him want to come out of the shadows. How can he make her his when he’s afraid of what she might think of him? 

      Warning: This beast has found his beauty and it’s just as adorable as you think! Come back to Hollow Oak for this new love story and stay for the cheesy goodness! 
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      To all our besties that shine when the pumpkins come out!
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            Chapter One

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      “Why are you all dolled up?” Oliver asks, leaning up against the side of his truck and watching me. 

      “I’m not dolled up.” I grab another box and haul it into the back of my mail truck. When I come back out, Oliver is still standing there watching me. 

      “You are too. Your lips are shiny.”

      “It’s lip gloss. I wear lip gloss all the time.” Maybe not the mascara, but I don’t mention that.

      “Hmm.” He doesn’t sound convinced as he looks me up and down. “Something is different.” 

      Oliver is three times my age and very happily married. If he wasn’t, I’d be telling him to get lost. His wife makes the best sprinkle cookies I’ve ever eaten, and Oliver brings me some at least once a week.

      “Did you cut your hair?” 

      “Nope.” I pull my braided hair over my shoulder. I always keep it braided when I’m at work so it stays out of my way. I also always keep a bow tied at the end. I might be a mail carrier, but I can make it cute. I’ve got to do something to liven up these navy overalls. 

      “All right. I’m only asking because you look extra nice this morning,” he says, giving up on what I’ve done differently today.

      He’s right, though, not that I’ll admit it. If I do, he’ll start grilling me for information. People think beauty salons are full of gossip? The post office gets to see it all firsthand. 

      I have on a bit more makeup today, but that’s not saying much. Normally I put some gloss on my lips and call it a day, but I had some extra time this morning. It has nothing to do with a sexy recluse that’s on my route. 

      Maybe I checked to see if the mystery recluse was getting any packages today, but it’s not a big deal. He gets something delivered every day. What the heck is he ordering all the time? Since he’s always home, I guess everything. And I’m not only saying he’s always home because he’s there during the day. I’ve never run into him once in the town of Hollow Oak. 

      Everyone knows everyone here. It’s almost impossible not to run into people at some point, which is why I don’t date anyone from town. Though for him, I’d make an exception and not only because I wouldn’t have to risk running into him if things didn’t work out. That’s just how big my crush is.

      “We need you at the front, Gracie.” Mick’s voice comes over my radio, and I grab it from off my hip. 

      “On my way,” I respond before waving at Oliver and shutting the back door of my truck. 

      I tuck my clipboard under my arm as I make my way to the front of the building. Most of the trucks are already pulling out, and I need to get going soon. 

      I knock on Mick’s open door, and he motions for me to come in. “I got a complaint from your route.” 

      “Really?” I scrunch my nose in surprise. 

      I’m the only driver for Hollow Oak since I know where pretty much everyone in town lives. It’s not often I get a complaint. If I do, it’s for something being broken inside their box, which I know has to have happened before it hit my warehouse. I handle all my boxes with extra care. Nothing is worse than being excited for something to arrive and it not being what you hoped for. 

      “It's from yesterday.” 

      “Oh, Gail did my route yesterday. Remember, I took the day off.” Gail fills in for anyone that takes a day off or lends a hand if you have more than a normal amount of deliveries. I can usually handle Hollow Oak easily enough on my own. 

      “Yeah I know. I just wanted to give you a heads up on what happened. I guess this guy thought Gail was late and rude. He said no one else is to deliver his packages but you. If you're off, then his packages are to wait till you’re back.” 

      “What?” I say with a laugh. “Can he even make that kind of request?” 

      “Not typically, but he must know some people in some high places because we’re going to make sure only you drop his crap off.” 

      “Who is this even?” Before the words are fully out of my mouth, I already have an idea of who Mick is talking about. My sexy recluse. I didn’t think he cared much for me since he only ever grunts. But it didn’t stop me from trying to talk to him. Or the mega crush that’s taken on a life of its own. 

      “Donovan Combs.” 

      I nod. “I’ve got a package for him today.” 

      “He doesn’t give you problems, does he?” 

      “Nope.” If anything, I think he would think I’m a problem. I can be a bit nosy when it comes to him, but it’s hard not to be. He’s new to Hollow Oak, and the only thing I know about him is that he built his beautiful house. A house that he never leaves. 

      “All right then. Be safe out there.” I give Mick a mock salute before I’m out the door and on the road. 

      My morning drags by today. Usually the day goes by in a flash, but all I keep doing is counting down the stops until I get to Donovan’s. 

      Then a terrible idea comes to me. What would Donovan do if I was late? I normally see him peeking through the curtains when I’m coming down his long driveway. I picture him inside his home pacing back and forth. What’s in these boxes? 

      “Gracie!” my best friend Julie calls to me when I pull up next to the diner. I’m dropping a package off at Sew Be It next door. The yummy smells coming from the diner have my stomach growling. “Come have lunch with us.” 

      I turn to see her and her fiancé Jacks getting out of his car. She was actually the reason I’d taken the day off work yesterday. She and Jacks are finally going to say “I do,” and we tried on dresses yesterday. This has been in the making since elementary school, and I’m so happy it’s finally happening.

      “Come with us. I’m buying,” Jacks adds. I know he’s only trying to butter me up in hopes that I’ll spill some details about tonight's bachelorette party. He knows I’ll fold like a cheap chair, but too bad for him Val is throwing it and has been tight-lipped.

      “Okay,” I agree, checking my watch. This will make me late. Plus the diner beats the turkey sandwich I’ve got stuffed under my seat in the truck. “Let me drop this box, and I’ll be over. Get me a strawberry milkshake.” 

      I smile as I wonder how Donovan is going to react to me being so late. I’ll order him a piece of pie from the bakery to make up for it. Maybe today I’ll get more than a few grunts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      She’s late. I was pacing in my living room for the past twenty minutes before I decided to go outside and do it. I don’t like to be outside when she comes, but yesterday it was someone different, and now there’s no one. 

      I made a few calls, and I know she’s going to specifically be the only person to deliver my mail from now on. I was assured it would be taken care of. After all I’ve sacrificed for the government, they owe me. I’ve never asked for a thing from them, and if my one request is that the same person deliver my mail each day, then so be it. Maybe I should have asked for it to come at the same exact time each day too. 

      Glancing down at my watch, I grunt and look down the driveway. She’s still not here, and I should be able to see her coming from a long distance. My driveway is so long, you can hardly see my house from the road, but with all the packages I order, she has to come to my door. 

      Just as I make another pass on my porch, I see a flash of light in the distance. It’s her. Well, it better be her. Right now all I can see is the light reflecting off the mail truck as she comes down the road closer to my house. I need to go inside, but first I want to make sure it’s her. 

      As soon as she’s close enough for me to see the braided hair over one shoulder, I turn around and go inside. Normally she doesn’t need me to sign for things, but every now and then she makes me. 

      Her name tag reads Gracie, but I’ve never called her that or said her name out loud. I don’t talk much and mostly just do a lot of thinking when I’m around people. But even that’s a lie because the only people I’m around are my parents and my brother Tidas. With them I don’t have to talk much, so I wait to talk until it’s important. 

      Standing in my living room, I look through the window and watch her get out of her mail truck. I should probably go help her with the box, but I know it’s just paper towels so it’s light. I save all my heavy stuff for when I have to go to the next town over for my big shopping. I don’t like ordering things that are too heavy for her to carry. 

      Today she’s got a lavender ribbon, and I write it down on the little pad I keep by the door. I don’t know why I’m so obsessed with the ribbons, but usually on the days she’s happy she wears soft colors like this one. Why is she happy today? Does she have a boyfriend? I’ve checked for a ring several times, and she’s not married. If she were mine, I’d never let her leave the house without a ring on. What if her husband doesn’t care? 

      I grumble as I push those thoughts away. I don’t like the idea of it. Besides, I heard Tidas talking about Valerie and her single friend Gracie. It has to be the same one. 

      Once she’s got the box out of the truck, she places a smaller one on top and then climbs the steps to my front porch. I move away from the window so she can’t see me and wait for her to leave. But when she puts the box down, she straightens and knocks on the door. 

      Why is she knocking? She doesn’t need a signature for this one. I don’t want her to see my face. On the few occasions I’ve had to sign for something, I wear a hat and pull it down low. And even then I only open the door a crack to sign the paper and hand it back. 

      “Mr. Combs?” she calls out and knocks again. “Donovan?” 

      Hearing her sweet voice say my name makes my stomach feel funny. “Yes,” I say, but my voice is so unused, it gets caught in my throat. I clear it and try again “Yes?” I say to the door without opening it. 

      “I’ve got a little something for you.” 

      I close my eyes and imagine her naked and on her knees. “Fuck.” I have to think of football to distract myself. “You can leave the box.” That might have been the longest sentence I’ve ever said to her. 

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Her slight laugh is like music, and it makes me relax my shoulders. I didn’t realize they were so tense. 

      “Okay,” I agree as I go over to the coat rack and grab a baseball hat. Pulling the brim down low, I tuck my chin and open the door a crack. 

      She’s so short and curvy she looks like a little cherub holding a present out to me. Her cheeks are rosy and her lips are shiny, making me want to kiss them. Her freckles are out today, or maybe it’s because we’re so close I can see them clearly. I look down at the ground, trying to hide my face. 

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here yesterday,” she says, holding out the small box. “And I’m sorry I was late today.” 

      “Where were you?” I’m just as surprised by my question as she is. 

      “Well, yesterday I was off because my friend is getting married.” I glance up just enough to see her smile sweetly. “I’m in the wedding.” 

      “And today?” God, why am I still talking? 

      “Oh, um, I was running behind.” Her cheeks flush, and I have the feeling she’s not telling me the entire truth. “But I brought you this slice of pie as an apology.” 

      She holds out the box, and I look down at it. Her nails are painted yellow with little white polka dots on them. She’s so bright and cheerful, which is the total opposite of me. I’m like that Care Bear with the cloud on its stomach, but I’m not cute and cuddly. 

      “I uh, didn’t know what kind to get.” She steps closer and holds the box up a little more. “I guessed and got you key lime. I thought everyone likes key lime, but now I’m wondering if that was the wrong choice.” 

      She’s talking faster, and I can see she’s nervous. I don’t want her to feel bad about anything she’s done, especially when she did this for me. Pulling open the door, I reach out my hand to take the box. 

      “Wow,” she says as she looks up at me, and her eyes widen. Her eyes travel quickly up and down my body like she can’t believe I’m so big. 

      “I like key lime,” I mumble, trying to turn her thoughts away from my size. I wish I could shrink so I wasn’t so noticeable in a crowd. I hate people looking at me, but her eyes aren’t so bad. 

      “Oh, sure. Here you go. Sorry I was late.” Her smile could heat the solar system, and I can’t help but think she's just like sunshine. Warm, soft, and it hurts to stare at her for too long. 

      “Th…thanks…” I stammer, and I have to clear my throat. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She stands there for a second longer, and I look down at her feet. They’re so small. “I guess I’ll go. Have a nice afternoon.” 

      I don’t know what to say, and words don’t come to me as she turns to leave. I don’t want her to leave, but I’m not good at talking to her. 

      “Apple,” I say when she reaches the stairs. She turns around to look at me like she’s not sure if I’m the one who spoke. “I like key lime, but apple is my favorite.” I swallow hard, nervous that she’s going to think I’m a weirdo. 

      “Me too.” She plays with the long braid on one side of her shoulder, and I wish I could touch it too. It looks so soft. “Maybe I’ll bring apple tomorrow then.” 

      Taking a chance, I look into her eyes and then suddenly they meet mine. I feel shy, and I can’t speak, so all I do is nod as she turns and walks away. 

      I stand there for a long time, long after she’s gone, and I can’t help but wonder how someone so little could take up so much space in my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      “You okay?” Julie nudges me. We all sat down to catch our breath from dancing since we’ve been on the dance floor from almost the second we walked into the bar. 

      “I’m fine,” I rush to say, realizing I’d drifted off into my thoughts again. 

      It doesn’t matter what I’m doing, I keep thinking about Donovan. He had the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen. I’m sure that’s not something a man wants to hear, but I can’t help it. 

      They’re a warm chocolate encased in thick long lashes that I'd kill for. I’d gotten so lost in them that I’d almost missed the deep scar that cut through his eyebrow and down his cheek. Whatever it was narrowly missed his eye, but with how faded it was I knew it had to be a few years old. I’d never admit this out loud because it’s probably terrible, but it only adds to the whole mysterious thing he has going on. 

      “You want another drink?” Julie nods to my empty martini glass. I’m already feeling pretty good, but this is a bachelorette party. 

      “Let me get this round.” I hop up from our table at Pretty in Pink and walk toward the bar.

      “What can I get you, Gracie?” Charlie calls when he sees me coming. He ignores everyone else waiting for a drink, and I hold up three fingers. He nods, but I shout to get his attention when I see Jacks come through the front door. 

      “Two.” I nod toward Jacks, making Charlie laugh. I'm pretty sure the staff here had a bet on how long it would take for Jacks to show tonight. I’m glad I didn’t put money down because I would have lost. 

      I’m actually impressed he held out this long. He’s not even having a bachelor party and rolled his eyes when I asked when his was going to be. Jacks doesn’t want to see any other girls naked. He’s been in love with Julie before any of us even knew what that was.

      Growing up with them set the bar crazy high for what I wanted in a relationship. He’s always been so good to not only Julie but to Val and me too since we’re all like sisters. Thankfully I have Val who’s in the same boat as me. She’s been waiting for her knight in shining armor. No one in her family has ever even been divorced, and that’s a whole lot of pressure. 

      She actually went off to college hoping she might find the one there. Growing up in a small town, there aren’t a ton of options. Plus you might end up with someone who dated or banged your friend. No, thanks. College wasn’t a bad idea since it’s a lot more fish to choose from. 

      Plus Val is always about doing things by the book. You go to college after high school because that’s what people expect. College was never in the cards for me. I did okay in school but not good enough to get a scholarship, and there was no way I could afford it. Thankfully it wasn't something I’d longed for either. I love Hollow Oak, and I’ve never had a drive to leave until recently. 

      “Only made you one, and it’s on the house. Chad bought Val a drink.” I look down the bar to see Val surrounded by a few men. I swear that girl has no idea how sexy she is. Tonight, though, she’s showing more skin than normal. She shocked the hell out of me when she walked out in her little black dress. We’re all supposed to wear one tonight, except for Julie. Hers is all white, obviously. 

      I know Valerie is acting this way because of the new lawyer that has taken up the building next door to her dress shop. He’d stop by while I was there and there was no missing the sparks between the two of them. Val can tell me she thinks he’s a jerk all she likes, but they both have it bad. It was actually only today that I put together that he's Donovan’s brother. I mean, I knew Donovan had a brother since they live next door to each other. They’d both built homes around the same time, but I hadn’t connected the dots all the way through. 

      Charlie sets my drink down in front of me, and I take a sip as I spot Tidas Combs come through the door like my thoughts conjured him right up. Too bad I can’t do that with his brother. This is the last place Donovan would ever be. Tidas’s eyes search the bar, and I have a feeling I know who he’s looking for. I’m guessing he caught wind that Val was going out tonight. 

      I smile when I see him finally spot her. The look on his face when he sees all the men surrounding her confirms my suspicions of the two of them. I polish off the rest of my drink knowing the night is pretty much done. I’m not mad about it. It might be the weekend for most, but I have a shift in the morning. Saturday only takes me a few hours but I know I’ll get to see Donovan. 

      I make my way toward Val because she’s my ride. Jacks gives me a chin nod as he passes me by with Julie over his shoulder. 

      “Are you leaving too?” I ask Val as my eyes bounce between her and Tidas. 

      “No.” 

      “Yes.” 

      Both Val and Tidas answer at the same time. Tidas glares at Val, who is pretending to be annoyed. She can fake it all she wants. I know she’s into Tidas. She’s just not sure how to handle him, but he’s good with her. Perfect, in fact. 

      “Yes, she’s leaving. My brother can take you home when you’re ready to go. He’s parked out front in my car.” Tidas holds his hand out to Val. “Give me your keys.” 

      Oh my god. Did he say his brother could take me home? My heart starts to race with excitement. Val rolls her eyes at Tidas but hands the keys over before she gives me a kiss on the cheek and says goodbye to the rest of the girls. I do the same as Tidas pulls Val into his arms as I follow them out. I try to smooth my hair down because this is going to be the first time he sees me out of my freaking work uniform. 

      When we make it out the front, Tidas releases his hold on Val to jog over to a car. He leans down and says something to Donovan, who raises his eyes to look my way. His mouth forms a straight line, but he nods his head to his brother as he pulls his hood up. Is he trying to hide his scar? 

      Donovan’s eyes never leave me as I make my way over to where he’s parked. To my surprise, he jumps out of the car and runs around to open the door for me. 

      “Hey.” I smile up at him. 

      “Hey,” he grunts back. I know he’s always short with conversation, but I can tell he’s irritated. 

      “You don’t have to take me home if you don’t want to. I can catch a ride.” I try to pretend I’m not upset, pasting a smile on my face, which is easy for me to do. A lot of them are fake lately. 

      “In,” he orders, his tone firmer than normal. I drop in, and he surprises me again when he leans down and pulls my seatbelt over me. “You smell good.” 

      “You don’t smell so bad yourself.” My smile turns to a real one now, and he grunts, jerking back and shutting the door. It makes me wonder if he didn't mean to say that out loud. 

      When he gets into the car, he doesn’t say a word as he pulls out of the parking lot. I don’t miss him checking me out every so often as he glances down at my bare legs. Almost as soon as he looks, he looks away and stares at the road. 

      “I bet I look different outside of work,” I say, breaking the silence. 

      “Yeah” is all he says. 

      “What’s a girl gotta do to get a compliment around here?” I tease. 

      “Your dress is short,” he blurts out as he turns into the driveway of my dad's house and parks. 

      “Thanks for the ride.” I unclick my seatbelt and get out as quickly as I can. 

      “Gracie!” Donovan calls after me, but I’m already up the stairs. 

      The porch light flicks on, and as soon as my dad opens the door, I rush inside. 

      “You okay?” my dad asks. “You’re home early.” He tries to look out the door, but I close it behind me and turn the lock. 

      “Jacks showed up.” 

      “Right.” My dad chuckles. 

      “I’m going up to bed.” 

      “Night, honey.” He kisses me on the head before I go up to my bedroom. 

      It’s not until I’m in bed replaying what happened with Donovan that I realize I don’t think I ever gave him my address. Or maybe I did and I forgot. I wish I could forget a few things about tonight. I’m definitely forgetting his apple pie tomorrow, or maybe I’ll use a sick day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      It’s late morning when I start to pace the front of my house. Already she’s fifteen minutes late for her usual Saturday route. I thought that after her bringing me pie and then me getting to take her home she wouldn’t be afraid of me. But maybe being locked in a car with me was bad enough. I saw how she ran out of the car as fast as she could. Even when I called after her, she couldn’t wait to put distance between us. 

      My reflection looks back at me from the window in a mocking answer. Of course she wanted to get away from me. I look like a monster and act like one too. I wasn’t always like this. When I went into the FBI, I was living my best life, traveling the world, doing what I loved, and spending time with my family. 

      One night changed everything, and now I live in the aftermath. It’s not just the scar on my face, it’s that I lost out on the possibility of my biggest dream. Having a wife and family of my own is all I’ve ever wanted. To have the love my parents do, to spend holidays with them and my brother. To grow old with the love of my life while we bounce grandchildren on our laps. That was all taken away with one blast, and I’ve been trying to pick up the pieces ever since. 

      A reflection catches my eye, and I see Gracie walking up to my front porch. In all my wallowing I didn’t even see her truck come down the driveway. She’s turning to go back to her truck when I yank open the door. 

      “Hey!” I bark, and she snaps around like I scared her. “Sorry.” 

      “I’m late, I gotta go.” She turns to walk back to her truck, and without thinking it through, I go after her. 

      “Wait.” As soon as the sunlight hits my face, I realize I’ve forgotten my hat. Just as I have the thought, she turns around, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her from seeing the full extent of my injuries. 

      “What?” She waits for me to say something, but I’m standing here wondering why she isn’t running away screaming. 

      Even after my injuries healed, some of the nurses couldn’t hide their reaction to my scars. I’ve had two plastic surgeries to repair the damage, and it’s not as bad as it once was, but the scars are deep and down one side of my face. 

      “Um.” I can’t meet her eyes, so I look at her mouth. “Your lips aren’t shiny.” What the fuck is wrong with me? With Gracie I have zero control. I just blurt out whatever is on my mind.

      “I forgot my lip gloss in the other truck.” 

      “Oh.” I tuck my hands in my jeans and try not to fidget. If she was scared, she’d be running out of here, wouldn’t she? “You didn’t bring me any pie.” I didn’t really expect her to, but I was hoping for it. 

      “You didn’t like my dress,” she says back just as accusingly, and I feel my eyebrows bunch together. 

      “You were showing a lot of skin.” I thought about her thick legs in that short dress and stroked myself off twice last night. Thinking about it again would be a mistake. At least in the daytime when she can see me get hard. 

      “So what?” She crosses her arms over her chest in challenge, and with the light behind her, she’s glowing. 

      “You always bring the sun with you,” I say without thinking.

      “What?” Now it’s her turn to look confused. 

      Shrugging, I look at my feet before I glance up and to her eyes. “Whenever you’re here the sun comes out.” It sounds even dumber the second time I say it, but I’m so nervous. 

      “Oh.” She reaches up and touches the end of her hair to play with the ribbon. It’s yellow today. 

      “I liked your dress,” I say softly. “You looked beautiful.” 

      The flush on her cheeks is the color of pink roses, and I want to touch her and see if it’s just as soft. 

      “Thank you.” 

      “Can I show you something?” Glancing up at her truck, I don’t know if she still has work to do, but I want her to stay as long as she can. 

      “Sure. You’re the last delivery on my route today, so I’ve got some time.” 

      Keeping my hands in my jeans, I nod over my shoulder. “It’s around back.” She follows beside me, and I do my best to walk slowly so she can keep up. 

      “I’ve never been to this side of the property. It was always fenced off and overgrown when we were kids.” 

      I nod and then remember that I need to talk to her and not be so silent. “It took a lot of work to get our houses built.” 

      “It’s beautiful.” She looks up at the house as we pass it, and I feel a sense of pride since I did a lot of the work. 

      When we get to the back of the house, the barn is to the left with a stable out front. “I had a foal last night. You want to see it?” 

      “A baby horse?” Gracie lights up like fireworks on the Fourth of July. “Are you serious? Of course I want to see a baby horse!” She bounces on her toes as she moves closer to me. 

      “Be careful going up this hill. It’s slick from the rain.” Fall has already begun, and the yard is covered in leaves from the maple tree. As soon as I get the words out of my mouth, her foot slips, and I reach out to catch her. “Careful,” I say as I gently take her by the hand and slide my arm around her waist. 

      “Thanks. I guess I’m just super excited about seeing the baby.” She smiles up at me, and she’s so close I can see the flecks of gold in her eyes. 

      “Uh, yeah.” I clear my throat, trying not to get distracted. “She’s just up here.” 

      When we get to the barn, I don’t let go of her hand. Maybe I should, but I tell myself it’s to make sure she doesn’t fall again. I open the barn door, and we walk to the other end where I’ve got the mom and baby in a quiet stable away from the cool fall air. 

      “This is Ginger,” I say, pointing to the mare. “And this is her little girl.” Ginger comes right up to the gate, and I reach into the bag hanging next to it and grab an apple. I hand it over to Gracie, who smiles up at me. “Go on, she’s really gentle.” 

      Gracie smiles like it’s Christmas morning and I’ve given her a present. I watch as she holds out the apple for Ginger to eat, and the little foal comes over to inspect. I put my arm on the stall door and then rest my chin on my hand, just watching Gracie smile at my horse and talk sweet to her. 

      “What’s the baby named?” Gracie asks as she reaches out and pets her too. “She is so cute I can’t stand it.” 

      “I haven’t named her yet,” I say as I watch Gracie give Ginger a kiss on the nose. “Why don’t you do it?” 

      “Me?” She looks up with wide eyes. “I couldn’t, she’s yours.” She bites her lip and it’s so damn cute. 

      “Go on,” I say, and when she smiles I know she likes the idea. 

      “How about Cookie? You know, like ginger cookies? Wait, that’s dumb.” 

      “It’s perfect,” I interrupt, and she tries to hide a smile. “Cookie it is.” 

      We’re in the barn for a long time, and I spend it listening to Gracie talk to the horses like they’re old friends. I’m not sure what I thought today would look like, but it’s turning out to be the best day ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      I’m humming one of my favorite songs as I spin around to open the oven and pull the pie out. I’ve been humming them all morning, and I can’t seem to stop. No sooner do I pull the oven mitts off than my dad grabs my hand and spins me around in a double twirl. 

      “When did you get home?” I ask. 

      He goes fishing every Sunday morning and doesn’t get home until late afternoon. I’d actually woken up a bit early so he wouldn't catch me baking in the kitchen. 

      “Nothing was biting today.” He dips me. “Are you trying to make pie on the sly?” 

      “Maybe,” I laugh as he puts me back up on my feet. 

      I grab the small cooler I packed him off the floor to clean it out. I always pack him something for breakfast and lunch when he fishes with Evy. She owns the land he fishes on. He says her pond has the best fish, but I’m not buying it. I think he and Evy might have something going on, but he never tells me. Or maybe it’s that I kind of hope they do. I’ve never known my dad to date. I’d actually never seen him and my mother together, but since she’s never around, that’s not really shocking. 

      “That’s mean.” He stares at the pie longingly. 

      “Not for you, but I can make you something if you want.” He opens his mouth to respond, but I cut him off. “Sit down and I’ll warm up some of my peanut butter cookies.” 

      “Thank you, pumpkin.” 

      I’ve gotten crafty with my baking skills when it comes to his diabetes. It wasn’t until I was fourteen that I really got an understanding of what diabetes is because I almost lost him. I’ll never forget that morning I’d gone to wake him up and he wouldn’t stir. He’d fallen into a diabetic coma, and it scared the life out of me. 

      Now I try to keep sweets out of the house. Which is why I was baking the pie while he was gone. I should have known better. Dad can sniff out sweets like no other. 

      I pop a few of the cookies into the still warm oven before I pour him a glass of almond milk. 

      “Are you going to tell me why you’re humming a love song and baking a pie for someone that isn’t me?” I roll my eyes. He acts as though I make him pies all the time or something. 

      “I have a friend that loves apple pie.” I shrug, trying to play it cool. 

      “Is this the same friend that had you pissed Friday night and then all smiles yesterday?” 

      “I wasn't pissed Friday night.” He stares me down. “Okay, I was irritated, but I think I read him wrong.” 

      “Believe what people show you, pumpkin. Don’t go making excuses for him.” 

      “I know. I know.” I wipe my hands on a dish towel before I take my apron off. “I don’t think he’s used to dealing with people. He’s a recluse, and I’m starting to realize I fluster him. It’s kind of adorable.” 

      “And who is this?” he asks. 

      “Donovan Combs.” 

      “That’s the lawyer's brother, right?” When a fancy lawyer moved to town, of course people talked about it. 

      “Yeah.” 

      “I don’t think I’ve met him yet.” 

      “You haven't because he stays hidden away. Something happened to him,” I explain, suddenly feeling defensive for Donovan. “He’s got a scar on his face. It doesn't look that old either. Maybe a couple of years.”

      Dad leans back in his chair, studying me. “You don’t have to fix and take care of everyone, pumpkin.” His eyes drop to his almost empty plate, and I know he’s partly talking about himself. 

      “I know that.” I walk over, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “I take care of who I want to take care of.” That’s the truth. My dad needs me here so he has someone to look after him. 

      “You’re sweet. I don’t want anyone taking advantage of that.” Of course he’s going to worry over me. More so than normal, I’m sure, because I don’t think I’ve ever really brought up a guy to him before. Though Donovan is much more than a guy. 

      “It’s only a pie.” 

      “The best pie in Hollow Oak.” 

      “I think you’re biased,” I say with a laugh. “I’m going to change and then take this pie on over. I don’t think it will stay safe in this house.” 

      “You wound me.” Dad puts his hand over his heart. I shake my head because we both know he wouldn’t make it two hours with that pie here. 

      After darting up the stairs, I change into a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve top in case Donovan invites me out to see Ginger and Cookie again. He surprised the hell out of me yesterday when he chased after me. He forgot all about shielding his face in his haste to get to me, and I feel like that has to mean something.

      He thinks he hides the scars well, but it draws more attention to them when he’s trying to hide them. I can clearly see that once upon a time Donovan was your classic kind of handsome. The scars not only highlight that but give him a sexy edge. I’m sure that’s not something he’d want to hear or likely believe, but it doesn’t stop me from thinking it. It also doesn’t stop me from wanting to grab him and kiss him. 

      I rebraid my hair before I put on some lip gloss and head back to the kitchen to grab my pie. I give my dad another kiss on the cheek before I grab my keys. 

      “You’ll be home before dark,” he calls after me. 

      “Is that a question or statement?” He shrugs. “When have I ever had a curfew? I’m twenty-two,” I remind him. 

      “Fine, but I got that tracker thing you showed me.” 

      How is that biting me in the ass? I’d had him share locations with me when I finally talked him into getting an iPhone. I’d shared mine so he could see how it worked. I don’t think he’s ever actually used it before. 

      “Track away, Dad.” I wave as I take the pie to Donovan’s. 

      It’s not until I’m almost there that I start to have second thoughts about popping in on him without telling him first. When I’m halfway down his driveway, I see his front door open, and my worry fades. 

      He comes outside, and he’s opening my car door the second I get it into park. “I brought you a pie,” I say, grabbing it from the passenger seat and handing it to him. 

      “Are you going to have a piece with me?” 

      “If you don’t mind me coming inside.” 

      “I’d like that,” he says softly, and it makes me smile. 

      I follow after him, and when I get inside I look around in awe. “This place is amazing.” The décor is a beautiful mix of contemporary and rustic, but it's also pretty bare. I don’t see any personal touches or photos. 

      “It still needs some work.” He places the pie on the kitchen counter and turns his head away from me so I can’t see his scars. 

      I don’t know what comes over me, but I reach up and touch his chin until his face turns back to me. Our eyes lock for a long moment as I slide my hand over his jaw and to the back of his neck. My movement is slow so he sees my intentions as I pull him down and rise up on my toes at the same time. 

      When I press my lips against his, I’m surprised at how full and soft they are. Donovan goes rigid and stands there in shock for a moment as I run my tongue along the seam of his mouth. He opens, and I slide my tongue against his, trying to deepen the kiss. 

      “Kiss me back, Donovan,” I say against his mouth, but he doesn’t. 

      Once again I’m wondering if I’ve pushed too hard and too fast. I start to pull back, but he suddenly moves, and the next thing I know his fingers are digging into my hair and he’s pushing me against the wall. 

      My feet leave the ground as he pins me there, not only kissing me back but claiming my mouth as his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      She’s so fucking soft. Reaching down, I grab her ass with both hands and lean into her, hard. I should be more careful, but I can’t stop. The need to rub against her and to claim her generous gift of a kiss is all too much. 

      “Gracie,” I moan as I slide one hand up her back and to the nape of her neck. I pull on her braid and make her head fall back as I sink my teeth into her neck. She whimpers when I suck on the delicate skin and then lick over the red mark I leave behind. 

      Her legs tighten around me, and I thrust between her thighs, rubbing the hard seam of my jeans against hers. I can feel the heat of her pussy through her clothes, and it makes me dry hump her harder. 

      “Donovan, don’t stop.” Her fingers pull on my hair, and I make a promise to myself to never cut it again if it means she’s got something to hold on to. 

      “Let me kiss you,” I say before moving my mouth down her neck. “Let me kiss you everywhere.” My hands come up to cup her breasts over her shirt, and I rub my thumbs over her nipples. The tight little buds poke against the thin material. “Right here,” I say as I pinch one and then the other. 

      “Yes.” She nods quickly, and I don’t hesitate. 

      Pushing her shirt up over her breasts, I see her pretty bra with lace along the top of the cups. It’s so innocent and clean that all I can think about is how I want to make it dirty. I yank down the front of it, and her breasts spill free from the top. Her dusky nipples are peaked, and I groan before I tilt my head to the side and latch on. 

      “Shit.” Hearing the curse come out of her little mouth makes me hard, and I graze my teeth over her soft skin before sucking again. 

      “More,” I say more to myself than Gracie as I move to her other breast and suck on that one. The whole time I’m thrusting her against the wall, and if we weren’t wearing clothes I’d be balls deep in her sticky pussy. “Are you sweet all the way down?” 

      I don’t bother to look up for an answer as I slowly kiss my way down her belly and then kneel in front of her. Her legs are shaky as her feet hit the floor, but I help hold her up as my hands go to the front of her jeans. Before I unbutton them, I lean forward and press my face against the front of them, inhaling her scent through her clothes. 

      She smells like apples, and my mouth waters. “You gonna let me eat this pie too?” This time when I look up, I see her face is flushed either from kissing or being shy. Either way, I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s beautiful like this with me on my knees and her tits out. 

      Gracie licks her lips and then nods as I unbutton her jeans and slowly pull them over her hips. When I feel the edge of her panties, I pull them down too, but instead of taking them all the way off, I stop when they’re at her knees. My hands go around to her ass, and I stare at her bare pussy, seeing her smooth skin dripping with need. 

      “Fuck, sunshine. I’m about to eat every bite of you.” 

      I pull her forward with my hands as I lean forward with my mouth and bury my face in her pussy. She’s warm and wet, and I don’t tease as I slide my tongue between her lips and lick. I lap at her clit like a cat with cream, and she cries out and pulls on my hair. She tastes like the first fall leaves and nights huddled by a fire. She’s stars in the sky and sunrises over the mountains. She’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of, and she’s all mine.

      “Home,” I say as I run my tongue between her lips. “You’re my home, sunshine.” 

      “Right there.” She pushes her hips forward, seeking my mouth, and I’ll die right here giving it to her.

      Her hands tighten and her legs tremble as she cries out my name and shudders in my arms. I can feel her pussy clench as she searches to be filled, and I slide my tongue into her opening, trying to give her what she needs. She cries out again and grinds her pussy against my face, and it’s the single greatest moment of my life. 

      Her orgasm tastes like we’re getting married, and now I just need to get a ring and a preacher. I might have proposed already while my mouth was between her legs, but I can’t be sure. 

      There’s no part of me that wants to stop, and if it wasn’t for the knock on my front door, I don’t know that I would have. 

      “What was that?” Gracie freezes, and I cut my eyes to the door. 

      “Probably my brother,” I growl as I tighten my arms around her. “Go away!” I shout, and the bastard knocks again. 

      “If you don’t open the door, Van, I’m coming in,” Tidas yells, and I realize in my haste to have Gracie come inside I didn’t lock the door. 

      Damn it, I should have put chains on it so she can’t ever leave. 

      “One second.” I let out a growl of frustration as I put Gracie’s panties back into place, but before I tug up her jeans, I lean forward and place a kiss on the cotton covering my most favorite treat. 

      “Oh god,” she moans, and her hips rock forward on their own. 

      “Soon,” I tell her as I button her jeans and then stand in front of her. She stares down at my crotch and I realize the front of my jeans is wet. “Shit.” 

      I must have cum on myself when she did, but I was too busy eating her to think about it. Glancing around, I look for something to cover it and grab my jacket hanging near the front door. My cock is still so damn hard there’s no way I could adjust it to look decent. All I want to do is get rid of Tidas and go back to kissing Gracie. 

      With another frustrated growl, I yank open the front door and scowl at my brother. “What?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      Tidas’s eyes widen in shock when he sees me standing in Donovan's home. Donovan steps right into his brother’s line of sight, and it’s then I notice Donovan is a tiny bit bigger than Tidas but not by much. I also notice that Donovan has a really nice ass and that he’s covering his hard-on with a jacket. I have to fight to hold back my laugh. 

      “What do you want?” Donovan asks when he doesn’t respond. I guess even Tidas gets to experience his brother's grumpy side. 

      “I saw a car parked out front and got worried.” 

      “You should mind your own business,” Donovan fires back, his irritation growing by the second. It’s kind of adorable. He reminds me of a big, protective bear, and I guess that makes me the honey pot. A giggle pops from my mouth when I realize how dirty that is, and I press my thighs together. Donovan turns his head to glance back at me.

      “You are my business,” Tidas says, stepping around Donovan and into the house. “Hello, Gracie, it’s nice to see you.” Tidas grins at me, his eyes full of mirth. 

      I wave as Donovan’s hand shoots out and grabs the front of his brother's shirt. He yanks him back toward the still open door. 

      “Don’t fucking look at her,” Donovan growls, and I snort another laugh. He’s so angry, but there’s no bite to his bark.

      “Don’t look at her?” Tidas laughs along with me. “Do I smell pie?” 

      “It’s my pie. Stop fucking around.” 

      “I love pie.” Tidas tries to push his way back into the house, but Donovan makes a grab for him again. 

      “There is more than enough pie.” I rush over and touch Donovan’s arm before the two of them get into a real fight. 

      “It’s my pie,” Donovan grumbles as he releases his brother, only to make a grab for me. He pulls me into his giant body, wrapping his arm around my waist. 

      “Wait a second, you deliver the mail,” Tidas says, and his grin widens. “So much shit is adding up now.” 

      “Watch your mouth in front of her,” Donovan growls again. 

      “You said ‘fuck’ two seconds ago.” Tidas throws his hands up. “You’ve really gone and lost it now.” He shakes his head, but he’s fighting a smile. “So about that pie?” Donovan lunges for his brother, who jumps backwards out of his grasp before he spins and takes off out the front door. 

      “I always wanted a sibling,” I admit. 

      Donovan is still glaring out the door at his brother's back. I think the only reason he didn’t chase after him is because he’s still got his arm wrapped around me. I reach out and push the door closed. 

      “Siblings aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.” He drops his arm, locking his front door this time. 

      “He’s a good man, though, right?” 

      “Why?” He turns, folding his arms over his chest and blocking the front door. No one is getting in or out right now. 

      “Why?” I repeat. That’s not really an answer to my questions. 

      “Do you have a thing for my brother?” he blurts out. 

      “What?! No!” Donovan drops his arms, and the jacket he’s still holding falls to the floor as he shifts on his feet. It suddenly hits me hard what is going on here. “Donovan, I’ve had a crazy crush on you for months.” His eyes widen a fraction. “Why do you think I grabbed you in there and kissed you so suddenly? I’ve been dying to kiss you. This might come as a surprise to you, but I don’t grab men and kiss them.” 

      “Better not,” he grumbles, and I take a step toward him. 

      “I’ve never kissed anyone before,” I admit shyly. If Donovan is going to face some of his insecurities and maybe even fears, I’m going to lay some of my truths out for him too. 

      “How is that possible?” 

      “It’s a small town. Who wants to kiss someone everyone else did?” I scrunch my nose. “You haven't kissed someone else from Hollow Oak, have you?” I know I’m only teasing him, but I still have jealousy rush through me at the very thought. Donovan might not know how attractive he is, but the other girls in town will. 

      “No,” he barks. 

      “Do you let any of them kiss you?” I press myself against him. 

      “You’re teasing me.” 

      “Maybe a little bit.” His hard cock presses into the front of me, and I can feel something wet. 

      “I need to change.” His cheeks are pink as he looks at the floor. 

      “Did you cum earlier?” I watch as Donovan’s cheeks flush further, and he nods. 

      “Been wanting to taste you for a long time, sunshine. My control isn’t great.” 

      I noticed that. When I’d told him to kiss me back, he snapped. Whatever had been holding him back broke free, and he finally took what he’s been wanting. 

      “You’re still hard.” I lick my lips. 

      “I’ll change and we’ll have pie.” I ignore his comment as I go for the buttons of his pants. 

      He doesn’t stop me as I give his pants a tug and drop to my knees in front of him. This intense need to give this man pleasure and for him to see how badly I want him has me pushing past any shyness. Plus, him cumming on himself while he went down on me is making me feel all kinds of sexy about myself.

      “Sunshine,” he warns. 

      “I love that you call me that.” I want to be his sunshine more than I’ve ever wanted anything. 

      He groans when I wrap my hand around his cock and start to pump. I knew he’d be big. I’d felt him pressed against me, but damn. I have no idea how it will ever fit inside of me because it’s going to be hard to get my mouth wrapped around him. 

      A bead of cum leaks from the tip of his cock, and I sweep my tongue across it, getting a taste of what I do to him. Another groan comes from him, and I know I’m going to be addicted to making more of those sounds come from his big body. He leans back against the door, bracing himself, and I open my mouth and take him into me. 

      “Sunshine,” he moans, reaching down for my braid and wrapping it around his hand. He fists it as I start to bob my head back and forth. “Fuck,” he groans when I take him all the way to the back of my throat. 

      The sounds he makes as I suck him drive me wild, and without thinking, my free hand finds its way into my jeans. My fingers quickly go to my clit and rub it, searching for relief.

       “You’re touching yourself? Fuck me. I’m not going to last.” That makes two of us. I have no idea how I’m about to cum again, but I am. “You’re going to cum with me, aren't you?” 

      He’s not asking, he’s telling me. I feel a hard tug on my braid, and I moan around his cock, staring up at him. 

      “Now,” he says through clenched teeth as he thrusts forward, and his cock hits the back of my throat. 

      It set me off just like when we were in the kitchen. When that switch inside of him flips and he takes over, my body is lost to him. I’m his for the taking. 

      His release explodes into my mouth, and I hurry to swallow him as my fingers rub out the rest of my orgasm. When he pulls his cock out of my mouth, I start to drop backward, having no strength left in me. Donovan’s strong arms come around to cradle me as he leans down and scoops me into his arms. 

      I snuggle close as a rush of emotions fill me. When he sits down on the couch and kisses the top of my head, I close my eyes. He’s taking care of me, and I never want him to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      “I need to get up,” Gracie says sleepily against my neck. 

      “Why?” I hold her tighter, not even close to being ready to let her go. 

      “I promised I’d help out at the corn maze tonight.” 

      “What’s that?” 

      She looks up at me and smiles, cocking her head to the side. “You really aren’t from around here, are you?” I shake my head, and she places a kiss on my cheek. “It’s out on the old Witlock farm. They grow over an acre of corn every year just to make the corn maze. The local farmers come and sell pumpkins and stuff, and there’s hayrides for the kids. It’s pretty cute, and all the money goes to the local food bank. I like to help when I can, and they’re short-staffed tonight.” 

      “Oh.” I’m already wondering how long she’s going to be there and if I can go with her and just wait.

      “Want to come?” 

      “Yes,” I answer immediately, and she giggles. 

      “You might want to think about it. I’m supposed to be there until dark, when they start the haunted maze. They don’t do it during the day because they don’t want to scare the little kids. But at night they make it spooky, and there’s no way I’m going in it then.” 

      “You’re scared of haunted corn mazes?” I squeeze her side, teasing her. “Even if I was with you?” 

      “Well, probably not with you by my side. You’re taller than the corn, so you could probably see over the top of it.” 

      “Then I’ll go if you’ll do the maze with me tonight.” I nuzzle my nose against her neck, inhaling her sweet scent. 

      “Okay, but if I get scared you have to give me a piggyback ride.” 

      “Then I’ll make sure you get scared,” I whisper against her ear, and she shivers. 

      Her phone buzzes with a text message in her back pocket, and when she checks it, she says we need to leave soon. I make sure we both eat some of her pie and then I eat her once more before we leave. 

      “They're going to know what I’ve been doing,” she says into the rearview mirror of my truck as she pats her flushed cheeks. 

      “Good, then they’ll know you’re mine.” The look she gives me is hot and needy as she bites her lip. “Don’t make me bend you over in this truck and do it again.” I lick my lips, desperate for exactly that. 

      “Maybe after the sun sets,” she teases as she leans over and kisses me. 

      I love how she doesn’t hesitate to show affection, and after being without it for so long, I’m selfish for extra attention. When she tries to pull away, I growl and hold her close, kissing her just a bit longer. When I pull back, her eyelids are heavy, and she’s staring at my mouth like she can’t believe I’m still so hungry for her. 

      “We’ve gotta get out of this truck before I jump you.” Her hand moves between my legs to rub my cock, and I groan. 

      “You keep doing that and I’ll fuck you on the hood where the whole town can watch.” I lick the seam of her lips, and she gasps. “Come on, sunshine. Show me what to do.” 

      Jumping out of the truck, I pull my hat down low and walk around to the other side to help her down. Once she’s on her feet, I smack her on the ass and then take her hand in mine. Damn, it feels so good to be with her, I’ve hardly thought about my scars. The way Gracie looks at me makes me feel whole, and I wonder if she’ll let me be with her always. 

      “Dad?” Gracie says when we come to a stop at the check-in. 

      “Hey, pumpkin, they just told me you’d be here tonight,” he says as a woman steps up beside him. 

      “Hey, Evy,” Gracie says and then squeezes my hand as she looks up at me. “Donovan, this is my dad Joseph and his friend Evy.” 

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” I say and extend my hand to both of them. “Ma’am.” 

      “I didn’t know y’all would be here,” Gracie says, and I watch as Evy moves a little closer to Joseph and places her hand on his back. 

      “It was a last-minute decision.” Joseph looks at Evy and then to Gracie and clears his throat. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Donovan, but we’re going to head into the maze now.” He holds up his tickets and then hurries off toward the cornstalks. 

      “He doesn’t want me to know he’s got a girlfriend,” Gracie whispers. 

      “Why?”

      She shrugs as she leads me through the entrance and to a little house that’s set up to sell cider and caramel apples. “I don’t know. Maybe because I’ve always taken care of him, and now he’s got someone else to do it.” 

      “Does it make you sad?” I stop and she turns to face me. 

      “No.” She smiles softly and shakes her head. “It makes me so damn happy he’s finally found someone to spend his life with.” She goes up on her tiptoes and kisses me out in the open for everyone to see. “Everyone deserves to be loved.” 

      It’s like she’s speaking right to my heart as I nod and pull her against me for a hug. Hugs from Gracie make me feel warm inside where I’ve been empty. It feels like maybe if I hug her enough, I’ll be whole again. 

      “Come on, let me teach you how to make the best caramel apples in town.” 

      “These are the only ones in town, aren’t they?” I tease, and she nods. 

      “That’s why they’re the best.” 

      We spend most of the late afternoon and evening in the little house with me making apples and popcorn while Gracie talks to every single person like they’re old friends. Maybe some of them are. She always introduces me with pride in her voice and a sense of appreciation. It makes me feel so good even if I don’t remember any of the people she’s introducing me to. The only thing I know is the longer I’m with Gracie, the less I want to be away from her. 

      “Hey, Gracie, we’re here to take over,” a woman says as she knocks on the door. A man beside her is carrying more refreshments, and it’s a good thing because we’ve sold out of most of everything. 

      “Thanks, Lou-Anne. It’s been busy, but I’m sure it’s only going to get busier tonight.” 

      “It always does when the sun sets.” 

      We move out of their way, and Gracie tells them all the important stuff as I wait at her side. I can’t help looking at her when she speaks because she’s so happy. It’s infectious, and I find myself smiling more today than I have since all the years after my accident. 

      “Goodnight,” she tells the couple as she turns to me and bounces on her toes. “Ready to go?” 

      “Oh no, you’re not getting out of it that easily,” I say and tug her against me. “Come on, it will be fun.” 

      “If you say so, big guy.” She snatches a little map off the table as I pull her against me and walk toward the maze. 

      The sun has fully set, and I can already hear some people shrieking in the distance. I smile when I see her jump when a stalk of the corn brushes against her ankle. 

      “I’ve got you,” I say against her ear and pull her back to my front. 

      Just then someone jumps out from around the corner, and Gracie shrieks. After the guy runs off, she giggles and then turns in my arms to playfully swat at my chest. 

      “Stop laughing at me.” 

      “You’re laughing at yourself.” I lean down and kiss her on the lips before she can argue with me. 

      “It’s creepy in here,” she says against my lips as she presses her full curves to my hard lines. 

      “Does that turn you on?” My hand dips down the back of her jeans, and I palm her ass. 

      “Maybe a little?” She looks around and then back at me. “We can’t out here.” 

      “Trust me?” I ask, and she nods. “Follow me.” 

      I check the map and see a section of the cornfield that’s away from the trail, and I carry her to it. This isn’t the place we’re going to fuck for the first time, but I’m just as eager to make her cum as she is to get off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      Donovan keeps me tucked close into his side as he leads me deeper into the corn maze. A few years ago my dad tried to get me to go inside with him, but I was a big chicken. With Donovan, I easily agreed, and at this moment I think I’d let him take me anywhere. Especially if he holds me close the way he is right now. 

      I was surprised with how quick he was to come with me today. Truthfully, as much as I love doing this, I wanted to stay with him. I never in a million years thought he would jump on tagging along. Not with how he never seems to go anywhere. I’ve never once seen him in town before. Except for the night of the bachelorette party, and he was inside of a car the whole time. 

      He weaves through the maze like he’s been here before. He’s a man on a mission to get us alone, and I can’t say I disagree. I hear a few people scream and laugh somewhere inside the maze not far from us. 

      “Ahh!” A man with a Jason mask suddenly jumps out with a fake chainsaw lifted over his head. He is almost on top of us when he breaks through the corn wall. I press myself into Donovan’s side, reminding myself this is all fake. Before I know it, Donovan’s hand snaps out and grabs the man’s wrist. The chainsaw drops to the ground, and the sound stops. The man goes stumbling back a few steps before falling on his ass. 

      “Not so damn close,” Donovan growls at him.

      “Shit, sorry. I didn’t realize you were right there.” Donovan leans down and grabs the fake chainsaw, handing it back to him as he comes to his feet. “Man, you were fast.”

      He really was and didn’t even flinch. He reacted without thought like a professional fighter or something. I stare up at him, realizing I actually have no idea what he does for a living. He clearly has money since he built that brand-new house. I’d gotten a peek into his office, and there were three computer screens on his massive desk. He must do something with technology. 

      “Be more careful.” Donovan’s voice is filled with authority, making my nipples tighten. 

      “Of course, sir,” the man agrees quickly. “You okay, Gracie?” It’s not until Timmy says my name that I realize it’s him. I should have known by his Converse sneakers that have doodles all over them, but it’s starting to get dark. 

      “She’s fine,” Donovan grunts, and Timmy pushes his mask up. 

      “You new in town?” He sizes Donovan up, and I fight a laugh. Timmy is tall but skinny as can be. A good wind could take the kid over. 

      “He’s Tidas’s brother.” Timmy’s brows pull together. “The new lawyer next to Val’s shop.” 

      “Ahh. Right. They built those fancy houses out on the edge of town.” Timmy connects the dots. 

      “Nice meeting you,” Donovan says. “If you don’t mind, I'm showing my girl the maze.” He motions for Timmy to get out of the way. “I’m sure you’ve got people to scare.” 

      “Right.” Timmy jumps out of the way, and I bite the inside of my cheek so that I don’t laugh. 

      “My hero. You scared the person who was supposed to be scaring us,” I giggle when we get far enough away from Timmy so I don’t embarrass him. 

      “He likes you.” 

      “Most people like me. I’m charming,” I tease. 

      “He likes you,” he says again, and I shake my head. 

      “It’s his older brother who liked me,” I correct, still kind of teasing. 

      “He dead?” 

      “What!? Why would you ask if he’s dead?” 

      “You said liked.” 

      “Oh.” I slip my hand up Donovan’s hoodie as he keeps leading us through the maze. I want to feel his skin pressed against mine, even if it’s only my hand. “No, he went off to college. He’s getting his masters, I think.” 

      “Then he still likes you. No ‘liked’ about it.” 

      “He asked me out in high school,” I laugh. “That was years ago.”

      “Small towns.” He shakes his head. “I don’t think I’m going to enjoy running into your exes.” 

      “I think you’ll be okay.” Donovan’s only response is to grunt. He starts to pick up his pace, moving faster through the maze. “Donovan!” I laugh. “My legs are short.” Another grunt leaves him, but this time he releases his hold on me only to swoop me up into his arms. 

      “There.” He grunts again. I wrap my arms around him but try to wiggle my legs free of his hold.

      “Let them go.” He gives me a look, clearly not wanting to. “Trust me.” He still doesn't want to let them go but he does. I shift when he releases his hold and wrap them around him. His hands go to my ass so I’m snug against his big body. “Are you getting jealous?” He slows his steps, and I realize we’ve come to a dead end. Maybe this was his plan all along. 

      “How can I not be jealous, sunshine? You’re beautiful. Even before the accident I couldn’t have a girl as breathtaking as you.” He drops to his knees, and his hard cock presses into my sex. 

      “I don’t believe that for one second.” I pull his hat off, tossing it to the side so I can run my fingers through his hair. “Scar or no scar, you’re damn sexy. You might not want to hear this—heck, it might be terrible for me to admit, but the scar is sexy. No lie.” I kiss his eyebrow where part of it runs through and then move down to his cheek to kiss more of it. “There’s a darkness to you that pulls me in.” 

      “Gracie.” 

      “I don’t like when you use my name.” I press my mouth to his. “I can prove it to you, Donovan. That you turn me on like no other ever has.” I grind down on his cock, fighting past my shyness and wanting to prove this to him. “You’re the only man to ever touch my pussy.” Donovan’s nostrils flare, and his grip tightens so much it’s almost painful. 

      “How is that possible?” His voice is so gruff and raw, it has goosebumps breaking out across my skin. 

      “You’re the only one that I’ve even wanted to touch me.” My back meets the ground as he comes down over me, claiming my mouth. I moan because I love when he snaps. It was the same in the kitchen when I’d asked him to kiss me back. 

      Donovan pushes my shirt all the way up before he tugs at my bra. It doesn't take much for my breasts to spill out the top and his mouth to latch on to my nipple. I lace my fingers into his hair as he trails his mouth all along my breasts. He licks and sucks all the way across them, leaving not one inch untouched.

      His hands pull at my jeans next, stripping me until I’m practically naked on the ground in front of him. All I can see is him as his big body shields anything that might be behind him. 

      “Take me out,” he orders. 

      I lean up, popping the button of his jeans as he lifts higher onto his knees, his cock springing free between us the second the zipper is down. Is he going to take me right here? Have I really made him snap that far? A thrill runs through me that I have that kind of power over him. Donovan is a man that’s always in control, but it seems like I test the edges of it. 

      There is something so animalistic and raw about the idea. There’s also something about Donovan that makes me want to please him. If he wants to fuck me here and claim me for all to know, then he can. I’m so turned on that I don’t care about anything right now but him and me in this moment. 

      Donovan falls forward. He uses one arm to brace himself as he looms over me and guides the head of his cock to my clit. A moan leaves me as he drags it back and forth across the sensitive bud, and I raise my hips to move in time with him. The only point of contact we have is his cock between my lower lips, and just the thought has me close to an orgasm. 

      “Going to mark you,” he says through clenched teeth. 

      “Please,” I beg. 

      His cock slips down the entrance of my sex, and the head easily slides inside of me with how wet I am. My body responds to the invasion by clamping around the head of his cock, holding him in place. His thrusts are shallow and barely going in and out as he brings his thumb to my clit. When he presses firmly against it, I go off, crying out his name. My sex clenches around his tip over and over, and he groans loudly. I feel the warmth of his release spill inside of me, and I raise my hips for more. 

      As if he can’t stand it, he jerks his cock out and splashes more of his cum all over my sex and across my stomach. Without a thought, I bring my fingers to his cock to milk out every last drop as I rub him into my skin. I want the smell of him all over me, the feel of his claim on my skin. Another loud groan comes from him, and more cum leaks out. 

      “My sunshine,” he whispers into the darkness. 

      Maybe I should be afraid, but that’s the last thing I feel when I’m with Donovan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      “You know you don’t have to leave, right?” I tell Gracie as I pull her in for another kiss. 

      “I have to finish my route, but I already promised I’d be back right after.” 

      It’s been three days since the corn maze, and I’ve spent every second obsessing over Gracie. Especially when she leaves me. I understand that she still lives at home with her dad and she wants to be responsible, but I can’t help but be selfish. 

      “Stay with me tonight,” I beg, burying my face in her neck. 

      “Oh god, right there,” she moans as I move my hand under her uniform to pinch her nipples. 

      “Stay the night with me and let me have you in my bed.” 

      “Donovan.” She pushes her breast into my hand, and I pinch it again before I reach my other hand into her shorts. 

      “Sunshine, you’re going to make a mess of your uniform being this wet.” She whimpers against my mouth as I rub her pussy. “You should take them off and let me clean you up.” 

      Just as she opens her mouth, the walkie-talkie on her hip goes off and sends a spike of frustration right to my dick. The alert is from the main office, and it will keep going until she answers. 

      “Gracie here,” she chirps, then she takes a deep breath and tries to get herself under control. 

      “Hey Gracie, how long before you’re back?” someone says on the other end. “You’re running twenty minutes late. Is everything okay?” 

      She watches me as I bring my fingers to my mouth and lick them clean. 

      “Uhhh.” Her eyes are hooded, and I grin as I take a step closer. 

      “Gracie, do you need us to send a truck out for you?” 

      “No!” she barks and straightens up. “I’m on my way.” She clips the walkie-talkie to her belt and pulls me out the door with her. “Come tell me goodbye. I’ve got to run.” 

      “Promise me.” I tug on her arm, and she comes up short. 

      “What?” 

      “Promise me you’ll come back here and stay the night with me.” Without hesitating, I pull her into my arms and lift her off the floor. “Every time you leave me, my heart breaks.” 

      “Stop it or I’ll cry.” She playfully slaps my chest. “Look, my dad said he’s going out tonight, and I’m pretty sure it’s with Evy. I’ll sneak out and bring a bag.” 

      “You promise?” I raise an eyebrow, and she nods. 

      “Swear.” She kisses me quickly on the lips once more before she dashes out the door to her mail truck. I’m left standing on the porch watching her go and counting down the seconds until I can see her again. 

      “Someone looks smitten.” I glance over at my brother, who I didn’t see walking over. 

      I’m so obsessed with Gracie a stampede could come through, and I probably wouldn’t notice. “Yep,” I agree, not even trying to deny it. “Why aren’t you at work?” I eye the suit he’s wearing that he always has on when he goes into the office. 

      “I’ve got a little plan I’m cooking up. Just needed to come home and make some calls.” 

      “Does it have anything to do with that girl that runs the dress shop?” 

      “It most certainly does.” He grins, and it’s mischievous. “And I’m going to need your help.” 

      “Hmm,” I say, not really agreeing until I hear what it is. 

      “Don’t worry, it’s nothing crazy, I’m just planning to marry her at the fall festival without her knowing.” 

      Before I can process what he’s saying, a bark of laughter leaves me. Of course my brother is doing something entirely ridiculous for the one woman who has finally managed to turn him inside out. As I have this realization, I can’t help but think that it's not a bad idea. I wonder what it would take to do this to Gracie? 

      “I’ll let you know what I need from you later. I’ve got to go back into town and annoy my soon-to-be wife.”

      “You’ve lost your mind, you know that, right?” 

      “Oh totally.” He smiles as he puts his hand over his heart. “It’s incredible.” 

      After that, my brother takes off, and I check on the horses. Ginger and Cookie are doing great, and I take care of everything in the barn. I’m thinking about Gracie and how I can’t wait to see her when the cell in my back pocket rings. I go to grab it, but my reception at the barn isn’t great and as soon as I see it’s Gracie, it cuts off. 

      I try to dial her again, but it doesn’t connect. Normally she texts me, but maybe that isn’t working out here either. Walking back toward the house, I see when I get service again and dial her once more. 

      “Donovan.” 

      The way she says my name has the hair on the back of my neck standing up. “Sunshine, where are you? Are you okay?” 

      “I’m on the way to the hospital. It’s my dad.” She sounds like she has tears in her eyes, and I’m already running inside the house to grab my keys. 

      “Work was trying to get me back so they could tell me. He collapsed and they’re taking him in just as a precaution, but I’m scared.” 

      “I’m coming, sunshine. Are you driving?” 

      “No.” She sniffs. “One of my coworkers is giving me a lift. Can you meet me there?” 

      “I’m already on the way. I’ll be there waiting for you.” My foot hits the gas as I tear out of my driveway and toward the hospital. “Just stay calm, Gracie, everything is going to be okay.” I want to tell her I love her, but this doesn’t feel like the right time. “It’s going to be okay.” 

      Maybe if I say it enough it will be true, and I’ll do everything in my power to make it so. I know how much Gracie loves her dad, and when she was telling me about his diabetes I knew that was a big part of why she was still at home with him and not living on her own. 

      Whatever happens now, I know that I’ll be there for her any way I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      A bit of relief fills me when I see Donovan standing in the waiting area of the emergency room. He beat me to the hospital, and I try not to cry as I rush over toward him. As soon as he sees me, he comes straight to me and wraps me in his arms. His hold is tight and makes me feel safe. 

      “The doctor is going to be out in a second.” I lift my head from where I’ve buried it in his chest, breathing in his familiar comforting smell. “They didn’t want to tell me anything, but I demanded to speak to someone,” he says before I can ask how he got any information. 

      “Thank you.” 

      He leans down and kisses me gently on my forehead. My sweet man who would barely leave the house is showing up once again for me. I lay my head back against his chest and soak in the comfort. I’m so used to being the one to take care of my dad alone. It’s nice to have someone already finding answers and taking control. 

      I know my dad doesn’t mean for it to be that way with us. He looks after me too, but when it comes to his health, I’m more on top of it than he is. It has me wondering if over the past few days I’ve dropped the ball in some way. 

      I try to recall if I stocked the fridge or if he didn’t have the right food. Had I forgotten and he’d gone out and gotten something he shouldn’t have? Maybe he overdid it with sweets and then possibly overdid it again with his insulin. 

      My mind is racing and wondering where I might have gone wrong. I don’t think I asked him for his numbers this morning like I always do when I’m making our coffee. Guilt starts to weigh me down as I replay our conversation. 

      “Gracie!” I lift my head to see Evy rushing in through the hospital doors. Her face is blotchy and her eyes red like she’s been crying. I’m sure I look the same way. “Have you heard anything? Lindsey called me,” she admits. I was wondering how she found out my dad was here. Lindsey works at the police station, and they’re cousins. 

      “No, we haven't heard anything,” I reply. 

      We all turn when the doors that go into the back of the emergency room open. The doctor along with our neighbor Rider comes walking out. Rider was the one who called 911. My father and Rider sometimes work on old cars together. I’m so thankful they had plans this afternoon or who knows when I might have come home to find my dad. With all the time I’ve been spending with Donovan, I’m not sure when that could have been. Oh god, I don’t even want to think about it. 

      “He’s okay,” Rider says the second he spots me. 

      “He’ll be okay,” the doctor agrees. “I’m Doctor Wilton.” He holds his hand out for me to take. 

      He takes mine and then Donovan’s. Evy wrings her hands together as she shifts from foot to foot. She’s as worked up as I am. The thought occurs to me I’d be a bit angry if something happened to Donovan and I wasn’t able to get answers. I’d have to wait for other people to get them for me, which would be awful.

      “What happened?” Evy jumps in. Her eyes dart between the doctor and me. I know she’s not trying to step on my toes. She wants answers, and I don’t blame her. 

      “He became hypoglycemic.” I let out a breath. 

      “He took his insulin twice,” I say, connecting the dots on my own. I had a feeling that’s what it was. 

      “Hypoglycemic? Insulin?” Evy starts to cry. The tears pour down her cheeks. I don’t know Evy that well. She came to Hollow Oak a few years ago and moved in with her cousin. She took over at the library when Mrs. Walker retired. 

      “My dad didn’t tell you he’s a diabetic?” My words dry her tears right up. Her lips purse, and I know she’s pissed now. She shakes her head no. 

      Donovan wraps his arm around my waist in a comforting hold. 

      “Yes, your father said he thinks he took his insulin twice.” The doctor confirms my thoughts. 

      “Can I see him?” 

      “You can go back now, but I’m having him moved up to a room for the night to keep an eye on him.” 

      “Is there something else I should know?” I ask, my panic starting to rise again. 

      “I just want to keep an eye on him to be safe. His endocrinologist is going to come first thing in the morning.” 

      “Dr. Lawing.” 

      “Yes. When Dr. Lawing gives the all-clear tomorrow, we’ll release him.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Wilton.” 

      “Of course. Let me show you guys back.” 

      We all follow the doctor back through the doors, and the second he pulls back the curtain, I run over to my dad. He’s sitting up in bed, and he actually looks fine. I wrap my arms around him in a tight hug, trying not to think about how bad it could have been.

      “I’m sorry.” I fight back tears, not wanting to upset him. 

      “Why are you sorry? This is my fault, Gracie,” I sniffle, stepping back. 

      My dad’s eyes go over my shoulder and widen a bit before his cheeks flush. I peek over my shoulder to see Evy glaring at him. 

      “I don’t think I asked for your numbers this morning. What did you eat this morning? What about lunch? Did you have lunch? Why did you think you needed so much insulin? How can you forget you already took a dose? Why did—” 

      “Sunshine.” Donovan’s lips press to my ear. “It’s okay.” His arm wraps around me from behind and pulls me away from the bed just a fraction. Evy steps forward and hugs my dad. “Take a breath.” He kisses me on the shell of my ear, and I nod, taking in a deep breath to calm down. 

      “All right, Mr. Hall. We’re going to get you moved upstairs.” 

      “I don’t need to stay over. I already told the other doc that.” Dad tries to wave the nurse off. 

      “You’re staying and that’s final,” Evy says before I can say anything. 

      “All right,” Dad quickly agrees with her. What the hell? It would have been a ten-minute fight for me, but whatever works. 

      “You think there’s a chair in the room? I’ll go get a bag and come back to spend the night,” I say, and Donovan’s arm tightens around me. 

      “You don’t need to stay, sweetheart,” Dad says. 

      “But you need—”

      “I’ll be staying,” Evy declares, and I open my mouth to protest but quickly close it. 

      I’m not sure how to handle this. If it was Donovan I’d be the same way, so I try to keep that in mind. I’m not used to this change, but I like seeing someone else just as worried about my dad’s health as I am.

      “And I’ll take Gracie home with me,” Donovan says, and my dad smiles at him. 

      “I’d appreciate that, Donovan. Thank you.” Dad nods. 

      “Now that we have that all worked out, it’s time to move you,” the nurse announces as she pulls up the side rail on the bed. 

      “Okay.” I move close and give my dad another hug. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” I kiss his cheek. 

      “Love you, pumpkin.” He kisses mine back. 

      “Love you too, Dad,” I say before Donovan takes me by the hand and leads me out of the hospital. 

      “Want to go grab some things from your place?” he asks, and I shrug. “All right.” He brushes his mouth against mine. “Everything is okay, sunshine,” Donovan tries to reassure me. 

      I force a smile because I wish that was true. I messed up today. My dad is used to me taking care of him, and I missed a step. I could have lost him, and my heart aches at the thought. 

      If I don’t take care of him, I might lose him. But if I have to spend my life taking care of my dad, I might lose Donovan. The thought of being without either of them is too much, and I close my eyes. I’m not ready to choose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      Gracie is quiet the whole drive over to her house and while she packs a bag. It’s not until we’re back at my place and she places her bag on the bed that I see the real sorrow in her eyes. She seems reluctant to be here, but maybe because her dad is staying overnight in the hospital she doesn’t want to be alone. 

      “Hey,” I say softly, and she turns from the bed to face me. “Would you rather stay at your house tonight?” I consider her twin bed back in her room, and I don’t even care that it’s too small for the both of us. “I could sleep on the floor.” 

      She smiles, and I see tears in her eyes before she walks over and puts her arms around me. “No, I want to stay here tonight. I want to be with you in this bed.” 

      “He’s going to be okay,” I reassure her, and she nods against my chest. “Tell me what’s going on inside that heart of yours, sunshine.” 

      She shrugs, and I kiss the top of her head, waiting for her to answer. 

      “I just feel like I let him down. I should have double-checked on him, I should have reminded him, I should—” 

      “Shhh.” I slow her spiral and hear her sniff. “You’re a good daughter and an incredible woman. Your dad isn’t sick because you did something wrong. People forget, sunshine.” 

      “He could have died.” 

      “You could have died in the car on the way to the hospital.” My hands tighten around her at the thought, but I need her to see reason. “Look at me.” When she finally tilts her chin up and her eyes meet mine, I brush away her tears. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither is he.” 

      “But what about—” 

      I shake my head. “You can play the what if game all day. I know because I did.” I shrug as she waits for me to explain. “You’ve never asked me how I got my scars.” 

      “I didn’t want to be rude.” That gets a little grin from her. 

      “When I worked at the FBI, there was this big case we’d spent years on.” Her eyes go wide with surprise. “I would spend months tracking a subject only to hit a dead end and then have to go back and start on another trail. It was an underground drug cartel that was using innocent people to run their product without their knowledge.” 

      “Oh god, how?” 

      “Most of the intel is still classified, but it was through body shops and car dealerships. It was almost impossible to find out who was really clean and who was there undercover.” I sigh, thinking about that last night. “Someone leaked to the feds about a freight of new cars arriving late at the docks. They said the shipment was their biggest yet, and all the bosses would be there.” 

      “Was it a set-up?” Her eyes widen, and I shake my head. 

      “No, I think that’s why it went so bad so fast. They didn’t expect us to be there, and when we showed up they panicked.” I touch the soft skin of her cheek, happy that her tears have stopped. “Someone got scared and threw some kind of explosive in my direction. There were several barrels around me, and I caught most of the shrapnel in my face.” 

      “Donovan.” She reaches for me, like she wants to make sure I’m really here. 

      “The doctors kept telling me how lucky I was to be alive, but all I could think about was the what if. What if it would have killed me? What if because of my scars I’d never be able to go out in public again?” 

      “That’s so sad.” 

      “You can stand here and think about what might have been. But that night on the docks hardened me and turned me cold.” I smile and rub my thumb across her lips. “Until a ray of sunshine came into my life carrying packages and wearing ribbons in her hair.” 

      “That’s so sweet.” She leans in to my touch. 

      “And then the what if game started all over.” I tilt her chin back and kiss her softly. “What if I found the love of my life?” I look right into her eyes as I say it and tuck a lock of hair behind her ears. “What if I found the woman I’m going to marry?” 

      She swallows as I stare at her and let her absorb all that I’m saying. 

      “What if she’s afraid because she thinks she has to choose between loving me and taking care of her father?” 

      “Donovan, I don’t—” 

      “You’ll never have to make that choice, sunshine.” Picking her up in my arms, I carry her to the bed and lay her down on it as I come over top of her. “I love you, and I’m not going anywhere.” 

      Before she can answer me back, my mouth claims hers in a searing kiss that’s meant to show her exactly what that means to me. Love can be just words, but I want it to be actions too. I want Gracie to feel safe and protected no matter what path she has to walk down. As long as she lets me be by her side, that’s all I’ll ever need. 

      “I want you, sunshine,” I say against her lips as I unbutton her jeans and push them down her hips. “All of you.” 

      She nods and helps me take them off along with her panties. Then she starts pulling at my shirt at the same time I tug hers off. We’re both hurrying now, desperate to be skin to skin as her hand dips into my boxer briefs. 

      “Off,” she demands as she pushes them over my ass and my cock springs free. 

      In just a few minutes, we’re stripped bare and I’m spreading her legs open. “Need to taste you,” I grunt as I wedge her legs open with my shoulder and go straight for her pussy. I’m so thirsty, and the only thing that’s going to satisfy me is her sweet little cunt. “Like fucking sugar,” I moan as I suck on her lower lips and then run my tongue over every inch. I want all of her, and I want her dripping for my cock. 

      “I know you’re not on the pill,” I say as I push two fingers inside of her and suck on her clit. 

      “Oh god.” 

      “You gonna let me cum in you?” She shivers as her hands go to my hair and grip me tight. She rocks her hips against my face and moans. “I’ll cum on you if you want.” I curl my fingers inside of her touching her secret spot. “But I want it here.” 

      With a flick of my tongue over her clit again, she cries out and nods. “Yes, in me.” All she can do is pant as she squeezes her eyes shut. 

      “That’s my girl.” I cover her pussy with my mouth and suck on her as my tongue rolls back and forth over her sensitive little bud. 

      She’s clawing the sheets and fighting her orgasm until I give her no choice but to fall over the edge. Her cry is loud, and I love the way my name rings in my ears. 

      While her pussy is still clenching around my fingers, I sit up and slide my cock through her wetness before I thrust all the way inside. She gasps, and her eyes fly open, but I don’t move. I hold myself deep, letting her tight sheath get used to the intrusion. 

      Leaning over her body, I kiss between her breasts and then suck on her beaded nipples. The peaks are hard against my tongue, and I graze my teeth across them. She keeps moaning my name as I switch back and forth, giving both of them equal attention. 

      “Move, Donovan. You’ve got to move.” She raises her hips up in invitation, and now it’s my turn to groan. 

      “So tight,” I hiss as I pull out just a little and then rock back inside. Her eyes meet mine as I pull out once more and then slowly pump back inside. She’s warm and wet and fucking perfect. 

      “I love you,” she says softly, wrapping her arms around my neck. 

      “I love you too, sunshine.” My lips meet hers, and when I feel her tongue brush against mine, my cock throbs. 

      Fuck, I’m not going to last. Reaching between us, I graze my fingers over her clit, and she clenches around me. Her pussy is so slippery, but I keep rubbing my knuckle against it until I feel she’s close. 

      “Right there.” She arches her back and closes her eyes as a blush blooms up her chest and neck. 

      I keep my eyes on her so I don’t miss the moment the pleasure takes over and her orgasm hits. Seeing Gracie cum with my cock in her is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and it sends me right over the edge with her. 

      My cock pulses in time with her cunt as I cum and cum inside her. My insides are on fire as every last drop I’ve ever made creams her pussy to the point that it’s dripping out and down her ass. I’ve never felt something so powerful before, and I have to gasp to keep from passing out. 

      The only sounds are those of the two of us trying to catch our breath as we cling to one another. It’s so peaceful and perfect that I never want this moment to end. I never want to spend a second away from the woman I love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      “Donovan!” I dig my fingers into his hair as the orgasm hits me. His mouth is relentless while sending me over the end into pure pleasure. Both my body and I are madly in love with this man. We may not have been together long, but he can read me better than anyone else. 

      Slowly, I open my eyes to meet his. He’s resting his head on the inside of my thigh, using it as a pillow. He also has a very smug smile on his lips. I can’t give him crap over it either because he is godly with that mouth. I’m so going to marry him one day. 

      “Morning, sunshine.” He turns his head, kissing the inside of my thigh. The curtains in the bedroom are pulled back, and the whole room is flooded with light. 

      “Crap.” I try to sit up but get nowhere with Donovan lying on me. “What time is it?” 

      “You’re fine. I talked to your boss this morning and checked in with Evy. Relax.” 

      I drop back down, processing what he’s saying. “You talked to my boss and my dad’s girlfriend?” My dad might not be calling Evy that, but I am. 

      Well, if they’re still together. I can’t fault her if she tells him to get lost at this point. He has some groveling he needs to do, and I hope he does it. It’s clear to me she’s in love with my dad and cares about him deeply. I don’t think he'd be too happy if a man was doing some of the things to me he’s doing to her. She doesn’t need to be kept in the dark. 

      “Don’t be mad at me. You were sleeping so I handled some things. You needed to rest.” 

      “I’m not mad.” I reach down and run my fingers through his hair. “Thank you.” 

      “It’s my pleasure to take care of you.” He climbs up my body, and when he kisses me, I reach my hand between us and guide his cock to my opening. “Sunshine. You’re sore.” 

      There is no fight in his words, but he’s trying to do the right thing. I’m really not having it right now because I want him inside me. I want that connection. 

      “I do ache.” I wrap my legs around him and lift my hips, making his cock slip into me a few inches. “I ache for you.” I nibble on his bottom lip. 

      When I’m with Donovan this way, it’s easy to forget about everything else but the two of us. The rest of the world melts away, and there is only happiness with no other worries. 

      “I can’t tell you no.” He grunts as he thrusts all the way inside of me, and I can’t stop the small gasp that leaves me. “Gracie.” His voice is so low it sends a shiver across my skin. 

      “Don’t stop,” I beg. The small nip of pain I felt is already gone. Donovan is a big man, and I think it’s going to take me some time to get used to him even now that it’s not my first time. I’m also not going to complain about it. 

      “You’re so damn tight and small. Going to have to break you in.” 

      “Donovan.” My pussy clamps down around him. I don’t only love the things Donovan’s mouth can do to me but the things he says too. They get me worked up just as much. 

      “You like the idea of me breaking you in, don’t you?” He keeps thrusting in and out of me. “That means you need to be in my bed every night so you can go to sleep with my cock inside of you.” He thrusts, and my nails dig into his shoulders. “So you can wake up the same way.” 

      “Yes,” I agree, lifting my hips to meet each of his thrusts. That sounds perfect. 

      “Good girl. Glad to see we’re on the same page.” I’m too lost in pleasure to fully understand what he means. Especially when his fingers find my clit. I cry out again as another orgasm hits me. 

      Donovan groans my name as his release spills deep inside of me, mixing with my own. He buries his face in my neck then rolls us so that I’m sprawled out of top of him. I’m wiped out, and I close my eyes as he starts to run his fingers up and down my back, gently soothing me. 

      “If you want we can build a room on my place, or even build on the east side of the property. There are several acres out there for your dad to have his own place close by.” I lift my hips, and Donovan’s hard cock slips out of me. He lets out a grunt, and when I go to roll off him he grips my hips to stop me. “I was only—” I cut him off. 

      “I don’t want to talk about my dad with your cock inside me.” That’s partly true, but it’s still a lot for me to process. I know things are about to change, and the things Donovan said last night have me thinking about the future, and I don’t only mean with my dad either. He told me that he loved me and then I let him cum inside of me. That’s bigger than us living together or even marriage, if you ask me. That’s saying you want to tie yourself to me for the rest of our lives. 

      “I’ll give you that one.” He gives my ass a squeeze. “But you already agreed to move in.” 

      “That was a dirty trick,” I laugh. 

      “When it comes to you, I’ll play dirty to get what I want.” 

      “I do love it.” I lean up, kissing him. He deepens the kiss, his fingers tangling in my hair before he rolls and pins me under him. 

      “Am I pushing too fast? I’ve never done this whole girlfriend thing. Hell, ‘girlfriend’ sounds wrong. You’re way more to me than that. I love you, and I want to wake up to you every morning and fall asleep every night with my mouth on you.” 

      “I want that too,” I admit. “‘Girlfriend’ is really new to you?” I ask. I don’t want to know about his past, but I kind of do. Even with the scar, Donovan is fine as hell. He might not see it, but the rest of the world does. 

      He didn’t notice the other girls at the corn maze checking him out while he helped me work the stand. His attention had been on me, and I’d checked. Too bad for them, I seem to be all he sees. I love having all his focus, but that said, I also know if I want to be the center of his world I have to actually come and be the center of it. I don’t want to have to choose, but I want a family of my own too one day. I think my dad also wants a woman to call his own. Maybe we’re both worried about how we each might take that. 

      “My job came first back then because maybe I was always trying to prove myself or something. A lot of the other agents gave me some shit with how I grew up.” 

      “And how is that?” I run my hands up his chest and wind my arms around his neck. 

      “Some might say with a silver spoon. I got my criminal justice degree from Penn State.” Damn. I didn’t know all that. I mean, I can tell from his home he does well. 

      “Oh, a trust fund baby,” I tease, and I swear he blushes.

      “Hey, I got a full ride to Penn State on my own.” 

      “Is that when the FBI swooped in and snatched you up?” I ask. “Oh! Were you in a secret underground student society called the Skulls? I love that movie.” Donovan’s whole body shakes with silent laughter. 

      “I’m trying to get you to move in with me here.” He pulls me back to the topic at hand. 

      “You don’t think it’s too soon?” I ask, even though I really want this. “There is a lot we still don’t know about each other. I don’t even know what you do for a living now.” 

      “I took over for my father’s finance company so he could retire and take Mom on the millions of trips he’s been promising her since we were kids,” he says with a laugh. I love that sound coming from him. 

      “Wow.” 

      “He’d always wanted either Tidas or me to take it over.” 

      “A job in finance. Sounds fancy.” A bit of insecurity bubbles up inside of me. I’ve always and will always be a small-town girl. College was never in the cards for me. I’m not sure I would have gone even if it was an option. It never held any appeal to me because I love Hollow Oak.

      “It pays well, and I don’t hate it. It goes back to trying to play all those what ifs. Life brings you what it brings you. Sometimes you think your world just blew up around you, but when that dust starts to settle you can see the beauty in what’s left.” 

      “What was your beauty?” 

      “You. It brought me you.” 

      “That’s sweet.” I look at his chest because I could seriously cry with how good that makes me feel. 

      “You’re pulling away from me. I can feel it.” I open my mouth but close it because he’s right. “I don’t want to scare you, Gracie, but what I really see is that leaving the FBI put me on a path right to you. I ended up in Hollow Oak building a home that is clearly meant for a family. I might not have put it together when I was doing it, but you can see for yourself what it is.” 

      “It really is,” I agree. This home is made for a family. A big one. 

      “I took over for my father in a job that pays more than well. I can be here all the time for that family. I’m getting a life I didn’t know I wanted. Not until I got a glimpse of it and I got a glimpse of you.” 

      “Do you really want that? What if you could go back to the FBI?” I wonder if he’s forcing himself to find a silver lining. On some level would I always be his second choice?

      “Truthfully?” I swear my heart stops for a beat. “I could go back. I’m healed and finished with my recovery. They’ve even asked, but I turned them down. I want this, Gracie. I want you.” 

      “I'm just a mail carrier with a high school diploma,” I whisper. The second the words are out of my mouth, I know it was the wrong thing to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      “That’s all you think you are?” I try to keep the anger out of my voice, but it’s hard. 

      “No, I just mean I’m nothing special.” 

      “If you truly believe that then I’m nothing at all.” I sit up and bring her with me so she’s straddling my lap. “Because you are the most special person I’ve ever met in my life. You are kind and gentle and compassionate. You give everything to others and never take for yourself. You don’t even want to really take my love, because with what you’re saying, you’re telling me that you don’t deserve it. And that’s not the Gracie I see. That’s not my sunshine. She is brave and loyal to those she cares about. My sunshine deserves the moon, stars, and the whole goddamn galaxy.” 

      “Donovan.” She touches the hair at the base of my neck. 

      “You listen to me, Gracie Hall. You are my life, my future, and my forever. No matter how you try to put distance between us, I’m not going anywhere. Do you hear me? I choose you, and I will always choose you. End of discussion.” 

      “You’re so bossy.” She smiles as her eyes become watery. 

      “You’re just now seeing that?” I grin at her when I see her let out a breath of relief. 

      “I think I’m just worried about you taking me and all of my baggage on so quickly.” 

      I shrug. “I’ve got plenty of my own.” I point to the scar on my face. “But loving you makes me feel like I can do all things. Even the shit I’m afraid of.” 

      “You’re afraid of stuff?” 

      “That you’ll push me away,” I admit honestly. “That’s something that I couldn’t survive.” 

      “I wouldn’t want you to do that to me either.” Her eyes are so earnest as she holds me tighter. 

      “Then let me help you figure this out, sunshine. It’s you and me together until the end. Let me help you do this, because you don’t have to do it alone anymore.”

      “I love you so much,” she says and hugs me so sweetly that it makes a lump form in my throat and I have to swallow twice to get it down. 

      “I love you too.” I close my eyes and hug her back just as fiercely. “Now let’s go see your dad at the hospital so we can decide what happens next.” 

      “And what will that be?” Her eyes are searching mine for answers. 

      “Whatever you want and whatever he wants. Between you, me, him, and Evy, I’m sure we can come up with a plan.” 

      She smiles and nods. “I think you’re right.” 

      “Of course I am.” I smack her on the ass and then kiss her quickly. “Now get dressed before I try to put my dick in you again.” 

      “Hmm.” She thinks about it, but I stand up and toss her onto the bed. She bounces once before she giggles. I flip her over so she’s on her stomach and slap her ass one good time. 

      “Get up, wench. I need to feed you.” 

      “You caveman,” she laughs as I pull on my underwear. 

      “Only for you.” 

      After we have a quick breakfast, we hop in my truck, and I drive us over to the hospital. Gracie said her dad was supposed to be released today but she wants to get there early and hear how he’s doing from the doctor's mouth. I think after yesterday’s scare she wants to talk to his endocrinologist directly. 

      When we get to his room, we see Evy sitting on the bed next to him, and they’re holding hands. It looks like an intimate moment, and for some reason I want to back out of the room and give them their privacy. But Gracie, being my sweet innocent girl, goes right on in. 

      “Hey, Dad, morning, Evy.” She smiles at the woman, and I don’t miss the tender way Evy looks at her. 

      “Hey, Gracie,” she says and stands from the bed but still keeps a hold of Joseph’s hand. 

      “Morning, pumpkin.” He smiles at Gracie and then turns to me. “Good to see you, Donovan.” 

      I nod and tell them hello as Gracie jumps right into it. “Has the doctor been in yet?” 

      “The nurse said she’d be by in just a few minutes,” Evy answers. “But I think before that your dad and I need to tell you something.” 

      “That you two have been sneaky dating?” Gracie says and smiles brightly. 

      Evy looks at Joseph, and I can see her cheeks flush a little. “Well, yes.” 

      “I want you to know Evy and I did a lot of talking last night,” Joseph says. 

      “Good, so did Donovan and I.” I take Gracie by the hand and squeeze it as I look down at her and wink. 

      “Evy and I are getting married.” 

      “Good morning, Mr. Hall, I bet you’re ready to head home today,” the doctor says, interrupting the bomb that just went off in the room. 

      “Umm, can you give us a second?” Joseph asks as he looks around at all of us. 

      “Sure.” The doctor smiles and backs out. 

      “You and Evy are getting married?” Gracie asks, and when the two of them confirm, she surprises all of us by bouncing on her toes and squealing as she covers her mouth to muffle the excitement. 

      “Well, that wasn’t exactly the reaction I was thinking, but I’m happy to see it,” Joseph says as he looks to Evy. 

      “Are you kidding me?” Gracie goes around the bed to hug Evy and then her dad. “I’m so happy for the both of you. I mean I knew you’d been dating on the sly, but I had no idea it was this serious.” 

      “I think we both realized after yesterday that life is short,” Evy says and shrugs. “I love your dad with all my heart, and we talked a lot about what we want for the future.” 

      “You’ve taken care of me a long time, kiddo, maybe even at times when I should have been taking better care of myself.” Joseph squeezes her hand now. “I should have been better about letting you live your life instead of worrying about mine.”

      “Aw, Dad.” 

      “No, I mean it. And I’m not just trading out one nurse for another.” 

      “I told your dad that I’ll help him manage his diabetes better, but we’re going to do it together.” Joseph nods at Evy. 

      Seeing the two of them and the way they look at each other gives me hope. Life is short, and it’s never too late to find love. I stand back and let them talk for a few minutes before the doctor comes back in and goes over Joseph’s discharge paperwork. I step outside for that, giving them as much privacy as possible. 

      A little bit later, Gracie and Evy come out of the room with Joseph’s things in a bag. “I’m going to go with Evy to sign his discharge paperwork. Are you okay to hang here for a second?” 

      “I’ll be right here.” I lean down and kiss Gracie on the cheek before the two of them walk down the hall. 

      I wait a beat to make sure they’re not coming back before I turn and go into the room with Joseph. He smiles at me as I walk in and then he nods like he’s been waiting for this. 

      “I know what you’re going to ask.” 

      “You do?” I glance over my shoulder and then back to him. 

      “Anyone that sees the two of you together knows it’s more than just puppy love. I know what I feel for Evy, and I see the way my baby girl looks at you. It’s the same no matter what age you are.” 

      “Gracie is old enough to make her own decisions, so I’m not asking for permission to marry her. I’m asking you to give us your blessing if she says yes.” 

      “If?” He chuckles. “She’ll say yes, and yes, you’ll have my blessing.” He nods. “Gracie is a good judge of character, and if she loves you like I think she does, then you’re a good man.” 

      “I promise to always be that for her.” I place my hand on my heart and make the vow I will keep for the rest of my life. 

      “Then I hope the two of you are as happy as me and Evy.” 

      “We are,” I agree, hiding my smile. Because I have a feeling we might be the happiest couple on this earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you guys don’t need any help?” I ask my dad. 

      They have moved most of Evy’s stuff in, but there are a bunch of boxes left to unpack. Evy comes to stand beside my dad, and he wraps his arm around her and pulls her closer. I love that he’s not hiding this from me because it was beyond silly trying to. He thought it might hurt my feelings that I wasn’t his number one anymore. 

      He didn’t word it that way, but I got it. We’d both become a bit codependent with worrying too much about the other. Joseph is a great dad, and he raised me on his own. I never felt like I missed out on not having a mom because he was always there for me. Now it’s time for him to start living for himself. I know he’ll still be here for me if I need him, and I’ll never question that. 

      Donovan and Tidas loaded up the last of my stuff into the back of the truck before Tidas took off. I didn’t have a ton left after slowly moving my things over the last few weeks to Donovan’s place. I don’t need the small bed that I’ve had since middle school because Donovan couldn’t fit on that little thing even by himself. He did manage to pin me to it once for a small makeout session that was almost busted by my dad. 

      When Donovan asked me to move in, I’d said yes without a thought. We’d been at the fall festival and Tidas surprised Val with a wedding. I might have helped a little in making that happen, and it was one of the sweetest things in the whole world. It made me want to jump all over the next step in my relationship with Donovan. 

      I love going to bed with him every night and waking up the same way. Donovan is adorable in the morning when I get ready. It’s hard to hate my alarm clock when it’s a mouth that brings me to orgasm. 

      Every morning Donovan drags me out of the bed to take a shower with him. While I get dressed and ready for work, he makes me coffee and something to eat. He even picks out the ribbon I should put in my braid. It’s so cheesy, but I love it so much. 

      Never in a million years would I have guessed this is how things would turn out that day I made my first delivery to his grumpy ass. I’ve even changed my route at work so I hit home around lunch, and we can eat together. 

      “We’re fine, but know that you can come back anytime, honey,” Dad says, giving Donovan a hard stare. Donovan’s fingers flex against my hip, not loving my father’s words. 

      “I know that, Dad, but even if it doesn't work out with Donovan I’m—” 

      “Enough,” Donovan growls, lifting me off my feet and tossing me over his shoulder. I burst into laughter. 

      “I was joking!” His hand comes down on my ass. “Donovan! You can’t smack my butt in front of my dad!” I hiss at him. 

      “You started it, and I ended it.” 

      “They’re adorable together,” I hear Evy giggle as Donovan drops me down into the passenger seat of the truck. 

      “Love you guys!” I shout as Donovan shuts the door.

      “You okay?” Donovan asks when he gets into the driver seat and takes off. I glance over my shoulder, looking out the back window as we pull away from my childhood home. 

      “Yeah, I’m more than okay,” I admit, taking his hand. “I’ve been ready for the next chapter in my life.” Donovan laces our fingers together.

      When we pull up to the house, I glance around at all the cars. 

      “Who’s all here?” 

      “Thought we’d have some friends over. We can cook out, and they can carry shit in.” 

      “You invited people over?” I ask, a bit shocked. 

      “You talked about having people over.” He gives me one of his classic shrugs. 

      “I did, but I didn’t think you loved the idea.” 

      “I love how excited you got about hosting a party at our home.” He smiles over at me. 

      “If there weren’t people here I’d jump you right now,” I tell him before I get out of the truck to go tell everyone hi. 

      Donovan has come so far, and I don’t think he realizes it. He’s willing to step out of his comfort zone for me. I know he’s told me he loves me, but the things he’s always doing for me show it every single day. 

      “This place is amazing!” Julie says, rushing over to give me a hug. I spot Tidas, Val, and Jacks standing on the porch. 

      “Will you show me the baby foal?” she asks, releasing me from the hug. 

      “Of course.”

      “I think the guys can bring in all the stuff off the truck while we see the horses.” Val comes down the stairs, heading toward us. 

      “Did you ladies think we were going to let you all really move shit?” Jacks asks as he flicks an accusatory gaze over toward Tidas.

      “Fuck off,” Tidas barks back at Jacks. He is always giving them shit about being city boys. It makes me smile how fast they have all become friends. 

      “Let me grab some apples real quick.” I dart inside to grab a bag. 

      “Put your boots on,” Donovan says, snagging me around my waist when I come back out the front door. He pulls me into him for a quick kiss. I see my boots in his other hand. He must have grabbed them when I went inside. I go to take them from him, but he drops down in front of me. 

      I brace my hands on his shoulders as he helps me put them on. Seeing him on his knee in front of me has me thinking about him one day asking me to marry him. I know it’s way too soon, but a girl can dream a bit. 

      “You Combs men are really gentlemen,” Julie says, earning her a smack on the ass from Jacks. “I never said you weren't. You go to your knees all the time.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Julie,” Jacks warns. And it’s not because Jacks has any shame about getting on his knees to please Julie. He doesn’t much care for the idea of anyone thinking about Julie in a sexual way. 

      “You’re good to go.” Donovan gives me another kiss and squeezes my ass before letting me go. “Be careful. We got a bit of rain last night. Might be slick.” 

      “I’ve been a country girl my whole life, city boy,” I tease, darting back down the stairs before he can grab me. “Come on. Wait till you see them,” I say to the girls as they both follow me back to introduce them to Ginger and Cookie.

      “It’s beautiful out here. Do you think I could shoot some photos one day for my portfolio?” Julie asks. 

      “Of course.” 

      “Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask if you could do some pictures for my website. I need to update it. I haven’t since I took over the business from my mom,” Val says. 

      “Of course I will. I can use some of the pictures too. You want pictures of some of the new dresses you designed?” 

      “Yeah, I don’t need a ton, a few should be enough for now. Can you model one for me?” Val asks, looking over at me as I feed Ginger an apple. 

      “Me?” 

      “Yes, you,” she laughs pulling on the end of my braid. 

      “I’m always happy to help.” 

      “Awesome. We’ll make a day out of it. Next weekend work?” Julie suggests. “I want to do it while the leaves are still pretty.” 

      “Works for me,” I agree. “You want to be in a photoshoot?” I ask Cookie, thinking maybe I’ll snag a few pictures of them to put in the house since Donovan has tasked me with decorating our home. My heart warms thinking about how I have a home now with Donovan. 

      “We’ve got a date.” Val smiles excitedly. 

      I realize maybe I should have asked Donovan first, but I’m sure with a few kisses I’ll have him agreeing in no time at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      It’s just beginning to change from afternoon to dusk and it’s now what Julie has said is the “magic hour.” I’m not sure what that means, but it’s beautiful on the property with the maple trees changing color and the sun casting an orange glow around the field. 

      Gracie went upstairs earlier and got changed into the dress Val brought. I made a point not to see it because Val threatened my life if I did. Instead, I stayed in the kitchen trying to do something to keep busy with everyone here. I’m still not completely comfortable with having a lot of people around me, especially when Gracie isn’t in the room to talk to them. But knowing how much her friends mean to her, I try not to think about it. 

      It’s a crisp fall afternoon, and everyone is here for a cookout. Julie is taking photos of Gracie up at the barn and Joseph is about to go up and tell them it’s ready. 

      “You okay?” Joseph asks as he squeezes me on the shoulder. 

      “Yep.” I nod, and he gives me a soft smile as he makes his way toward the barn. 

      Keeping my back straight, I take a breath and try to calm down the voice in my head that’s telling me to run up the hill and throw Gracie over my shoulder so she can’t get away. 

      It’s a few moments later just as the cool breeze sends the scent of apples and fall leaves my way that I see Joseph and Gracie coming over the hill. She’s got her arm through his elbow, but she stops dead in her tracks when she sees me. 

      Even from this distance I can see her eyes widen as she looks at her dad. He says something to her and then she smiles as she wipes away a tear, then her eyes come back to mine. They start walking again, and the closer she gets, the more details I can see on her dress. 

      It’s ivory with lace on the sleeves and at the neckline. The lace looks like leaves, and there are gold stitches along the bottom that match the lace. She looks like an angel, and the bronze in her hair shines as she takes another step to me. 

      It took a little time, but setting up this wedding today was a group effort. Val made the dress just for Gracie and Julie said she wanted to take the pictures. Tidas got the marriage license, and our parents made a special trip back to Hollow Oak. Jacks and I did the barbecue, and the rest of the town helped decorate and set up the back yard in record time. Turns out having a postal carrier for a wife means she’s got a lot of people that care about her. Especially in a small town like ours. 

      When she’s finally right in front of me, Val hands her the bouquet made up of sunflowers, yellow roses, and white mums. Everything around us is covered in flowers, and seeing her eyes sparkle everywhere she looks makes it all worth it. 

      “Donovan,” she whispers as she looks at me. Her dad leans over and gives her a kiss on the cheek before he steps back and stands next to Evy. 

      “Come here, sunshine.” I gently take her by the elbow and help her up the small step to the back porch. 

      The whole thing has been strung with lights and flowers over our head to create an arch for us to stand under. The minister begins addressing the crowd and telling them to sit, but I’ve forgotten everything as I stare into her eyes. 

      “I know I didn’t technically ask you,” I say softly, and she tries to hide a giggle. 

      “There’s nothing technical about it. You never asked.” A tear falls from the corner of her eye, and I wipe it away. 

      “I couldn't take the chance you’d say no.” Now it’s my turn to swallow hard and push down the emotions that are threatening to break free. “I love you, Gracie. Marry me right this second.” 

      “I do,” she says over the preacher's words and practically jumps into my arms and kisses me. 

      Somewhere in the back of my mind I hear the crowd's laughter and the preacher clear his throat, but I don’t pay them any attention. This is our special day, and damn it, I’m going to kiss my woman when I feel like it. 

      “Shall we begin?” the preacher says when I’ve put Gracie back on her feet. I glance over to see him trying to hide his smile, but I just nod. 

      “Yep, I think it’s safe now.” 

      The words he says are ones I’ve been working on for the past week. I wanted everything about today to be perfect, and that included the words we promised to each other. When I slide the ring on her finger, a piece of me settles into place, and I know this is where I’m meant to be for the rest of my life. By her side. When it’s her turn to repeat the words, she starts to cry again, and I can’t help but lean down and kiss her tears away. I know it’s not the right part, but I can’t stand the sight of her tears, even if they are happy ones. 

      “You may now kiss the bride. Again,” the preacher says when it’s all over, and the crowd stands and cheers as the music plays. 

      I don’t hesitate to pull Gracie against me and dip her backwards in a dramatic kiss. This is the shot Julie said she wanted, and I had zero problems meeting this request. Gracie squeals with excitement as I kiss her, and I feel her hands come around to cup my face. 

      “I love you so much, Mrs. Combs,” I say, and she smiles against my lips. 

      “I love you too, Mr. Combs.” 

      From what everyone tells me, the reception is amazing, but I’m not sure I remember anything beyond Gracie. My eyes are glued to her all night, and I can’t get over that she’s finally my wife. It’s a long time later when I’m sitting at a table watching her do some kind of dance with some of the kids from town that I feel Tidas come up beside me and take a seat. 

      “I never thought I’d see the day,” he says, nudging my side. 

      “That I’d get married?” When he’s quiet, I glance over at him, and he shakes his head. 

      “That I’d see you smile again.” He blinks quickly a few times as he reaches out and squeezes my arm. “I’ll be grateful to your Gracie for the rest of my life because she gave me my brother back.” 

      “Tidas.” Why am I so emotional today? Maybe it’s years of keeping my heart hard and swallowing the pain of what happened to me, but being with Gracie has broken down the walls I built, and now the floodgates are open. “I love you, brother.” 

      He smiles and nods. “I love you too.” He slaps my knee as he points to his wife on the dance floor. “Now all we have to do is kick back and make a couple dozen babies.” 

      “I like the sound of that,” I answer, keeping my eyes on my bride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Gracie

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Almost five years later 

      

      

      I’ve always loved fall, but after the wedding Donovan gave me five years ago, it’s officially my favorite time of year, bumping winter to second place. I might go a bit overboard this time of year, but I can’t help it. What started out with me putting out a few decorations has turned into Donovan having to build me a small barn just for my decorations alone. 

      I keep Christmas stuff in there too, but fall and Halloween easily dominate the space. I mean, unlike Christmas, where I only get about six weeks, I get two full months with fall and Halloween. I switch out a few Halloween decorations with fall ones and I get to keep it all going until Thanksgiving. 

      “Is that a bounce house?” Donovan asks, looking out the back patio doors to see what’s going on in our backyard. 

      “Isn’t there a diaper that needs to be changed or something?” I say, and a deep, sexy bark of laughter comes from him. He doesn’t get so tense over gatherings anymore. and I knew today was the perfect time to spring a big Halloween party without it bothering him. 

      I don’t think it’s only me that’s gotten him used to being around people. The kids play a part in that too. I think he gets lost in us and forgets about anyone else being around. And what they might be thinking about his scars. They’ve faded even more with time, but I think he’ll always be somewhat insecure about it no matter how many times I tell him he’s perfect. 

      “Don’t think because your cute little ass is knocked up I won’t spank you.” I shoot him a glare over my shoulder. “Okay, there’s a llama out there too.” He runs his fingers through his short hair. He is paying way too much attention to what’s going on outside when I’m over here with no panties on under my dress. 

      “Come over here and try one of my mini apple pies.” I pull one out of the warmer. 

      “This is getting crazy.” He shakes his head but comes over to the kitchen island to eat his tiny pie. I’d made them with him in mind. 

      “You really think it’s too much?” I ask, starting to second-guess myself. 

      I’d hired a party planner who told me about all these great things I could do. There is going to be a million and one games for the kids, a fortune teller, a small haunted house, and the food is going to be out of this world. I’ve got a cart especially for funnel cakes. How could my pregnant butt say no to that?

      “Sunshine, I was teasing you. You can have a whole circus in the backyard.” 

      He rushes over to me, cupping my face, and I realize my eyes are watering. I always cry so easily when I’m pregnant. Everything else about pregnancy is a cake walk for me except the emotions. 

      “A circus?” I’d only got a llama, well actually an alpaca because it's our son’s favorite animal right now. 

      “If that’s what you want, sunshine, have it, but please don’t cry.” I blink quickly, knowing my tears upset him. 

      “It’s my stupid hormones. I want today to be perfect, but you won’t even tell me what my Halloween costume is.” It’s supposedly a surprise, but it’s driving me bonkers. I don’t even know what the kids' costumes are either.

      “You’re going to be the sun.” 

      “What?!” I shout, finding this a bit hard to believe. 

      Last year after we’d taken all the kids out trick or treating, we’d gotten a babysitter so all the adults could go out for a night of fun. We girls got the idea to do a wardrobe change while the husbands dropped the kids off with the grandparents. 

      I’d actually changed into a sun costume. Obviously I was a slutty sun, which was hard to pull off, but I did it. When the husbands all showed up to find us in our changed outfits, the night was cut short. Well, cut short at the bar after Donovan caught me. 

      I’d given him a run for his money and made it out of the bar before he got a hold of me. Though when he caught me, he took me home and tied me to the bed. I press my thighs together thinking back to that night. Damn, that was hot. 

      “Are you thinking about last Halloween?” He sits me down on the kitchen island, and his hands slip under my dress. “Fuck, no panties?” 

      “I must have forgotten,” I lie. 

      When you have two little ones underfoot, you learn to steal your moments. They’ll be up from their nap soon, and then people will start to arrive. I ditched the panties thirty minutes ago when I heard him come in from feeding the horses and jumped into the shower. 

      I go for the button of his jeans, getting his cock out. “Damn, you're soaked. This from thinking about me tying you up?”

      “Yes,” I moan. 

      “I wanna eat you.” He pulls my ass to the edge of the counter. 

      “No time.” I guide him to my entrance. “Now, Donovan. Eat me tonight when you tie me up.” 

      “Fuck,” he groans, pushing inside of me. “I can’t tell you no.” 

      I wrap my legs around him as he starts to thrust. I lean back on my hands as he fucks me hard, and I watch his cock slide in and out of me. My dress bunches all the way up to sit on top of my small baby bump. 

      His fingers go to my clit as his other hand goes to the back of my neck to pull me to him for a kiss. My sex clamps around him as I start to cum, and he groans my name against my mouth. He follows me over the edge but keeps pumping, drawing the orgasm out as he spills deep inside of me. 

      “I love you,” I breathe against his mouth. 

      “I love you too.” He kisses me softly. His cock jerks inside of me. “I want you again.” He pulls out and thrusts in, making me moan. 

      “Mommy?” I hear called through the house. 

      Donovan pulls out of me quickly and puts his cock away as I straighten my dress. He helps me down off the counter as our son comes strolling into the kitchen with his sister. Both are half dressed in what I’m guessing is their Halloween costumes. 

      “I was going to help you guys,” Donovan laughs. 

      “You said after nap we could put them on and show Mommy,” our daughter is quick to remind him. “I’m Mars, Mommy!” she squeals excitedly, and I can already tell our son is Earth. “Daddy is gonna be Saturn.” 

      “All planets that revolve around the sun,” I say, putting it together. My waterworks come back, and I sniffle. “Donovan.” 

      He cups my cheek to look up at him. “We all revolve around you. You’re our light, sunshine.” 

      He’s not wrong, because I only truly shine for them.
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          Donovan

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten years later… 

      

      

      

      “Oh, the mail is here,” Gracie says. “I’m expecting a package.” 

      I’m in the kitchen making lunch as Gracie walks by. When I glance out the window, I see the mail truck coming and growl. 

      “Don’t know why he can’t just leave it in the mailbox.” 

      She giggles as she shakes her head and walks out onto the porch. I finish making her sandwich and cut it in half, then look out the window again. The new mail carrier is young, and I don’t like the way he smiles at my wife. 

      Without thinking, I make my way out the front door and stand on the front porch next to Gracie. 

      “Hey, Scott, thanks for bringing it up to the house,” she says and goes to walk down the steps, but I stop her. 

      “Where’s Martha?” I ask, and this guy Scott looks up at me. 

      “Hey, Mr. Combs. Sorry, Martha took the day off so I’m on her shift. Good to see you again, Gracie.” 

      She tries to move again to grab the package, but I step in front of her. Scott’s eyes widen as he holds out the box with trembling hands. 

      “Is everything okay?” he asks as he glances down at my hand. 

      It’s then I realize I brought the knife outside with me, and I’m gripping it tight as I stare at him. “Um, yeah. Sorry about that.” I put the knife behind my back, and Gracie pushes past me. 

      “Really, Donovan.” She rolls her eyes and takes the box from Scott. “Thank you.” 

      “No problem,” he says and backs away quickly. 

      “Tell everyone I said hello and I’ll see them in a few weeks.” 

      “Yes, ma’am,” Scott rushes to say as he darts to his mail truck and takes off. 

      “You don’t have to work,” I say to her, and she pats me on the chest. It goes a long way to soothe my jealousy, but I’m still not over it. I don’t think I’ll ever want to share my bride. 

      “I don’t work.” She smiles at me indulgently. “It’s just seasonal help to get them through the worst of the holidays. Besides, it just means that when I’m not here you can think about ways to love me when I come home.” 

      “You act like I don’t already do that.” We walk in the house, and I put the knife down on the kitchen counter. “Come here.” 

      She puts her package down on the counter and comes right to my open arms without hesitation. I grab her ass, pulling her tight against me, and she hums her pleasure. 

      “I’m never happy about sharing you.” I bury my face in her neck, and she sighs. 

      “I know, and I love it.” 

      “Just tell that Scott kid to watch his back.” She smacks my chest, and I grunt. 

      “Donovan, he's old enough to be my kid.” 

      “Maybe he’s got a mommy fetish like I do.” She giggles this time when I nip at her ear and pick her up. 

      “You’re a beast.” 

      “You love me,” I tell her as I carry her into the bedroom. 

      “I do, and you love me.” 

      “Forever,” I tell her and she nods in agreement. 

      “Forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hungry For More

          

          by Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Sage Carter has spent her whole life surrounded by her family that treats her like a child. When she finally decides to live life on her own, it’s still under the shelter of her brother's apartment. But the day before Thanksgiving, his business partner comes to visit and just so happens to find her in the kitchen…in her underwear. Can she make it through the holiday without dying of embarrassment? Or will the incident be the spark that lights the fire from within?

      Jensen Powell has done things in his own way on his own timeline. When he’s forced to go home with his business partner for Thanksgiving, he doesn’t expect to find a curvy bombshell waiting for him. One look and she belongs to him, if only she’ll give in. He hasn’t had a reason to be thankful until now, and he’s making the most of it.

      Warning: This Turkey Day romance is stuffed full of all your favorites. It’s warm and sweet with all the guilty pleasures you’re after. Go ahead and get second helpings. Nobody is looking.
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          Sage

        

      

    

    
      I shake the white knitted sweater dress I pulled from the back of my closet and try to get the wrinkles out of it. I love this dress, and with fall here and a nice breeze in the air, I can finally wear it again. Not to mention everything else I own has become a little snug over the last few months.

      No one tells you when you move out of your parents’ house that having the freedom of your own space and kitchen might make you go a little overboard. I’ve always enjoyed cooking, but when there’s no one else around to eat what I’ve cooked I end up eating it all myself. If my brother is around, I know he’ll eat it all himself, but he’s hardly ever home. I share this massive penthouse with him, but he’s a true workaholic and part of the reason I agreed to move in here.

      It’s like living alone most of the time and it’s wonderful. Not because I don’t love my brother, because I do, but I’ve been ready to spread my wings for a while now. I’m beyond ready to step out into the world and live my own life. One event years ago and I’ve been labeled the girl made of glass.

      I’m treated as if at any moment I’ll break or something will harm me.

      I turn in the mirror and peer over my shoulder to the scar on my back; most of the time I forget about it. That whole day is still a blur in my mind. A guy who I thought was my friend was telling everyone that he slept with me. I remember I confronted him about it, but after that the rest is blank. It’s like none of it happened, but the scar says otherwise, just like the years that followed. Life changed for me and my family from that point on.

      They told me he went nuts and that after I confronted him, I turned to leave and he lunged at me. The knife entered my back and barely missed my spine before puncturing my lung. All I remember is waking up in a hospital bed a few days later. It hurt to take each breath and sometimes I woke up fighting to breathe. I don’t remember the attack, but it’s like my mind still likes to remind me that it happened.

      It was hard to believe to begin with because Jimmy was my friend. It took me a while to believe what everyone was saying, but then they showed me the journals with him rambling about a life he thought we had together. There were also thousands of pictures he’d taken of me. But without the memory of the attack, I don’t feel anger when I think of him. When the memory of him pops up, I’m just sad knowing he’s locked away in a mental hospital. His future changed that day, too.

      What I think back on the most is the first day he entered our private high school. He looked so alone as all of us had gone to school together since we were little. No one paid him any attention, but I chose to sit next to him and ask him to be my lab partner.

      My family doesn’t have the same feelings about him. They said things about him before the attack and my brother made a comment on not liking the way Jimmy looked at me. He made my parents uneasy, but I’d thought it was because he was a boy and they were being overprotective. I didn’t know what overprotected meant then, but I do now.

      If I’d known better, I would have kept my mouth shut about how I felt sorry for him even as I healed from the damage he’d done. Now everyone treats me as if I’d let any stranger off the street come into my home. They all think I’m too innocent for the world. If it was up to my family, I’d still be living at home locked away from the rest of the world.

      I remember the panic on my parents’ faces when I said I was going to move out. They couldn't stop me because I’m an adult and one way or another I was doing it. I didn’t want them in constant fear that something could happen to me, but they had to let me go. I had to grow up and leave sooner or later, so the deal was struck and we all agreed I’d live with my brother.

      Turning away from the mirror, I hide the scar from myself and grab my robe. I put it around me over my bra and panties, leaving it open. My phone chimes and I grab it, along with my dress, and walk down the hall, checking the text message from my brother.

      Brian: Running late. Don’t forget I’m bringing Jensen with me.

      My heart flutters at the mention of Jensen. He’s my brother’s co-worker, but over the years they’ve become friends. Brian’s bringing him home for Thanksgiving since they’ve both been in Chicago together working on a deal. Brian and my dad are always buying and reselling companies. I didn't know how Jensen plays into all of it, but I know he doesn't work for the family company. He’s around my brother enough for Brian to mention him a good bit, even more so lately.

      Apparently, Jensen doesn’t have a family and my brother is pretty much dragging him here. As much as my family can drive me crazy with their overprotectiveness, I could never imagine not having them. I love them and it’s why I let them get away with more than I should. Though I haven't pushed too hard against the cage they keep me in. Who knows what would happen if I truly tried to step outside of it. I don’t have the desire to find out. Yet.

      I think about Jensen far more than I should after my brother sent me a candid shot of him so I’d know what he looked like. I think it was taken right before my brother sent it to me. Jensen didn’t look happy about it. In fact, he looked downright annoyed. I’m ashamed to say his intense stare and the furrow between his brows did things to my body I’d never felt before. Now I can’t get his handsome, grumpy face out of my mind. I’m too excited to meet a man who doesn’t want to be here. Not only that, but he’s staying here under the same roof as me. I could fan myself just thinking about all the fantasies I’ve conjured up in my mind.

      Me: See you soon. Making your favorite cookies

      I walk into the laundry room to throw my dress into the dryer, hoping the heat will get the wrinkles out. I hate to iron, and a little fluff is all I need.

      If Jensen eats as much as my brother, I need to get a head start on cooking. I think Jensen is as big if not bigger than my brother. I could tell by the way he dominated the space in the chair he was sitting in. In the photo he was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and giving the camera a look that made me think he could have broken the phone in half with his bare hands. I’m sure my brother only laughed at him. He’s always been brazen, even before he had his growth spurt in high school.

      I turn on some music that flows through the speakers of the house and try to drown out my thoughts. I know it won’t work, but at least I can try as I get all my ingredients and turn on the oven.

      I start on the cookies and my mind drifts to Jensen having to spend Thanksgiving with us. A sad feeling creeps into my stomach when I think that he has nowhere else to go. It’s a shame he doesn’t have a family to make him his favorites or prepare a big Thanksgiving dinner. He could have a girlfriend, I remind myself for the twenty millionth time. I wanted to ask my brother about him, but I know that would set off his radar. Not that I blame him after Jimmy, but he can go overboard.

      My brother has no social media, so I couldn't try and take a peek to see if there was a Jensen on his friends list. I went so far as digging into the gossip columns on websites to see if my brother was mentioned with someone named Jensen. There was nothing and I only have the one picture. I’m crafting my own story for Jensen inside my head and right now he’s single.

      If he does have a girlfriend, wouldn’t he be with her on Thanksgiving? I have the same silly battle back and forth in my head and I keep coming up with different reasons for why he is or isn’t with his perfect girlfriend. Who I hate.

      Maybe I need to date. I haven't done it because there’s a fear deep inside of me that I can’t. I’m focusing in on Jensen because it’s a safe fantasy and I know nothing will come of it. My brother would lose it if he thought I had interest in his friend, so I shake my head, not wanting to go down that road. I’ve got enough people analyzing my every move since the attack that I’m not going to do it to myself, too.

      I hadn't brought up the topic of dating with my parents because I knew it would get them worked up. I’ve only recently gotten them comfortable with me living here, but it’s time. I want to fall in love and make a few dozen babies. The flutter I get when I look at Jensen’s picture is new and exciting, and I’ve never felt that way before.

      I missed so much after the attack and I didn’t go to college. The story was salacious with two extremely rich and powerful families at the center of it all. The media was a nightmare and the details were everywhere. I didn't even want to leave the house back then, so I decided to skip college and help my dad with his company. I’ve been doing that ever since and haven’t exactly had the opportunity to meet a man working from home with my family.

      Once again, my mind drifts back to Jensen as I pull the first batch of cookies out of the oven. I take a deep breath, loving the sweet smell of cinnamon and fall. Christmas is coming and the stir of anticipation is all around me. It’s my favorite time of year and I love to cook. My stomach growls and I know I should wait for them to cool, but I can’t stop myself. I take a bite of the hot cookie and I moan at the flavor.

      I turn when I hear my cell phone ring in the distance. I must have laid in down in the laundry room. I put the half-eaten cookie down and walk out of the kitchen. From the sound of the ring, I know it’s my brother calling me.

      When I walk through the living room I stop when I see the broad back of a man in a suit. At my small gasp of surprise, he turns and my eyes land on Jensen. He’s even more handsome than the picture, and bigger, too. In fact, that look on his face is impossibly more annoyed than the one my brother sent. Everything about him is more than I anticipated, but nothing prepared me for the raw attraction that’s pulling me towards him.
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