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        When it’s right, it’s right.

      

      

      Zane Kendrick has finally returned home after being in the Army for twenty-two years. Empty he isn’t sure what his future holds for him until he runs into Zoë Duncan working in her father’s shop. When he sees her again, out, he realizes she’s no longer the little girl who followed her brothers and his around. This Zoë was all woman. And his feelings for her have changed.

      Zoë Duncan has loved Zane forever. He’s been the object of all her fantasies and when the opportunity arrives for her to experience him for real, she can’t refuse. However, a one night stand doesn’t change anything in her mind. He’s still off limits, she’s not about to risk the relationship between their families for her own desires.

      Zane, isn’t a man who lets go of what he wants and he wants Zoë. He’ll have to work to get past her defenses. When trouble arrives at her door, he’s there but will it be enough for him to convince her to give them a shot? Can he make her see it’s always been her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To everyone who’s been reunited with their first love. It may not be easy, but sometimes, it is right.
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      Springwood, Colorado

      Zane Kendrick stopped his full-size truck at the crest of the final hill leading into his hometown. Eight years was a long time to be away without a single time back yet during his last stint of being gone the place hadn’t changed much. Springwood was a ranching community and he could hear the lowing cattle and smell their pungent scent on the air.

      He’d missed it. The picturesque setting, friendly neighbors. More important than that even, he missed his family. The last time he’d been home was for a brief time when he and his brothers buried their father. A car accident took him way too soon. They’d lost their mother when they were just boys.

      The eldest Kendrick brother, Nate, had taken over the ranch with the help of their youngest brother, Cade. Zane’d been the only one not able to return full-time. Now he had. Cool autumn air flowed through the open windows of his three-quarter ton dually.

      He needed to drop it off at the shop since it was running with some hesitations. Hopefully, Duncan’s Garage is still in business. He didn’t know of a better place to leave his vehicle. Having been sitting for the past two years while he’d been fighting over in The Sandbox, he could accept its necessity for a tune-up. But, it had gotten him home.

      He was looking forward to nights in a real bed without worrying about poisonous creatures climbing in on him, the enemy, and all the other crap that came with returning home from being over there. Bad enough to be there for a short time but he’d pulled many duties and had seen more than he cared to recall as well as too much for him to ever forget.

      Shifting into gear, he worked the pedals and rolled down the road. The afternoon sun bathed the town in a golden glow. Maybe, just maybe, he could get over the nightmares.

      As he progressed through town he noticed the differences—a few new stores—and the familiar—brick storefronts in the shadows of the tree-lined sidewalks. Outside on the other side of town, fences replaced stores, restraining large herds of cattle. A grin lifted one corner of his mouth as he spied the old sign across the driveway of his destination, wooden and scarred with age. The Rocking K Ranch. Their brand had rocking chair skids on the feet of the capital letter K, and was ensconced by a circle. His truck rattled over the cattle guard and on up the long, winding drive.

      He passed the barns and the cattle staging area. The large house filled his vision as he steered around the final corner. He parked before the garage and killed the engine.

      Zane climbed out and snagged the olive green duffel carrying his worldly possessions. Slinging it over one shoulder, he strode to the front door, paused, then depressed the handle and entered his home.

      “Nate? Cade? Anyone here?”

      “Holy fucking hell, is that you, Zane?”

      His brother Cade strode into view. Zane dropped the bag and hugged him. He smiled, grateful, once more, to be home.

      “Thought you weren’t arriving until tomorrow.” Cade pounded him on the back. “Damn, it’s good to see you.”

      He returned the gesture before stepping away from the embrace. “Good to be seen. Where’s Nate?”

      “Town, picking up some things. Although if you ask me he’s just wanting to catch some time with Angela Cricton.”

      The name was familiar. “Didn’t her family used to run the drugstore?”

      “They still do. Angela is no longer redheaded and freckle-faced, however.” Cade waggled his eyebrows.

      He snapped his fingers. “Ah, shit, I remember her now. We called her Pippi.”

      Cade laughed. “She is all grown now and Nate is all over that.”

      He didn’t begrudge his brother any happiness and smiled. “Good for him. Are the Duncan’s still the best garage in town?”

      “Absolutely. Something wrong with your truck?”

      Shoulders rising with a simple shrug, he replied, “Been parked for a few years. I need to take it in for a tune-up.”

      “Well, let’s go drop it off now. We had planned for a big dinner with you tomorrow and just hitting the diner tonight. I’ll follow you then you can ride with me.” He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “Unless you want to stay here and scrounge something up.” Cade flashed a smile. “I’m good with either.”

      “I’ll be fine. Let’s go.” He fished his keys from his pocket and twirled them.

      “All right. I can’t wait to see Nate’s face when you walk in.”

      Back in his truck, Zane started the engine, frowning once more over the hesitations. He followed his brother to Duncan’s Garage. Hopping down, he strode through the open bay door.

      “Hello! Anyone here?” Old school R&B, The Isley Brothers, played in the shop.

      “What do you need?”

      He blinked and stared down by the older Chevy Caprice, a pair of legs were sticking out. The voice sounded familiar but he couldn’t place it. Softer than the male tone he’d expected to hear. Perhaps there was a young man working there.

      “I looking to get a tune-up on my truck. If you have time. Are any of the Duncan boys around?”

      “Sorry, not this afternoon. Just me.” Rolling out on the creeper, the speaker showed themselves.

      It was a woman. Could it be?

      She had an expression of surprise. “Zane? You’re back?” Her shock vanished as swift as it had arrived, as did another emotion he couldn’t decipher.

      Recognition slammed him. “Zoë? I don’t believe it.”

      She grinned, making him recall the imp she’d been at one time. “That’s me. You wanna leave your keys? I’ll have one of them working on your truck in the morning.”

      Zoë Duncan was the youngest in her family. She’d not been home when he’d returned for the funeral so he’d not seen her since aside from once after he’d left to join the Army. Eighteen years ago. When he’d been home, she’d been elsewhere. Her coveralls swallowed her, and her backward cap exposed a grease-smudged face. He was reminded of the little afro-haired girl who always wanted to be included in their shenanigans. Only briefly for something else hit him, an emotion he wasn’t sure what to do with.

      “What are you doing down there?” He reached out a hand.

      She waved him away and rose easily on her own. “Working.” A brilliant smile filled her face as she stepped by him. “Hey, Cade.” She gave his brother an easy hug.

      “Hey, darlin’.” Cade leaned back against the car she’d been working on.

      Zoë cleaned her hands off on a rag she’d withdrawn from the pocket of her coveralls. “Anything specific you want them to check?”

      “Them?” Cade spoke up glancing between the two. “Why aren’t you doing it, Zoë?”

      She gave an apathetic shrug and waved it off like she didn’t give a damn one way or another. “He mentioned my brothers, figured he’d want one of them or Dad on it.”

      Zane didn’t like them talking about him as if he wasn’t even there. How did Cade rate a hug when Zane’d been the one gone for years and barely got a smile? Cade shot him a glare and he lifted his shoulders in confusion. “You want to work on it, Zoë, go ahead. I have no problem with that. You work in your daddy’s garage. So if he hired you, I know you’ve got the skills. I know your daddy wouldn’t let anyone in here who couldn’t hold their own.”

      Something foreign flashed in her eyes before she gave another offhand shrug. “Either way, makes no never mind to me. I can check it tonight and leave you a message if it needs more than what I can do tonight.”

      “It’s Friday,” he said. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for a date?” He crossed his arms. “Or did the combination of both our brothers scare them all off?”

      A brief, nearly nonexistent smile. “Something like that.” She held out her hand. “Keys?”

      “Sure thing.” He dropped them into her open palm, realizing there was no way to touch her without looking as if he was seeking out the contact. She walked toward the back of the shop and he shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “She looks so young.” And innocent, and yet at the same time, there was something different about her. Something that intrigued him more than he wished to admit. Or that I should be thinking.

      Cade nodded. “Yep. Come on.”

      He shadowed his brother to Cade’s SUV. The green Tahoe had dirt and mud covering the outside. He slid over the seat and saw Zoë heading for his truck. Another bay door rose as she climbed in his vehicle after placing a plastic covering on the seat and floorboard.

      She never once glanced at them. Cade drove away as she nosed his truck into the garage. Zane wondered why her distance bothered him so much, then wondered why he was even concerning himself with it.
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        * * *

      

      Zoë sagged against the table and stared at the dark blue truck she’d just driven in the garage.

      He was home. Zane Kendrick. Sergeant Major Zane Kendrick. She’d kept up with his career by listening to her brothers and his speak about it.

      She swallowed some water, gathered her bearings, then retreated back below the Caprice. Zane. She closed her eyes and released the shuddering breath she’d kept from escaping while he was there. Eighteen years. During that time he’d been gone the boy he had been—full of joy and humor, as well as his fair share of trouble—got replaced by a war-hardened man. No humor in those incredible stormy gray-blue eyes; they were flat and unemotional.

      She nearly jumped up to hug him but somehow restrained herself. If she were honest with herself, it was because she was scared to death of being rejected by him. Even if it was just a hug. Better to play aloof and respect his look of stay away.

      “Hey, Zoë, whose truck?”

      “Zane Kendrick, Papa. I’m giving it a tune-up, or will be. Just about finished with Mrs. Forester’s car. What are you doing back? I thought you and Mama had date night.”

      “We do.”

      She angled her head and peered out. He wore a suit and tie. “They why are you here?” She tightened the last nut holding in the tray and inched her way out.

      “Stopped to check on you.”

      “Papa, go on. I’m fine. The boys have gone on their dates, you go on yours.” Pathetic. Everyone in this family has a date except me.

      “You’re a young woman and should be out.”

      “Papa,” she said climbing to her feet, ignoring the ache in her back. “With my brothers and the two Kendrick boys, I’ll be lucky to ever get a date in this town.” She walked over and, being cautious of his suit, kissed his cheek. “Love you. Go on.” Zoë went to Zane’s truck after she cleaned off her hands and popped its hood.

      Leaning against the side panel she waved as her parents drove away. The hesitation she’d encountered at the start up would be the first thing she addressed. Nope, the second. First it needed an oil change.

      The clock neared midnight when she finally finished. Slamming the hood, she breathed deep. She’d not believed Zane could get any better looking. Never had she been so wrong about anything in her life.

      Battle-hardened had replaced youthfully muscular. Her palms burned to touch and explore his wide chest. Problem was, that wasn’t the only part of her that burned when she thought of him.

      “Get over it, Zoë. He never noticed you before, he sure ain’t about to change that now.”

      “Why did I know you would still be up?”

      She didn’t even jump at the sound of her friend’s voice. “Hey, Cora. Shouldn’t you be out with your man?”

      Cora Sunderland was a childhood friend who’d gone into nursing and had employment at the hospital in town.

      “Nawh.”

      Zoë unzipped her coveralls. “So it was a quickie then?”

      Cora fluffed her hair and grinned wickedly. “I wish. I just got off shift.”

      “Hungry?” She stepped free of them and tossed them in the hamper to be washed.

      “Girl, you don’t know the half of it. I about scared some patients with the growling my stomach was doing. You up for it?”

      “I’m game. Last time I ate was four this afternoon.”

      “Excellent.” Cora spun on the heels of her sensible shoes.

      “Hey.”

      “Yes?” She drew out the word and pivoted back.

      “Care to trail me to the Rocking K so I can return the truck?”

      Her eyes lit up. “Is it Cade’s?”

      Zoë rolled her eyes. “Don’t know why you don’t just ask him out. No, before you try to get in there and snoop around or grind on his seats, it’s not his.”

      “I’m only curious.”

      “Right,” she drawled.

      “It’s not Nate’s truck.”

      “Correct. It’s Zane’s,” she said opening the door.

      Cora grinned. “Ohh, awesome. A story for the meal.”

      “Get moving,” she ordered with another eye roll.

      Zoë tried to remain professional as she drove his truck. The big diesel handled like a dream. She attempted a good many things to keep from recalling her infatuation of Zane Kendrick. All of them were complete and utter failures.

      She slowed as she pulled into the drive to the Rocking K. At the house, she parked by the garage and hopped out once she’d killed the engine. Leaving the keys in the ignition, she strode to Cora’s car. Together they headed back to town and the all-night diner, Bethany’s Burgers & More.

      They strolled in and headed for their usual back corner. “Evening, ladies.”

      “Hi Bethany,” they called out simultaneously.

      After their burgers arrived, Zoë reached for the ketchup.

      “Now, tell me what you did when you found out Zane had returned.” Cora curled her lips around her soda straw and drank.

      “Do? Nothing. I was lying there on the floor staring up at him.” Wouldn’t have minded lying on the floor with him on top of me, though. Or me on him. Or against… I have got to stop this.

      “How’d he look?”

      She squeezed the bottle then reached for the salt. “Besides incredibly sexy and hot? Empty.”

      Cora ate, mulling over her words. “What do you mean?”

      Zoë licked the salt from her lower lip after she ate one the fries on her plate. “I don’t know how to describe it. Something about him looked different.”

      Cora drank some of her milkshake. “It’s been nearly two decades and he was in war.”

      “I’m just telling you what I saw, Cora.” She removed the onions from her burger. Charlie’s on the grill. He always puts onions on my food. Sucking ketchup from her thumb, she put the top of the bun back, patting it slightly.

      Cora asked when she took her first bite, “So are you going after him?”

      Zoë nearly choked. “Go after,” she sputtered once her mouth was empty. “No. Why would I?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “Oh, I don’t know. All those pages of you writing Mrs. Zane Kendrick.”

      “Stop,” she hissed. “That was years ago.”

      “But he’s home now.”

      “And I’m still a little sister.”

      “Because you allow him to see you that way. Lose the coveralls or baggy clothing. Show some skin. Refuse to let him view you as that little sister to his friends. Back that fine ass of his into a corner and lay one on him. And I don’t really know how you can say he views you as a little sister. He’s not been around acting like one of your brothers. For all you know he may view you as you are. A hot woman he wants to fuck.”

      She flushed, heat skidding up her face. “What do I know about that? The dressing sexy, not the other. I doubt he’d ever view me in a different light.”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Cora’s response was instant.

      “Thanks.” She uttered her word in a monotone and flipped Cora off.

      “But,” she drew out, “luckily for you, you have me. And believe you me, we’ll knock his socks off and show him you’re not that little kid anymore.”
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      “Morning,” Nate said as Zane entered the kitchen. The sun still hadn’t crested the horizon. He filled himself a cup of coffee and walked to the table. “You’re up early.”

      “Don’t sleep much,” Zane said. “I can help around today, I just have to get my truck from Duncan’s.” At least the nightmares were minor and I got some shuteye.

      “No you don’t.” He forked some eggs into his mouth.

      “Cade and I—” He closed his mouth when Nate pointed. Cracking his neck, Zane padded to the door where he hit the outside switch and went to his truck. I’ll be damned.

      He opened it, the light illuminating the keys dangling from the ignition and the sheet of paper on the steering column. Zane snagged it and read the words printed there.

      Welcome Home

      “Thanks, Zoë.” He swiped the keys and backed out before shutting the door. For a moment there he wasn’t sure she’d even cared he’d returned as distant as she’d been.

      “What time did she drop it off?” He posed his question as he poured himself some coffee.

      “No clue. It was there when I woke. Help yourself to some food.”

      Zane did. He must have been exhausted if he hadn’t woken when she arrived to leave it there. “Where’s Cade?”

      “Gassing up the gators.” He drank some coffee. “Don’t worry, he’s doing one for you as well. We were going to wake you.”

      “With a bucket of cold water, no doubt.”

      Nate grinned. “No doubt. Glad you’re home, bro.”

      “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      After working the ranch until the afternoon, Zane showered and got in his truck. Not much later he pulled into Duncan’s Garage. Parking, he made his way inside where rap played loudly.

      “Well fuck me sideways and beat me with a wooden spoon, look what the cat dragged in.” The male voice rang with welcome and happiness. “Heard you were back.”

      Zane looked across the room. “Thomas. Good to see you man.”

      “Matt and Eric will be back soon. I know they want to see you.” They hugged and stepped back. “You look like shit.”

      “Thanks.” He forced a smile aware Thomas spoke the truth.

      “Something wrong with the job she did on your truck?” He gestured with the rag in his hand.

      “Not at all. I came to pay.”

      Thomas stroked his goatee before smoothing a hand over his cornrows. “She didn’t charge you?”

      “Nawh man. I dropped it off for a tune-up. It was out front of the house this morning.”

      “That’s odd. She will usually leave the bill if she drops off. There was nothing there?”

      “Just a sheet saying ‘welcome home’ but nothing else.”

      “No charge, man. She’s right, welcome home.” He held up a hand. “You want to argue, she’s in the office. I’ll be out here with the music up loud so I can’t hear her read you your rights.”

      “Zoë? No way. She was always so quiet.” She was sweet.

      He snorted. “Times change and so do people. You know all that military training?” Zane nodded. “Keep that in mind. Good luck.” Thomas strode away. “Because she’s in some kind of fucking mood today.”

      The music blared as he pushed through the door and made his way behind the counter in the waiting room and on to the hall leading to the office. The garage music faded slightly as he continued on his way. He knocked briskly on the door.

      “Anyone here?” He stuck his head in.

      Zoë sat at the desk, fingers poised at the keyboard. Big brown eyes stared at him.

      “Zane,” she said. “What are you doing here?” Her gaze darted left then right before staring back at him.

      “Have a minute?”

      “Sure. Just shut the door so I don’t hear that—never mind, leave it open. What can I do for you?”

      He left the door cracked an inch then sat opposite her. She had on a ball cap with Duncan’s Garage on it along with another shapeless pair of coveralls. Still, her thick lashes framed her eyes in sultry manner.

      He shifted on the seat, screeching that thought to a swift halt. She watched him, a bit of nervousness in her expression. Why is she nervous around me?

      “First, thank you for fixing my truck.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a garage, it’s what we do.”

      “Now, about payment. And why are you shaking your head?”

      “Because it was on the house.”

      “No.”

      Her gaze hardened. “This isn’t up for negotiation. Duncan’s Garage is not charging you.” There existed no room in her tone for discussion on the matter.

      “Dinner as a thank you?” He tried to grin but it felt rusty.

      Her expression closed down and her eyes turned arctic. “I don’t need to do favors just to get a meal.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Now, hang on, Zoë. That wasn’t my intent at all.”

      She put her hands flat on the desk. “Just because your brothers and mine scare off most men, I’m not a charity case and I don’t need the great war hero Zane Kendrick to do me any favors.” Her gaze gave him frostbite and her lush lips were pressed in a tight line.

      Wait. Why am I thinking of her mouth as lush?

      “I don’t need your sympathy any more than I need theirs. Get out.” She fairly ended on a scream.

      Zane rose partly when she shot up from her chair. She stomped by him muttering something along the lines of skewering all men.

      Thomas entered the room after she vacated it, laughing. “I see you weren’t spared her wrath.”

      “I don’t know what I did.”

      Thomas sat behind the desk. “You spoke to her. She’s been moody. We caught her at The Roadside with some guys we didn’t approve of.”

      “We?”

      Thomas grinned. “My brothers and I were out with yours.”

      Zane nodded, clarity sinking in. “Gotcha. And does she go there often?”

      “Don’t know. We were shocked to see her there. Not a place we frequent.” He slapped his hands on the desktop. “Anyway, ignore her. We need to go out and catch up.”

      Zane rose. “Definitely. I’ll see you around, Thomas.”

      “You got it, bro.”

      Zane knew where he was going tonight. Her fire intrigued him in a way he wasn’t sure he wanted to delve into yet.
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        * * *

      

      She hadn’t been at The Roadside as he figured but he recognized her Subaru Outback in another bar’s lot farther from Springwood.

      Trader’s was the name. The parking lot overflowed with a mixture of bikes, trucks, and cars. Good place as any for a drink.

      Booming hard rock met him as he strode to the door. He stepped in and scoured the crowd. He didn’t see her. But he heard her. Her laughter snaked through the air to him. The crowd parted and he had a direct line of sight to the side where the pool tables were.

      The reality of what—or rather who—was before him didn’t register right away. For the time he had been mesmerized by an extremely sexy and sensual woman in the midst of all those men.

      Her white, ribbed, off-the-shoulders, three-quarter-length sleeve shirt was in stark contrast to her dark skin. It was a lacy and ribbed material offering hints at the unknown lying beneath. A skin-tight candy-apple-red leather skirt barely hit her mid-thigh and the white fuck-me stilettos completed the ensemble.

      His cock went rock hard in seconds. Whoever is taking her home is a lucky son of a bitch. She tossed her head, causing her curly hair to allow him to see her face as she leaned over to line up her shot. Half the people there were trying to look up her skirt.

      In that moment, it hit him who he was panting after like the rest of the men in attendance. Zoë. On the heels of his lust rose raw possessiveness. He struck out toward her, yanking a man up by the shirt on his chest and growled, “Eyes off.”

      “Man, have you seen that ass?”

      “Look again and I will make it the last thing you ever see.” He launched him away with a single motion of his arm.

      “Zoë.”

      She gazed back at him, tongue swiping her lips adding instant shine to them. “Oh shit.” She gathered herself. “Hello, Zane.”

      That’s right, baby. It’s me.
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        * * *

      

      Zoë wasn’t sure if she wanted to sink below the floor or run. Zane’s expression would have scared an angry grizzly. Dammit, I’m a Duncan and we neither run nor hide. Plus, it’s not his business where I am or what I’m doing. Why can’t these guys just leave me alone to get on with my life?

      She turned up her lips to a full smile. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” In any  way. Facing the table, she bent to line up for her shot. “Excuse me,” she muttered, nudging him with her hip.

      Zane moved enough for her to slide by but not enough for her not to continue feeling the rough of his jeans along the backs of her thighs. She ignored the yearning burning in her gut and took her turn. Perhaps Cora was onto something here. Maybe this night of test running an outfit like this can be put to use.

      His large hand landed on her waist, the moment she stood. “We need to talk.”

      “Nothing to say. If you’re here to act like your brothers or mine, just turn around and leave.”

      “Now, Zoë.” His tone was hard.

      “Oh for— One moment guys.”

      “He bothering you, Zoë? We’ll kick him out.”

      Zane drew her back so they were pressed tight to one another and glared at the man who’d uttered those words. His fingers dug possessively into her flesh. “You can try.”

      The words rumbling from his throat were drenched by danger. While the rest of the room proceeded as a typical night in a bar, Zoë was well aware that tensions had accelerated with the speed of a bullet train.

      Seven men stepped closer. Zane, in the space of a heartbeat, had put her behind him. “This isn’t a situation you will win.” Zane’s tone smacked with his confidence in personal victory. Not arrogantly. Matter-of-factly.

      “Guys, let it go. This is another one who thinks he’s my older brother. I’ll be right back.”

      “The fuck I think of myself as your older brother. Answer something for me. What the hell are you doing in a place like this?” he demanded when they were off to the side slightly. “And wearing”—he gestured at her attire—“this?”

      “I get enough from the other Kendrick boys. You’ve been gone from my life for eighteen years, Zane. You have no right to treat me like I’m in middle school. And there’s nothing wrong with my outfit. In fact a lot of the women in here are wearing less. I don’t have to wear coveralls every second of my day, if I’m so hideous to look at then leave,” she tossed out, hoping the pain in her words was hidden.

      His eyes blazed with a myriad of emotions. “I know you’re not.” He stepped closer, forcing her back against the wall. “Trust me. Seeing you like this, I’m well aware of how grown you are. And you’re far from hideous, you’re fucking gorgeous and sexy as hell.”

      Zoë had been infatuated with him as a young girl and apparently still had such feelings. Faced with it and every consequence which may make her life from this point forward hell, she made her choice. She acted in response on a cellular level. No calculating costs or risks any further. No what if’s. The only way to describe her reaction was visceral. Molecular. Necessary.

      Emboldened or blinded by her lust for Zane she covered his cock with her hand and squeezed, not painfully yet more than enough so he knew it wasn’t an accidental touch.

      The heat increased as the storm brewing between them did. “Zoë.”

      A beg. A warning. She didn’t know nor did she care. “How aware, Zane?”

      “Enough that I’m ready to fuck you on the goddamn pool table.”

      Electricity rocketed to her clit and nipples. She flicked her tongue over her lips; his eyes tracked the motion.

      “I’m not up for the table but I’d take the back of your truck.”

      He gripped her tighter, flexing his hips into her. “You’re playing with fire.”

      No, she didn’t think so. She was capitalizing on what may very well be her once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      She slid an arm up around his neck, grateful her stilettos gave her the ability to do so with more ease. Sinking her hand in the hair at his neck, she skimmed her nails along his nape.

      “How much consent do you need, Zane? I’m definitely not underage. You know this.” Pulling his head, she met him for an open-mouthed, tongue-dueling, hungry kiss. If she’d been hot for him before that paled in comparison to the raging heat in her now.

      He tasted unlike anything she could recall. Masculine—yes, but there was something else. Something…more. He ate her moan as his hands settled upon her ass, grinding into her hand.

      Nothing mattered but the intensity of his kiss. The wall at her back jarred her senses. Heart racing, blood pounding, she leaned away. Everyone watched them. Zane had put them against the back wall.

      “We’re leaving,” he rumbled.

      “I’m in the middle—”

      “No. You’re not.” He held her gaze. “We’re leaving. Now.” His voice was low and ragged. Hard to decipher.

      Those she’d played pool with all backed away, giving them space. She stole a peek at him. His carriage, rigid and dangerous. Every inch of him screamed warrior. Coiled. Alert. Deadly.

      Between them, the air crackled with vibrating tension. Contrary to his voice, the hand on her waist, while possessive and unyielding, didn’t hurt her at all.

      He slammed the door open, jarring it on the hinges. She began to head for her car yet he refused to let her go.

      “My car is over there.”

      “Don’t care,” he said, directing her to his truck.

      He unlocked the driver’s door. She dug her feet in. Zane slashed his gaze to her. On the inside she quaked but on the outside, she refused to let her emotions show.

      “Get in.”

      “No.”

      Thick brows converged. “Why not?”

      “I’m not leaving my car here. I’ll follow you to the garage and go anywhere you want.”

      She expected him to argue but he escorted her to her SUV after he slammed his door. When she sat behind the wheel he left her after one more toe-curling kiss.

      Her hands shook as she started the engine. Her pussy wept with preparation. Shifting into gear, she drove out of the parking lot. His large truck filled her rearview. Her gut clenched. He maintained an exact distance behind her. If she sped up, so did he. Same if she slowed.

      She pulled into the garage lot and killed the engine. With a final deep breath, she reached for the handle only to find the door open. Zane loomed over her, still ever the gentleman, he held out a hand.

      Again, he led her to the driver’s door and she climbed in. His hand on her bare thigh halted her from leaving the middle section. She shivered at the rasp of calluses on her skin.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere we won’t be interrupted.”

      Every cell in her body, at his words, experienced a tremor with the decadent promise falling from his lips.

      “Oh.” Great job, Zoë, sound incompetent.

      She recognized the spot when he pulled off the road. A popular spot for the locals to visit. Wide fields dotted with tall trees. He shut off his truck and stepped out. Zane stuck his hand out and beckoned to her. She skimmed her tongue over her lips, took a deep breath, and placed her hand in his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Zane drew her toward him, sliding her along the leather bench seat of his truck. The drive had been good for it allowed his anger to diminish. Zoë had said her brothers—along with his—had been taking her from area bars. If she’d been dressing like this they should be shadowing her much more closely.

      Finding her there dressed as she was with all those hungry men staring at her had released a beast he’d not known lived within him. As a man who’d spent his years in the Army honing his skills to kill had found himself desperate to do just that to all there who dared put eyes on her.

      The light whiff of candied lemon reached him. Zoë stared up at him, her legs pressing against his. Whenever she’d gone and grew up he didn’t have a clue. All he did know was she’d unleashed a craving within him.

      He cupped her face, her features delicate compared to his large, scarred hands. I’m no good for her. If I were smart, I would drive like Lucifer himself were chasing me back to her car and drive on without looking back, leaving her there. Alone.

      When his lips claimed hers, he realized and accepted he was a dumbass, for he had no intention of going anywhere except deep inside her body. She parted beneath him, her tongue there to meet his seeking one. A possessive growl slid from his throat.

      A tiny, minuscule voice of reason tried once more to be heard over his raging hormones. It gave him a moment of hesitation. The decision was taken from him when her hands—strengthened by working in the shop—dug into his shoulders pulling them back together.

      He curled his arms around her, pressing her curves against him. She wriggled closer still. Her teeth nipped at his lower lip as her fingers sought and found his bare torso, nails digging in lightly.

      He tore his mouth away and yanked her shirt up and off over her head. The moonlight shone down, allowing him to see the silvered gray of her strapless bra. Those suits hid this hot body?

      With one hand, he trailed it up one silken thigh to the edge of her skirt. His other he lifted to her chest and skimmed it along the swells of her firm breasts. Beneath his fingertips, her heartbeat quickened.

      Hooking his finger between her breasts, he freed them. He ducked head and flicked his tongue over one nipple. A ragged whimper left her. He cupped the right one as he sucked the left nipple into his mouth.

      She gripped the back of his head, holding him tight. Zane sucked and laved her breasts. Both, plying them with equal attention.

      He moved the hand between her legs up until he found her panties. The proof of her desire, right there. Zane drew them down and shoved them past her knees until they tumbled off those fuck-me stilettos. Widening her legs, he stepped between them, pushing up her skirt, and yanked her up to his hard cock that pressed tight against his jeans.

      “Zoë.” His voice fell from his mouth, graveled and deep.

      She readjusted her hands and put them to his waistband, working at undoing the button on his jeans. “Kiss me, Zane,” she whispered as the button slipped free of the hole.

      He complied, allowing her taste to sink back into his taste buds. His breath hitched when she slid her hands into his jeans. Her warm hand curved around his hard cock.

      “Now,” she muttered against his mouth.

      All the previous raging desire slammed him again, shoving away any thread of control he may have discovered.

      “Pull me out and put me in that pussy of yours,” he ordered.

      She balanced on the edge of the seat and he stared at her face while she listened. She pumped his shaft a few times, smearing the pre-come over the broad head. The moment she lined him to her opening, he thrust his hips forward, pushing into her pussy, sinking into the velvet heat awaiting him.

      “Holy fuck,” she uttered.

      “Shit.” His comment fell immediately on the heels of hers. “You’re so fucking snug around my cock.”

      Her head fell forward to his shoulder and her teeth bit his skin. He pumped his hips, driving into her. The taut muscles rippled around him as she came. Her entire body shuddered and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, inching forward so he supported more of her weight.

      Zane buried his face into her neck and worked his hips, fast and deep. He couldn’t get enough. Her pussy held him like it had been made for him and only him. Her cream smoothed over his dick as he worked it in her, keeping the motion smooth.

      Her cries, muffled from his shoulder, filled his ears as she came again, her pussy milking him. He slid an arm around her waist and pressed her back to lie on the seat. The angle difference had him grunting as he continued to power into her.

      He came inside her with a low roar. It may have been his imagination but he swore she called his name as she crested the cliff with him. He pulled back and took her lips.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” he swore.

      He lifted her, still buried deep inside of her, and walked them away from his truck. At the back door, he opened and swiped a blanket he had on the seat. Tossing it down on the ground, he laid her on top of it.

      Taking her breast in his mouth, he sucked it hard as he slowly drove into her as his cock thickened again. As they lay beneath the moon, Zane took her over and over again until they both fell to an exhausted slumber.

      He woke alone, covered by part of the blanket. A quick glance at his watch told him it was five. A thick fog covered the ground and almost the shadow of his truck.

      “Zoë?”

      No answer. He rose and tugged on his jeans. He called for her a few more times with the same disappointing result. She wasn’t there. He opened his truck door and saw her shirt no longer lay on the seat.

      He checked the steering column but didn’t find a note from her there. Not that she had paper with her.

      He hadn’t any clue where she went. Or if she was hurt somewhere. A frustrated curse fell from his lips. Striding back to the blanket, he thought about turning her over his knee when he found her. He bent for his shirt and tugged it on. Shoving his feet into his boots, he wadded up the blanket then jogged back to the truck.

      As he slipped behind the wheel he realized he’d slept well without nightmares for the first time in many months. I just should have stayed away from her. That’s all there is to it. He drove home making sure to swing by the garage. Her vehicle was gone so he figured she just ran. Short of banging on her parents’ door, he hadn’t any way of finding her. He didn’t know where she lived, if it was with her folks or not, nor did he have her phone number.

      Something that was definitely going to have to change.

      He strode in the house, meeting Cade who was just coming down the stairs.

      “Morning, bro. Where have you been?”

      Zane swung the door shut behind him. “Out.”

      “Breakfast is in the oven, I was about to call you. I left that bag in your truck, can I go grab it?”

      “Sure. It’s open.”

      He jogged upstairs and stepped into his bathroom. Within moments he stood beneath the hot spray of the shower. He longed to go back to sleep but this was a working ranch and if his brothers were up, then he would be as well. He dried off and stepped into his bedroom. As he dressed, he stared at his reflection in the mirror.

      His scars stopped him and he wondered if she hadn’t liked feeling them against her skin. She’d been so smooth and he…wasn’t. Zane tugged on a shirt and toweled off his hair once more before returning the damp item to the shower rack.

      He returned to the first floor and joined his brothers in the kitchen. Cade had a shitty grin on his face. Zane looked between both men. “What’s going on?”

      “Cade was telling me you were out late last night with a girl.”

      “How does he think he knows this?” Zane fixed a plate of food and sat at the table. “I didn’t say anything to him other than I was out.”

      “I went to your truck,” Cade reminded him.

      Zane shrugged. “And?”

      His brother lifted one hand and dangling from his finger was a red thong. “I’m guessing this isn’t quite your size.”

      Zoë must have forgotten her panties in his truck. He forced himself to remain seated. “Put those down, Cade.”

      “Who was it?” he asked.

      “Leave him alone, Cade,” Nate interfered. “He’s not answerable to you. If he wants to go out he can without getting the third degree from us.”

      Zane didn’t respond, aware if he did, Cade would latch back on like a leech. He finished his food in silence, drank the rest of his coffee, then took his dishes to the sink. As he left the room, he snatched the panties from his brother and walked to his room where he put them in his hamper. At the door, he rested his head against the wood.

      I need to stay far away from her. I’m anything but what she needs in this world.

      Even as the words tumbled through his mind he was trying to figure out a way to see her again.
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      Zoë scowled when the darkness in her room gave way to brilliant light, waking her from the dreams that replayed her night in Zane’s arms. Squinting, she spied Cora sitting on the edge of her bed.

      “Why are you in my room?” Her question was raspy and she touched her throat, knowing exactly why she sounded like a frog. I guess screaming Zane’s name to the heavens will do that to my voice box.

      “Because I want deets as to why I had to come pick you up twenty miles out of town when your car was at the garage. Not to mention what you were wearing and looking like someone ravished you.” She waggled her eyebrows. “In a deliciously good way.”

      Aware her roommate wouldn’t leave until she answered, Zoë stretched and sat against the headboard. “I fucked Zane.” She shoved her hair away from her face with her deadpan remark.

      Cora snorted. “You wish.”

      Zoë merely blinked.

      Cora’s gaze widened. “Shit…Nawh… You did? Oh my God!” Her final word fell from her lips in a screech. She reached for Zoë and squeezed her arm. “I can’t believe it. How did it happen?” Zoë cocked a brow and Cora amended, “I know how that happened. I meant the hooking up.”

      Zoë’s body screamed in protest each time she moved. Muscles unused in far too long had gotten one hell of a workout last night. And this morning.

      “He found me at Traders. Got all, Me-Tarzan-You-Jane and kissed me.” Her nipples drew tight at the memory of his touches. “I didn’t say no. I didn’t want to.”

      Cora’s blue eyes twinkled. “You shouldn’t have. You’ve had a thing for him since school. The opportunity came and you took it.” She sat back. “So why did you leave him?”

      “It’s not like we’re a couple. I finally showed skin and it worked—like you said it would—so I had my night with the unforgettable Zane Kendrick. Now I can go back to wearing my comfy baggy clothing. So don’t tell me to dress like that again.”

      Cora held up her hands. “Nope. I know it’s not your thing. Me? I love it but you prefer your big, baggy clothing. Nothing wrong with that. I said do it to snag his attention, I’m guessing that was a success. Especially since you did this as a trial run, so to speak. Then again, since it was and you had such a fantastic time…”

      She wasn’t going to address that statement. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Yes you should have.” She stood. “Come on, we’re going out for lunch since you slept the day away. Go shower the scent of Zane off you and get dressed.”

      Alone, Zoë whimpered as she encouraged her sore muscles to move and allow her to get to the shower. Fifteen minutes later, she left her bedroom adjusting the waistband of her cargo pants. “Ready,” she called out.

      “Good. I’m starved.”

      Together they strolled to Cora’s Nissan. As they typically did, they ended up at Bethany’s. Cora’s expression had Zoë lifting an eyebrow as she drank some Henry Winehard Root Beer.

      “What?”

      “You’re moving so gingerly.” Cora cackled. “It’s fucking hilarious.”

      Zoë flipped her off before closing her eyes and leaning her head back. Cora was correct, her muscles still ached. The shower helped but hadn’t solved her soreness. Good thing it’s my day off.

      “Here you two go.” Megan served them their order. “Cripes, Zoë, you look like crap. Haven’t you been sleeping?”

      “Not last night,” she said opening her eyes with a small smile. “I was out late but Cora didn’t want to eat alone, so she woke me.”

      “Nap, honey. You need a nap. Or two.” Another smile and Megan left them alone.

      Cora rested her arms on the table. “Are you going to see him again?”

      “I highly doubt he came home from the Army to join me in bed.”

      Cora ate some mashed potatoes and pointed her fork. “Perhaps not but he’s home now.”

      “Nope. No way, Cora. I’m not going there.”

      Cora shook her fork once more before muttering under her breath and attacking her food. Where Zoë had been hungry, now food held no appeal for her any longer. So she merely toyed with it, pushing it around and taking small bites.

      “If you’re going to ignore me because you’re thinking about the dick you got last night, why did you come along?”

      “You’re the one who woke me. It’s not like I begged to come along.” She dropped her fork, jumping slightly at the clatter. “I’m sorry, Cora. What were you saying?”

      “Just whining about my shift. I understand, it’s okay.” She lifted her glass “Here’s to being related to me some day.”

      That brought out a laugh. Grateful for her friend, Zoë clinked glasses with her. “Still after Cade? I thought you had a man.”

      “He’s the place holder. Hell yes I’m after him. I saw him the other day, during the summer, swimming.”

      Zoë flicked her straw around in the glass. “Swimming?”

      A faraway look graced Cora’s expression. “In his birthday suit and oh lawd”—she fanned herself—“that man is blessed in that department. From the way you’re walking I’m betting it’s a family trait and Zane is as well.”

      Her pussy pulsed at the reminder of being filled by his thickness, stretching her muscles.

      “So you want him because of the size of his cock?”

      “That and the rumors,” she replied unrepentantly.

      Zoë pursed her lips. “Rumors?”

      “Girl, if you would pull your head out from under a greasy car every now and then you’d know.”

      “No thanks. Ewww. He’s like my brother.”

      She raised her brows. “So what about Zane?”

      “Not the same,” Zoë insisted immediately. “He’s been out of my life for eighteen years. And to be fair I’ve never felt anything remotely brotherly toward him.”

      “As I haven’t toward Cade.”

      True. “I also have to say, if I didn’t have my head there you’d be paying someone a lot of money to maintain that car—which you are hard on—running like a gem as I do.”

      “And I appreciate…”

      Her eyes widened as the words fell away.

      “What’s wrong, Cora?”

      “This ought to be interesting,” she muttered.

      Zoë turned toward the door in time to see none other than Zane and his brothers swagger into the diner. Oh hell.
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      Zane spotted her the moment they entered the diner. Many of the folks fell silent before calls welcoming him home erupted. His brothers grinned and smacked him on the back. In truth all he wanted to do was take Zoë out of here and find out why she left, but he responded as they walked to an empty booth.

      “I see Zoë and Cora are here,” Cade stated.

      Zane remembered Cora. He said hi to a few more people as they passed their seats. He climbed into the side so he could see Zoë. She determinedly avoided his gaze. No way her conversation is that exciting.

      “Hey beautiful,” Cade called out. Cora gave Cade a look that nearly melted Zane’s boxers, just from viewing it. “Not even saying hi, Zoë?”

      “Just recalling manners and how rude it is to yell across a diner, Cade,” she called back with a mock glare. Cade just laughed, not at all perturbed. Then again, Zoë didn’t seem concerned, either, for hollering to his brother.

      Look at me. She didn’t. Instead, she went back to speaking with Cora and eating. Her hair hung down her back in a loose braid. He shifted on the seat as memories bombarded him of those very strands trailing over his own skin.

      “Right, Zane?”

      “What?”

      His brothers looked at him. “Were those Cora’s panties in your truck?” Cade asked.

      “No,” he replied immediately. “I haven’t touched her.”

      Cade grunted while Nate just shook his head, obviously amused.

      “See you don’t.” Cade’s tone was dangerous.

      He ignored it, nodding at the waitress who delivered water and menus.

      “Welcome home, Zane,” she said.

      He flicked his gaze to the dark haired woman’s name badge. Alison.

      “Thanks.”

      She chuckled. “Alison Greer.”

      Dawning hit him. “Good to see you again.” She’d been in his class, dating the captain of the basketball team. She’d put on some weight but carried it well.

      “Still gorgeous as ever. Give me a call. Or swing by.”

      Nate arched an eyebrow at him. Zane grunted again. Across the diner, Zoë and Cora had finished their meal.

      Alison laughed and walked away. In his periphery he noticed the added swing to her hips. Cade waggled his eyebrows. The man would bed anyone.

      “Adding her panties to the collection, Zane?”

      “Grow up, asshole.” There was no heat in his tone.

      “Hey, Zoë,” Nate said as the women neared.

      “Nate.” A smile lifted her lips and Zane’s cock hardened at the simple act. “Cade. Zane.”

      Cade winked at her. “How are you? Cora.”

      The woman damn near simpered. Nate greeted her as well.

      “Hi, Cora.” Zane put his gaze on the woman he’d bedded last night. “Zoë.”

      “Zane.”

      No shyness or anything. Her reaction to him the same as it had been in the shop. Nothing special.

      “What are you doing, Zoë? Day off?” Cade tugged her down to perch on his leg, arm causally around her waist.

      An ugly anger unfurled in Zane’s gut. He had an insane need to rip her away from his flirtatious younger brother. It roared over him much like the fighter jets streaking over the desert. Fast. Loud. Dangerous.

      He exhaled slowly maintaining his calm. Cade and Zoë were closer in age than he was to her. She relaxed against Cade and patted his hand.

      “Sure is. Cora and I are off to do some things.” She flicked her gaze over him with a causal motion, including him yet not.

      “Are you swinging by later?” Nate questioned, pulling at the napkin holder.

      Her brow furrowed. “Shit. I forgot. Yes, about eight work?” Another brief brush over him before she refocused on Nate.

      “Eight’s fine,” Nate assured her.

      “You bringing me dinner?” Cade asked.

      “Hell no. I ain’t your woman. I ain’t cookin’ for you.” She rolled her eyes. “Surely you know a woman who will do such things.”

      “Zane does,” he said.

      “Cade.” Zane’s warning fell softly like drops of fire.

      Zoë smiled, amazingly. “Really? Who would that be?”

      A growl formed in Zane’s throat when Cade tightened his hold on her.

      “No clue. He won’t tell us.”

      Her brown eyes latched onto his. “Some secret, Zane?”

      A slow smile filled his face. “Yes.”

      “She left her thong in his truck,” Cade chortled.

      Cora snickered and Zoë merely blinked.

      “Cade’s mad because I won’t tell who they belong to.” Challenging her, Zane waited.

      Zoë made a small moue, not the least bit perturbed. “Perhaps she doesn’t exist, Zane, and you put them in there. You know, just because.”

      He cocked a brow. “You think I have to resort to trickery and can’t get a woman?”

      Cora pulled up a chair as Zoë shrugged. “No clue what to think. Don’t know you.”

      “I’m sure you know more than you think.”

      A chuckle left her. “Doubt it. All you Kendrick men are more mysterious than I care to think about.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, sliding away from Cade. Zane’s anger soothed in a heartbeat. “Nate, I’ll see you later tonight.”

      Zane knew his brother replied to her but the words meant nothing to him. Her departing figure was blocked by Alison returning with their food. He fought his crazing to peer around the woman to stare at Zoë’s dark gray clad ass.

      This Zoë was the complete antithesis of the woman who’d been in the bar. He found it didn’t matter in the slightest. He still wanted her with a ferocity that rivaled the need from last night. Seeing her in that light had kickstarted the embers that had begun burning the moment he saw her again.

      The press of her curves against his. The scent of her skin. His pants grew uncomfortably tight. He kept up these thoughts and he’d shame himself.

      He focused on the food before him, even while he plotted how to get her alone tonight when she was at his house.
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      Cora burst into laughter as they rounded the corner. Zoë sagged against the brick wall, legs unable to hold her upright one second longer.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? In his truck? Oh Lord, girl.”

      “Shut up,” she hissed. Her breaths came fast and shallow.

      “How the hell did you keep your cool?”

      “Haven’t the foggiest.” Her pulse thundered and she was light headed.

      “His truck? Good God and here I thought I was the freak.” Cora wedged her arm around her, helping support her. “Come on, let’s get you a bit farther away so you’re not here where he comes out.”

      With Cora’s assistance they made it to her friend’s car. Cora sat on the back of her black cherry Nissan 370Z and continued her laughing spiel.

      “Some days I don’t like you,” Zoë managed to push free.

      “And others you love me.” Cora sounded unperturbed. And unrepentant.

      “Harrumph.”

      “Can you imagine what your brothers will do when they find out? Oh my God, I so want to be a fly on that wall.”

      She pinned Cora with a pointed glare. “They will never learn of that…my…that indiscretion.”

      Cora’s blue eyes widened as she coughed. “Indiscretion? That’s what you’re calling it? An indiscretion? You left your thong in his truck. Thong. Truck. And let’s not forget where I came to pick you up. That’s not an indiscretion.”

      “Why don’t you scream it a little louder? Not sure if the dead heard you.” She pushed to her feet and dusted off her hands with a reproachful stare.

      Once again, Cora had no remorse on her features. Bitch.

      “Are you ashamed?”

      She forced a smile at the people who walked by them. Stepping so she stood beside Cora she punched her in the shoulder. “Yes!”

      Cora hopped down, rubbing her arm. “Why? And goddamn it that hurt.”

      “Good, damn you, it was supposed to. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because he’s hot as fuck and from the way you have been shuffling along all that’s not an exaggeration on his bed skills.”

      She flushed at the recollection. The man did have some serious skills. “It’s more than that, Cora.”

      Cora stopped her with a touch and turned her so they were face to face. Her expression lost all the teasing and grew thoughtful. “Why? Better yet, why does it have to be?”

      “Because I can’t stop thinking about him and what it was like.”

      She shook her head. “I’m failing to see the problem here.” Cora scrunched up her nose. “Really? This is an issue?”

      Zoë tossed her hands up. “Yes, really.”

      “Seems to me he created an itch. So what? Scratch it.”

      “You don’t get it.”

      “Get in. Help me to. Explain.”

      Sliding into the coupe, Zoë closed her eyes. Is there a way to explain this without sounding like an insane loon?

      “The Kendricks have been close with my family forever.”

      The engine turned over and Zoë placed her feet on the dash.

      “That’s not news, babe. Everyone in town knows that. But given that’s the case, they should be happy you’re together.”

      She slipped forward with the car’s sudden acceleration. “We’re not together,” she groaned readjusting her seat. “I’m just fantasizing about him with every breath I’ve taken.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “That’s it? All you’ve got?”

      “I hear whining. One of the Kendrick boys—who I’ve had a crush on forever—rocked my world. Oh, woe is me.” She poured on the sarcasm.

      “Not helpful, Cora.”

      “I’d give my left nut to have the opportunity to fuck Cade.”

      Zoë slanted her gaze askew. “You don’t have a left nut.”

      “Fine. I’ll give yours.”

      “Stupid,” she teased. “I know you’re hot for Cade but it’s not the same.”

      “You’re making the issue. Go with it. See what happens.”

      She closed her eyes. “Take me away somewhere we can go fast.”

      “Of course, my lovely.” Cora got them going faster and Zoë allowed the hum of the car to lull her into a catatonic state. She needed the break, well aware she’d be seeing Zane tonight.
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      “Grab a drink, Zoë. I’ll be done here in a minute.”

      She closed the large oak door behind her. The faint scent of honeyed beeswax with a light hint of lemony mint filled her nose. The dark floors gleamed in the low light. She’d always loved this house.

      Warm light spilled in the hall off to her right and she knew that’s where Nate worked. She went to the left and entered the kitchen. Having been here so many times before it was like being in her own place. Reaching up for a glass, she paused as the sensation of being watched flowed over her.

      She lowered her heels to the floor before pivoting slow toward the fridge. Across the expansive kitchen stood Zane.

      Ah, hell.

      He had no shirt on and his jeans rode low on lean hips. Her core temperature shot through the roof. She had to bite the inside of her cheek. Life wasn’t fair. No one person should have such unmitigated control over another.

      Thick, corded arms flexed as he crossed them over his wide chest. Her gaze lowered over the scarred skin to the opened top button of his jeans. Some temptation. It dropped farther, lingering over the definite ridge behind the zipper.

      He shifted, bringing her gaze to his waiting one. The arrogance presented had her hackles up. She turned to the fridge and filled her glass from the water dispenser.

      “Hello, Zoë.”

      “Zane.” She drank some of the refreshing liquid before pressing the button for some crushed ice, adding it to her glass.

      “Why’d you leave? I was worried.”

      Not wanting to face him but refusing to give into that retreat, she crunched on some ice and turned to meet his heated stare.

      “No reason to be,” she remarked offhandedly.

      “I beg to differ.” He pressed closer without even appearing to move.

      More ice. Like an ice bath. Maybe then she would cool down. Maybe.

      “Do you mind moving?”

      “Not at all. You want me to move fast?” Closer still. “Or slow? Your choice, tell me when or where. I’ll move however you want as long as it’s your pussy choking my cock and milking all my seed from me. Your nails raking down my back, leaving your mark on my skin.”

      So many unbidden images of their naked bodies, limbs intermingled, screamed before her mind’s eye. Moisture gathered between her legs.

      “Don’t you have anything better to do?” The moment the question was out, she recognized it was a mistake.

      The gleam in his eyes solidified her understanding. There was a lot to blame her distraction on. His scent. The desire to touch skin clinging to taut muscles. And so many more.

      He didn’t say a word just took her mouth. His tongue surged deep, sliding over hers in a possessive and claiming way.

      She sagged into him with a whimper of longing. Her clit pulsed, desperate for his touch. He palmed her right breast, plumping it. Her nipples were diamond-hard and she shuddered as he grazed over it.

      As sudden as he’d started, he ended it, placing distance between them. In the time it took her to snap out of the desire haze from him, she saw Nate striding in.

      Zane rested against a counter, eating crackers out of the box. Cool as a cucumber. Bastard. She needed a dip in the Arctic.

      She drank more water, desperate to alleviate her parched throat. Then she filled it again, ignoring the way Zane stared at her.

      “Ready, Nate?”

      “Let me grab a beer. We’ll sit at the table.”

      She walked to it and took a seat at the large rectangular focal point of the room. Her trailing fingertips skimmed over the smooth top.

      “The answer is yes,” Zane uttered by her ear.

      She slanted her gaze at him with a frown. “I didn’t ask a question.”

      “Sure you did. The way you’re caressing the table says you wonder if it will hold up as I fuck you on it.” His strong fingers cupped the nape of her neck. “It will.” He walked on and sat at the head of the table, rocking back in the chair as Nate entered.

      She had no recourse to him. Nor the images his words evoked.
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      Zane lounged in the chair, front feet off the ground, and crunched on Triscuits straight from the box. Nate and Zoë sat across from one another discussing Cade’s birthday party.

      She ignored him yet he understood she was all too aware of him.

      “Are you sure about this?” Nate drummed his fingers on the table as he read over some papers before him.

      “Sure am. Mom is determined to cook some things. Dad’s already said he would make sure all the old people leave at a decent time.”

      “You hanging around, Zoë?” Zane posed the question.

      When she glanced at him he sucked his thumb into his mouth. He winked at her with the flare of her nostrils. Her gaze ripped away and he allowed himself to fall forward, the thump of the legs invasive in the hushed conversation.

      She barely spared him a peek. He slid the box of crackers at her.

      “Thanks,” she said still without a look. She struck her hand in and withdrew a few, setting them on a sheet of paper. Nate grabbed the box and helped himself. Zane headed back to the kitchen.

      He grabbed her a beer and popped the top. He also grabbed one for himself.

      “Here.” He set it beside her after he reentered the room. Taking the opportunity, he drew out the chair next to her and sat. “Why are we planning such a thing for him?”

      “Because it’s a nice thing to do,” she retorted.

      Her fire grabbed at his gut and made him feel again. Hell, she did.

      “And mine?” He reached to her pile of crackers and helped himself.

      “Your birthday’s in May. Months away. Why are you worrying about your day?”

      “So you remember my birthday,” he said under his breath.

      Nate answered his phone when it rang.

      “Whatever you’re playing at won’t work.”

      “I’m not playing.” He paused. “Yet.”

      She stiffened. Nate rose and paced to the other side of the room. “What?”

      “I will be when your legs are draped around my shoulders. I’m going to be playing all night long until you can’t come on my tongue, fingers, or cock anymore.”

      The way her breath hitched had him smirking. No matter what she tried to pretend, she had no way to hide her physical attraction to him. Nate returned but paused before actually sitting.

      “Meet me at the barn after you’re done here.”

      “No way. Leaving my car here when I’m supposed to be gone. That’s not happening.”

      Okay, so she had a point. “Where we were last night.”

      “No. It was a mistake. One I have no intention of repeating.” She walked off and met with Nate, leaving her beer untouched.

      After a muttered curse, he shoved away from the table and departed the room through the other entryway.

      When she approached her vehicle later, he slid from the darkness.

      “Did you really think I would let it go?”

      She grumbled under her breath but didn’t jump, alerting him to the fact she’d not been startled. So she was expecting me. He grinned. Staring over the roof of her car followed by Nate’s truck, he could see the house. But for all intents and purposes, they were hidden from view.

      “I didn’t think on it at all.” She reached for the door handle and he pressed his hand against it, anchoring the metal closed.

      “Turn around,” he ordered, rubbing his cheek along her hair. “Face me, Zoë.”

      She listened. Slowly she faced him, keys in the door, and stared up at him. Night had begun to overtake the final glow of day. Her large eyes watched him. He could lose himself in her gaze without any problems. This woman could take away all his problems with nothing more than a simple look; to have her love would be more humbling than anything else on the face of the earth.

      “I don’t need you to call when you want a fuck. I told you it was a—”

      He kissed her. Captured those full, luscious lips of hers with a growl, which wouldn’t be contained. She created something in him, something dangerous, intense, pure. Almost a desperation.

      Her response was volcanic. She pressed into him as her tongue tangled with his.

      This was far more than just a fuck; he had to make her see. He wound his hands in her hair, positioning her head to the angle he craved. He couldn’t get enough. More, his body demanded. He captured her breast with his free hand. She moaned, punching more steel into his cock.

      Bucking his hips, he thrust his dick against her. She curved her leg around his and ground close. He sought her skin, growing impatient when it took him a moment and rumbling his pleasure when it singed his hand. Her flat belly, taut with muscles, moved beneath his palm. He pushed beneath the waistband, seeking her pussy. The smooth lips parted beneath his fingers. He sank into her, eating her responding cries.

      So snug. So wet. Such heat. He wanted his cock in her, gripping him. Moving his fingers, she clenched tight around them.

      Releasing her hair, he went for the button on her pants. Her smaller hand captured his wrist. He readjusted so he could see her eyes. They overflowed with passion and yet, something else lingered there as well.

      “I’m not doing this.”

      He froze. Here he was seconds away from taking her, against the side of her vehicle like she didn’t deserve any better and she said no.

      “Zoë.” Was that his voice? All garbled and gruff?

      He gripped the top of her car with both hands, all the while keeping her trapped between him and the metal door.

      “Stay away from me, Zane. Please.”

      Her saying “please” grabbed him and halted his immediate protest. He took shuddering breaths, her unique scent—the scent of pine on the crisp wind—filled him.

      “Why?” He had to know.

      That one word didn’t want to leave his throat. Asking a woman why she no longer wanted to be with him, hadn’t ever occurred to him before. But hearing that from Zoë…completely different.

      Her laugh was sharp and harsh. “Why?” She fixed her clothes and he longed to remove them from her. “The only reason you made lov—fucked me the first time was because of how I was dressed. But that’s not me. I work in a shop, don’t mind grease under my nails or on my skin, and I don’t want to spend my time struggling to grab your attention away from the next woman who comes along in a short skirt. I’m not that kind of person. I’m not wired that way.”

      It may have begun as a fuck but changed before the night was over. “This…whatever it is between us, is too damn powerful for us to ignore.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Your trembling body says otherwise.” Despite the tension radiating through him at the prospect of losing her, he kept his tone calm. He longed to grip her tight, yet he continued with his hands on the roof of her vehicle.

      “It’s weak. I’m not.”

      “I know you want me to agree and leave you alone. Your brothers don’t scare me. My brothers don’t—”

      “Stop. Please. Let me go.” She pushed on him and he was so stunned by the pain her voice carried, he stumbled back. That was the opening she needed. She drove away, leaving him there trying to make sense about whatever just happened.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Zane?”

      “Leave it alone, Nate.” He continued watching the disappearing taillights until they vanished completely from view.

      “Zoë?”

      He fisted his hands. “It has nothing to do with you. I owe you no explanations.” He wasn’t going to let anyone come between them.

      Nate stood shoulder to shoulder with him. Zane cut his gaze to the eldest Kendrick.

      “Why her? You know we’re hard men, Zane. She was like our sister.”

      “Not mine. She was a pain who trailed her brothers and us. I haven’t seen her in eighteen years. You and Cade continued to and still do continue to see her as a little sister. I see her as a woman. My woman. She is in no way a child.”

      “What do you think she will do for you? This is insane, you touch her and what? You—”

      “For the first time since I left the fucking Middle East the demons I carry with me are silenced. Nothing else has come close to accomplishing that. I will go through hell to keep her. Fuck, I’m there without her.”

      Nate remained silent for a while then grunted. “And her brothers?”

      “You really think they’ll have a problem with it?”

      “We all have been chasing men away from her since high school. They’re going to come after you like a fucking rabid dog.”

      He mimicked his sibling only to rock back on his heels. “Where do you stand?”

      “Behind you, always.”

      “She wants me to stay away from her.” Damn, even voicing it hurt. “Do you know if she’s interested in someone?”

      “Going to rough him up?”

      “Only if he touches her,” he said without joking.

      “She doesn’t, not that I know of. I love her like a sister, Zane. Make sure you treat her like you’d want a man treating one of our own if we had any. If she really doesn’t want you around, you need to respect that. You were raised better than pushing yourself on a woman.”

      Zane didn’t respond as Nate wandered off. He spit on the ground before trailing his brother into the house. Nate was right. He had been. However, it seemed he had no common sense when it came to Zoë.
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        * * *

      

      Zane was ready to spit nails. Zoë had pulled off one hell of a vanishing act. Others saw her but for over four weeks he didn’t see a single hair on that woman’s head other than in extremely brief passing. He was sick of looking to get her alone. Also tired of jacking off to the memory of her against him.

      No more. After dark had settled over Springwood, he set out to track her down.
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        * * *

      

      Tink. Tink. Tink.

      Zoë came awake, lying in silence as her brain moved from dream world with her and Zane to work out what and where the sound was and came from.

      Tink. Tink. Tink.

      She glanced at the window. He wouldn’t. Even as she thought it, she admitted he most certainly would. Rolling from bed, she made her way to the window and parted the sheer curtain where she found herself staring out at Zane.

      “Seriously?”

      “Be grateful I am still outside asking you to let me in. I almost let myself in.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Go home, Zane. It’s nighttime.”

      Shit. Her knees went weak merely staring at him. The way his jeans rode low on lean hips combined with the way his biceps pressed against the sleeves of his shirt. Right now, in the moonlight filtering down through the clouds, he could have been a Norman Rockwell painting. His hair fell forward over one eye and he appeared full of mischief. Then in the next second no more childish trouble but full-on male who wanted sex and passion. A warm breeze fluttered his hair and she bit the inside of her top lip. She envied the wind and its ability to caress his skin and hair.

      I’m so weak. I want him to go all Tarzan on me and carry me away somewhere, declare his undying love, and make me his forever. I need to stay away from him. This will only hurt me in the end. I don’t want to cause any rift between our families.

      “Invite me in.” His words fell from bow-shaped lips akin to dripping honey. Sweet. Tempting. Raw.

      Is this what the devil sounds like when he’s trying to get someone to sin? She wouldn’t doubt it. If Lucifer was anything like Zane, I see how he got what he wanted.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Drove.”

      “So you parked your truck in my drive?”

      He strolled forward, all coiled grace and masculine power. “I came to see you. Where else would I park?”

      “Your house. Again, it’s the middle of the night. Can’t you come calling during daylight hours as most people do?”

      His smile overflowed with mischief. And determination. He reached up to the sill above his head and with an impressive display of strength drew himself up until he pivoted his hands and pushed himself up the remaining distance.

      Her throat grew dry as she watched the muscle play in his upper arms. Jesus, she was mesmerized by it. Like a snake charmer hypnotizing a cobra.

      “You’re here.” He stole a quick kiss. “Invite me in.”

      She had no recourse for him. Despite the words coming from her about wanting him to stay away, she loved being around him. The devil—if it wasn’t facing her perhaps it was her devil—either way, prodded her.

      “What if I like you there? Muscles bunched and flexed. Fuck, you’re hot doing that.” She shook her head. “I’m not supposed to be engaging you like this. I can’t believe you came over here to hang from my window.”

      She stepped back to watch him vault effortlessly inside. He made it so smoothly, she would have bumbled despite being inches shorter and without his large build.

      All that’s assuming I could have pulled myself up anyway.

      He strode toward her, backing her against the wall before she realized what occurred. With a singular move, he lifted her and pressed against her. His hard shaft, blatant upon her core.

      His mouth descended upon hers with a ferocity she only dreamed of him having toward her. She met his tongue with hers, thrusting against it. Arms around his neck, she gave up resisting him. Of trying to create reasons to stay away from him. This man was it for her—her one—and if she could have him for only one more night, then she was going to enjoy him for that time.

      Legs tight around his waist, she wrapped her fingers in his hair, the silken strands swiftly warming to her touch. He stroked deep, touching everywhere he could reach.

      He cupped her ass and slid his hands over her butt. She whimpered as he moved one hand around to her wet pussy. The first touch had her needing so much more. His strong arm held her up without effort.

      “I’m going to fuck you unless you tell me right now to leave, Zoë.”

      Her clit pulsed and she tugged on his hair. “Yes.”

      “Yes what?” His words were ragged and almost undecipherable.

      “Fuck me.”

      She inhaled sharply when the broad head of his cock pressed against her opening. He didn’t move.

      “Zane,” she pleaded.

      “Say it again, baby. Say it.” He pushed forward an inch.

      “Zane, fuck me. Oh, God, fuck me.” She was panting now.

      He flexed forward, filling her. “We’re not ignoring this, baby. No way. Whatever your reasons for saying it has to be so, we’ll work through it. But ignoring this isn’t an option.”

      “Move,” she begged.

      “Tell me.” He withdrew until only the head remained. “Tell me and I will give you what you want.”

      She dug her nails into his shoulders. “Can we discuss this later?”

      “Why? Can’t concentrate?”

      “No, damn it!”

      “Then say it.” His harsh chuckle alerted her to the basic fact he wasn’t as in control as he portrayed. Knowledge furthered by his forward thrust, allowing his size to fill and stretch her once more.

      Nerve endings on fire, she gave him what he wanted so she could have what she craved. She rode out the storm created within her by Zane Kendrick. Her body trembled with exhaustion by the time they made it to the bed. He still didn’t allow her any respite, continuing to deliver her to unimaginable heights.

      Later, she lay in his embrace, the warm night air blowing across sweaty skin, cooling her down in marginal increments.

      “We—”

      “Don’t go there, Zoë.” His arms tightened around her.

      She dragged her fingers along his bare torso. “Don’t go where?”

      “Down this road. You said we weren’t ignoring it.”

      “I know but you said we would talk about it.” She flicked his nipple before swiping her thumb over it.

      “Right now?”

      “One of us needs to start it and if not now, when?”

      “Okay, I’ll do this. Why are you so dead set against this even having a chance?”

      “Because I’m not good with casual relationships. At least not when it’s a casual sexual one. Cade and I have a casual—”

      He kissed her until her pussy wept with longing. His two fingers inside her had her writhing and bucking against his tormenting touch.

      “Never mention his name when we’re in bed together, especially like this,” he rasped. “He ever touches you—”

      She kissed him again. “Stop. This—is insane.”

      “Insane is relative.”

      “You need to go. The sun will be up soon.”

      “There a problem with the sun rising?”

      She clenched her jaw. “No, but your truck is parked in the drive.”

      He rolled on his side, reaching out to trail those fingers he’d just had inside her along her skin. “And?”

      She watched him through lowered lids. “You don’t care if people know you’re here, do you?”

      “Not in the least.”

      He didn’t even hesitate.

      “You have the softest skin.” He continued touch her, his caress on her skin giving birth to emotions she’d never experienced before.

      Not true, just that they’re more developed now. “All the grease and oil baths I get at the shop.”

      “Whatever you do, it’s working for you.” He cupped her face, thumb skimming along the split of her lips.

      She was grateful the light in the room was intermittent so he didn’t have perfect sight of her. Compliments weren’t common with her brothers. They treated her as an equal not a baby sister.

      Except when it came to men.

      She thought about what they would do to him when the news got out.

      “You’re pensive.”

      “You’re guessing.”

      “Zoë, I can feel it radiating off you in waves. Why?”

      “Wondering how badly my brothers are coming after you if they find out you spent the night here.”

      “When,” he corrected. “Believe me, they’ll find out.”

      “You’re not scared?”

      “Baby, your brothers aren’t scary to me. Even if I was worried about them, it wouldn’t matter. No one is scaring me away from you.”

      She slid closer. “Tell me what it was like.”

      “It?”

      “Your time in the Army.” She waited a moment. “Now you’re tense.”

      “Rough memories.”

      “So there had to be some good times, right?”

      “I’ll make a deal with you. You tell me why you became a mechanic and I’ll tell you about the Army.”

      Until they were skin to skin, she continued inching along the mattress. “Deal,” she said. “You first.”
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      Zoë strolled across the open meadow. The tops of the tall, swaying grass brushed against her legs and palms alike. Overhead, the sun shone down, the occasional fluffy cloud breaking up the direct rays. She loved days like this, especially when she could spend them here. The cry of a hawk pierced the air above and had her smiling.

      She neared a grove of trees that lined the far side of the meadow, her steps hesitating a bit as her gaze landed on the man leaning against a thick trunk. His crossed arms drew her eye to the biceps straining the cobalt blue sleeves. He also had his ankles hooked as well.

      “Zane,” she said without slowing, not that she was racing along. “There a reason you’re showing up out here in the middle of nowhere interrupting my solitude?”

      With a sexy ripple of movement, Zane strode toward her. “I went to the garage looking for you.”

      She pushed her hands into her pockets. Partially so she wouldn’t touch him. “I’m not there.”

      He stepped around her back as she passed by him, continuing to follow the trees edging the field. “Nope, you’re not. Your brothers were. Then I called Cora at the hospital. She said you were taking a day.”

      “Uh huh.” She continued. It wasn’t often she needed time away from her family and the noise of the garage but this was one of those times. She had hoped to work through the upheaval Zane had spun her life into but it wasn’t going so well.

      He didn’t speak again. After a while of walking in silence with his large presence beside her, she turned toward him. “What do you want?”

      “Wanted to talk but you didn’t seem like you wanted to. So I thought I’d walk with you and wait until you were ready.”

      “This thing is something so important you had to come find me out here?” She rocked back on her heels. “How did you find me?”

      He stared at her, his dark lashes framing his gray-blue eyes in a seductive way. It wasn’t fair; he made her lose all sense. “It’s what I do, baby.”

      “I’m not your baby,” she muttered before striking out once more. “I’m nothing more than a scratch to your itch.”

      “Fuck no.” He grabbed her arm, halting her. “You’re way more than that to me, Zoë.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Fine.”

      “I didn’t come here to hash anything out with you, I wanted to spend some time with you.”

      “And what? Need another fuck?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re in a fine mood today.”

      “I was.”

      If he got her insinuation, he didn’t respond. Instead he sat on the ground and tugged her down with him. “Why did you come here?”

      She didn’t fight him when he guided her to lie back beside his larger form. “I love this place. I can see the mountains, I have the trees, water past the trees, and the open field.”

      He took her hand and laced their fingers. “I remember you snuck out here one winter. It was at night and snowing like crazy.”

      She smiled. “I’d forgotten about that. You and Nate were out snowmobiling and found me, nearly froze. Or so I thought.”

      “Nate made you ride with him. I wanted to spank you for going out.”

      “I wanted to watch the snowfall over the lake. I wasn’t thinking anything about how dangerous it could be. Still, you two never told my parents.”

      “That’s how I knew you’d be here, Zoë. I used to find you here in fall, sitting in the trees or lying in the field as we’re doing now.”

      “I don’t remember seeing you.”

      He grunted. “I was near.” He put her head on his shoulder. “You ever regret not leaving Springwood?”

      “No. I love it here. The people, the town, the life. This is where I was meant to be. Your brothers, mine. It’s all family.” She angled her head to see him. His strong jaw line had a five-o-clock shadow on it. She dug her fingers into her hand so she didn’t drag them along it. “What about you? Do you regret the path you’ve chosen?”

      He was silent for a moment and she wondered if he wouldn’t ever reply. “No, I don’t. I will say I never viewed you as my sister. Not ever. I regret some of my choices, some of the things I have had to do. I’ve seen some things I wish I could unsee. But no, the decisions I’ve made have formed me into the man I am today.” He shifted her closer.

      And what a man that is.

      She may have wanted to spend the day alone and think over some things but Zoë couldn’t argue how nice it was to have Zane with her. They lay there and stared up at the clouds passing overhead, pointing out shapes. They reminisced.

      “You’ve come into your own, Zoë.”

      “Meaning, I’m no longer tromping around in oversized clothing with braces and pigtails?”

      “Well…no braces or pigtails.”

      She elbowed him in the side. “Ass.”

      “I liked the pigtails,” he admitted, stroking along her arm. “Think you’d be sexy with them now.”

      “Forget it.”

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “Yes. Yes I can.”

      “It’s a dragon,” he said pointing to the left.

      And a nice one. “So it is, but I still blame you.”

      She enjoyed this. Lying here with him. The clouds grew thicker and flowed faster.

      “Storm’s coming.”

      “You’ve changed, Zane.”

      He shifted on the ground, bringing more of her in alignment with his body. “Does it bother you?”

      “No. I mean, I know what you’ve gone through is why but that first night I saw you in the shop…” She trailed off and draped a leg over him. The clouds weren’t important now. She placed a hand over his heart. “Your eyes scared me.”

      “Is that why you didn’t hug me?”

      “Part. I didn’t think it would be welcomed.” She expelled a wry chuckle. “Hell, I didn’t think you’d notice.”

      “Oh, trust me. I noticed. I got ignored while Cade got a hug and a smile. You watched me like I was going to hurt you.”

      She licked her lips. “Truth?”

      “Yes.” He held her tighter.

      His heart thudded in her ear, oddly comforting.

      “I wasn’t sure what was going on, your eyes were so emotionless. Blank. Then there was the fact I wasn’t sure I could handle it. I’d missed you so damn much I wasn’t sure I would ever let go.”

      “And now?”

      Zoë closed her eyes. “I love being out here with you. Thank you for hunting me down. I like it. You and me. Away from prying eyes.”

      He tugged on her hair. “Planning on answering my question?”

      “Not at all.”

      He grunted. He spent the rest of the day with her showing her the side he didn’t share with many. As he dropped her off at her place, he captured her chin.

      “Things are going to change, Zoë. I’m not hiding how I feel about you from anyone. This town will know we’re together. Not one reason I can think of to keep it hidden from a single person.”

      After his toe-curling kiss he opened her door and pushed her in, then left her there. Unsure of what just happened.
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        * * *

      

      Zoë sat with Cora and another two women at an outdoor café. Zane crossed the street, noticing how all of them stared at him. He vaulted the fencing and strode to Zoë, grabbed a chair beside her, and straddled it. He reached out and took some of her fries.

      “Afternoon, ladies.”

      The other three greeted him while Zoë smacked him when he attempted to take more of her French fries.

      “I love it when you spank me, Zoë. But don’t you think that’s better suited to the bedroom?” he teased.

      Her eyes sparkled with indignation. “Shut up, you ass.” The other women ohhed and ahhed. “He’s full of it.”

      He sipped her drink, used to the brand of root beer she preferred. “That’s right, you like it when I spank you.” He winked at the others. “I happen to like it as well.”

      “Seriously,” she snapped. “You’re all growly with people but when I’m here you find it amusing to talk about stuff you know isn’t true?”

      “You make it such fun to pick on.” He rested a hand on her leg. “What are we talking about?”

      She shook her head. “We’re having a girls’ lunch.”

      “He can stay, Zoë,” Cora added. “Anyone that good to look at is more than welcome.”

      The other two women agreed. Zoë introduced them then told him in no uncertain terms he had to leave. With a shrug, he leaned close angled her chin toward him and captured her lips. “Meet me later,” he whispered against her mouth. “Say no and I’ll stay now.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Much later.”

      “Don’t make me have to come find you.” Another kiss and he left with a wave to the others and hopped back over the decorative fencing to continue heading up the street.

      He’d been doing things like this for a while now, anything to keep her off guard and showing that he wasn’t what she was expecting.
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        * * *

      

      Zane strode from the store, bags in hand. He stayed at Zoë’s a few nights a week now. In fact he had a couple messages from her brothers wanting to talk to him. Demanding really. He’d make his way to meet with them later on. One way or another they would have to accept he was with their baby sister.

      Right now, he had been shopping since Nate had called him with a list.

      “We need a housekeeper, Nate,” he’d said.

      “Come interview the ones I have lined up for tomorrow. Unless you plan on lounging another day away in bed with Zoë.”

      He grinned although his brother wasn’t there to see it. “You sound jealous. Grab Angela and give it a try. The cattle have water and grass, they’ll survive. Not to mention you have a foreman. Let him do his damn job.”

      “Just get my damn groceries.”

      Because Zane was an ass and he loved nothing more than tormenting his brothers, he grabbed some condoms as well. On his way back to his truck, he stumbled and reached out to steady himself against the side of his truck. Condoms. He and Zoë hadn’t used them a single time. Nor had he withdrawn from her heat. It never occurred him to do so. Could she be pregnant? With his child?

      He pointed his truck to home, replaying the long talks he and Zoë had in her bed. It had been a new thing for him to open up about his service. She never pressed him for details about the situations, merely encouraged him to share the good times.

      She was unique. She was special.

      He detoured to the shop, wanting to know if she was staying there late or if he could get her to go to dinner with him. Pulling into the shop parking lot, unease settled around his shoulders. He killed the lights and the engine. After he hopped out, he gazed about, searching for what didn’t feel right to him. Her vehicle sat parked in its typical spot and the bay doors were shut.

      Refusing to ignore his instincts, he jogged toward the door and found it smashed open; it had just been pushed back to give the appearance of being properly shut. And from a distance it did as intended, but up close, he saw the truth. Zane slid effortlessly into the warrior he’d been for the past twenty-two years.

      On silent feet he moved, ears attune for any sound out of the ordinary. A clank followed by a muffled cry. He recognized Zoë’s voice and increased his speed. Once he’d cleared the offices he snuck into the garage.

      There, Zane, saw a shade of red he never knew existed. Raw fury replaced the blood pumping in his veins.

      Three men had Zoë on the floor of the shop and were fighting to rip off her clothing. While she fought back, they were simply too much for her and were overpowering her. There were two others in various stages of undress with disgusting lust on their faces. With a loud roar, he sped across the space, utilizing the speed he’d honed in the service to accomplish his objective.

      He plowed into them, tossing them off her like sticks in the wind. His fist crunched cartilage as he broke noses. One of the men ran for the bay door and Zane threw a wrench at the back of his legs, dropping him. No one was getting away until he had his pound of flesh. Soon the air was full of their cries, as they rolled into the doors, rattling them and knocking over tools. He dodged attacks and retaliated in swift succession.

      “Zane.” Zoë’s tone broke through the haze surrounding him.

      He turned his head and stared at her, she sat pressed against the back, holding her tattered clothing together with one hand, her cell in the other. Her hair in disarray and eyes wide with fear.

      Sirens pierced the air as he moved toward her. The battering and blood on her face and body had him longing to kill each one of them. Slowly. Painfully.

      He reached out for her and struggled to keep his composure when she placed a trembling hand in his. He pulled her close and kissed her lightly on the lips. “It’s over, Zoë. They won’t hurt you again.”

      “Zane.” The way his name wobbled off her tongue shattered what remained of his heart.

      “Here,” he said, reaching for a car cover to wrap around her.

      The bay door screeched open and lights from the cars could no longer be ignored. He stepped away from her only to pause when she gripped him tighter.

      “I’m right here.” He moved again, holding her gaze when the cops ran in, shouting.

      He had no problems with what he’d done. The men had far worse intentions toward her. They were lucky he hadn’t killed them.

      “On the ground! On the ground!” a man yelled.

      Eyes locked with hers, still so full of fear, Zane, spread his hands out, showing he was unarmed. He sank to his knees, lacing his fingers behind his ears.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m about to be arrested,” he said.

      “For what? You saved me.”

      “I know. But I’m also a trained killer. It’ll be okay. I’ll be out in no time.”

      One man kneed him in the back, launching him toward the ground. “I said, on the ground.”

      “Stop!” she cried. “He saved me from the others.”

      Zane looked up at the renewed fear in her tone. Nate arrived, shoving through the uniforms to Zoë’s side where he slipped an arm around her waist.

      “Stay here, Zoë,” Nate said. “He’s barely in control and if you get shoved by a cop, it’s going to get much uglier. Let me take you to get this looked at.” Nate looked at him and Zane knew she was safe.

      The zip cuffs were applied and two cops began to lift him. Over the people he sought out Zoë. She stood surrounded by her brothers and his. He captured her gaze, hating the stark fear present there. Zoë was strong. Unflappable. This side of her…he despised not being to comfort and protect her.

      Her eldest brother, Eric, was arguing with a uniform. The fact five other men who would protect without fail were around her was the only reason he was allowing them to take him to the back of a car. He shared a look with his brothers, both of whom nodded. Then he was being driven away, the men he’d whipped being attended by EMTs.

      He gave brisk answers, working on merely not losing his temper and ending up with a charge that would stick. While waiting to be booked he sat by a desk, secured to it.

      The sheriff, Todd Gavin, a man he’d known as a boy, straddled a chair facing him.

      “Hell of a homecoming you’re giving me, Zane. Didn’t even stop by for a visit before you’re here to be processed.”

      “Gavin.”

      He stroked his moustache—now white with age. “You’re lucky you didn’t kill any of them. As it is, you beat them damn near to it.” Todd’s blue eyes were still sharp.

      He didn’t flinch. “They’re lucky. They were attacking Zoë with every intent of raping her.” New rage built inside him.

      “The two who can talk claim that’s not how it went down.”

      “And?”

      Todd sighed. “I’m looking for your side.”

      “I just gave it to you.” Zane shifted, aware of the officers near. He’d already figured out how he could escape if he truly wanted out. “Did you see what they did to her? The cuts? Bruises? Torn clothing?” His voice was low and dangerous as renewed fury pushed along his veins with each pump of his heart.

      “You nearly killed three men and the other two aren’t much farther off.”

      Zane held his stare. “They were attacking her. My woman. I will defend any woman in that situation but none more so than when she’s mine and possibly pregnant with my child.”

      His voice remained low and icy. Chilling the room into silence. To the left he saw her with her brothers, a shocked expression on their faces and disbelief on hers. He met their gazes without flinching. It was the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Her brothers wouldn’t stop yelling. She remained numb as they escorted her, along with Cade and Nate, to the ER. Her body hurt from the attack and all she wanted was Zane. He’d shocked her by saving her as well as what he did to all the men who’d attacked her.

      Let’s not forget his announcement. He felt it necessary to say what he did in front of the whole police station. She licked her lips, trying not to wince at the sting from the cut there.

      She lay on the bed as a nurse directed, allowing them to finish the prodding. Matt approached her and took her hand. “Mom and Dad are on their way.” Her expression must have given away her feelings on the matter. “You knew there wasn’t any way to keep this from happening. They were going to be called, if someone else hadn’t alerted them we would have as soon as we heard.”

      “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “I’ll be right outside.” Matt kissed her then backed out.

      She tried to make sense of what happened but stopped when the tremors began. Her parents had been on a vacation and she couldn’t explain the guilt gnawing at her gut that they had to come home. Cora hastened in shortly after the exam was over. Her space was full of her family and the Kendrick men. Cora never hit on Cade, just spoke with him like he was any other person visiting someone in the hospital.

      “I want to leave,” she whispered, her throat still sore from being hit there.

      The men talked over her.

      A sharp whistle pierced the air. “Oy!” Cora’s voice rose above them. Five men stared in amazement at her. “She’s talking. Listen up.” Cade crossed his arms, glaring at her. “Can it. You can try to impress and intimidate later. She wants to leave.”

      Zoë loved her for this.

      “You should stay for the night.”

      “No, Eric. There’s no reason for me to stay. I’m leaving. Cora?”

      She was there immediately, reaching out to help her. At the door, it finally sank in to the men and they understood she wasn’t staying. All of them surrounded her and Cora on the way out to her friend’s car.

      As she lowered herself to the passenger seat, Thomas crouched before her. His hands were on her thighs and she met his gaze. Rage simmered in his dark eyes.

      “You should stay with us at Mom and Dad’s.”

      She shook her head. “No.” She covered his hand and squeezed, the bandages pulling taut on her injured one. “It’s bad enough they’re cutting their vacation early because of this. They earned and more than deserved that trip.”

      “You’re their daughter. You didn’t think they would finish a trip when this happened to you, did you?”

      She shrugged.

      “What happened, Zoë?”

      Tears pricked her eyes. “Not now, Thomas. Please. I…I just can’t.”

      He kissed her cheek. “I’m thrilled he was there but you know you have some serious explaining to do about his statement.”

      “I’m taking her home, Thomas. Close the door.” Cora’s voice rang with authority.

      Zoë shut her eyes as they drove away, mad at the tears which hung around. Low music thrummed around her. Cora pulled off the road and Zoë cracked open her eyes.

      “What are we doing?” She angled her head to look at her friend. “I thought you were taking me home.”

      “Change of plans.” She pointed forward. “You’re getting a better offer and one I think you need more than you need me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Zoë stared out the windshield. A large truck pulled up before them and her heart sped up at her recognition of the vehicle. “Zane.”

      He strode from the driver’s side and walked to her door, opening it. “I’m taking you home, baby.” He flashed a look to Cora. “Thanks.”

      “Take care of her,” Cora said. “And, Zane, thanks for being there.” Cora gave her a quick hug and kiss before Zane undid her belt and carried Zoë to his truck.

      He sat her on the driver’s seat and cupped her face, staring at her in the glow of his interior light. Cora’s lights swept over them as she continued on her way, leaving them alone.

      “Zoë.”

      Her name fell from his lips like the first snow—soft, gentle, and purifying. She trembled with the extent of the raw emotions pounding her shoulders with unrelenting waves, weighing her down. He leaned close, lips by her ear, his warm breath fanning over her skin.

      “Hold on, baby.”

      Three words that began to tilt her world to rights. She didn’t argue or even speak when he slid her over just enough to get behind the wheel. As he drove, she rested her head against his upper arm, wanting to be held by him. Wrapped in the safe cocoon he provided. Where nothing could harm her or scare her.

      Zane didn’t demand conversation and she was grateful. She needed to regroup, shore up her defenses.

      Her cell lit up with an incoming call and she worried her lower lip as she stared at the bright screen. MOM. She ignored the call, put the phone down only to pick it up again. Slicing her gaze to the large, silent man beside her, she noticed he merely glanced to the screen but didn’t say a word.

      She rubbed her throat before texting. I’m okay. Going to bed. Love you both. Then she turned it over on her lap and stared out the windshield as he drove them down the dark road.

      Her eyes fluttered open when his truck rattled over the cattle grate. She sat, comprehension settling in on how she’d fallen asleep.

      After he parked, Zane lifted her in his arms, carrying her to the large three-story house he grew up in. His strides were sure as they approached the front door. She pushed her face into his chest and listened to the solid firm beating of his heart. It soothed her.

      “How are you doing, Zoë?”

      “Leave her alone, Cade. You can talk to her in the morning.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Zane.” Cade’s tone was rough with worry.

      “I have absolute confidence in what I’m doing.”

      After he carried her up the stairs, she opened her eyes when the sound of a door swinging to, reached her. He placed her on the floor by his bed and cupped her face once more.

      “Are you okay, Zane?” she asked, touching the slight bruise on his right cheekbone.

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Can I get you anything?”

      She shook her head. “Just hold me, please.”

      Zane didn’t make her ask again. He stripped her and after a brief shower, covered her with one of his shirts. It fell to mid-thigh on her and smelled like him. He took her hand and guided her to the bed where together they climbed beneath the blankets. He pressed her to him and she got as close as she possibly could, all the while wishing she could just crawl inside him. He was strong. He would keep her safe.

      “Let it go, baby, just let it go.”

      Like that was all her body had been waiting for, the tears crested the spill gate, streaking down her face, soaking the pillow and his skin. He didn’t pull away, in fact, he held her closer.

      “They knocked on the door,” she began, her voice halting. “I went to answer it but didn’t open because I was there alone. When I saw who it was I opened the door. I knew them, they’d been customers for at least a year. Bringing their cars for oil changes, tire rotations, that kind of thing. They have three vehicles between the lot of them.”

      Her chin wobbled and her teeth chattered. Zane’s warm hands caressed her skin, offering the support she craved.

      “I never should have opened the door. If I hadn’t—”

      “No,” he interjected, voice harsh. “Don’t go there, Zoë. This is not your fault in any way. Not in any fucking way. It’s on them. Not you.”

      “I didn’t want… I tried to…” The tears flowed faster and she shook as the beating replayed in her mind, followed by the knowledge of what they wanted from her afterward. “If you hadn’t…”

      “Shhh,” he said. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

      “What about you? The cops took you away. What’s Sheriff Gavin going to do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I saw what you did to those guys.”

      “They’re lucky they aren’t dead for daring to lay a hand on you,” he growled. Zane moved back just enough so he could look her in the eyes. “You have nothing to feel guilty about, or ashamed for, Zoë Duncan. You called the cops, you saved them despite what they were going to do to you.”

      “You would have stopped.”

      His gaze was solemn. “No, Zoë. I wouldn’t have.”

      Truth rang through each of those words. He would have killed for me. “I don’t want you in jail because of me.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I know they gave you something for the pain, is it working? Do you need something else?”

      “You’re trying to get me to stop thinking about it, but it won’t work.”

      “I want to know if you’re hurting and if you are what can I do for you.”

      She touched his chiseled jaw, allowing only her fingertips to graze the stubble along his skin. “Always so hard and gruff with everyone else, Zane. Yet, you show me a completely different side of you. Why?”

      He kissed the palm of her hand, not touching her skin for the bandages that lingered there. “It was always you, Zoë.”

      “What was?” He looked uncomfortable and she pushed, needing to hear the words. “What was, Zane?”

      “The one who could get through my shell.”

      The first smile since the entire attack had begun graced her face. Small and tentative but there. “I like being that one for you.” Zoë shut her eyes and allowed the steady pounding of his heart to mesmerize her to near slumber. “I like it a lot.”

      “You know I’m not letting you go, Zoë. Not now.”

      Those words of his followed her into sleep where he kept her safe, battling back the demons who dared pop up in her dreams. She woke the same way, in his embrace.
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      The mortar fire wouldn’t cease. In fact it grew closer and closer. Zane searched for somewhere to take cover. To his left. He bolted and waited for the next one to hit. The building just down the street turned to rubble as smoke and dust exploded out from where it used to stand. The next hit closer. They were moving up from the front and back, pinning them down, not giving them any retreat.

      “Move out!” The yell came and he fell in with the rest of the men he fought and served beside.

      Something caused him to look back over his shoulder just before they moved around the corner. Standing in the street was a little girl, no more than five. Her big brown eyes wide with fear, the stuffed animal she held in one hand drug along the ground. It only had three legs but anyone could tell it was important to her, for she wouldn’t let it go.

      He skidded to a stop and wheeled around.

      “Kendrick. Where the fuck are you going?”

      He readjusted his weapon so he could grab the girl and keep moving without slowing. A crater appeared in the street to his right as he zigged and zagged back toward her.

      The nearer he got the easier it became to see the streaks of tears on her dirty face. In her eyes he could read her desire to be saved. He reached out an arm just as the explosion hit, knocking him off his feet.

      “Zane.” The gentle voice brought him back from the dream.

      “Zoë,” he said, reaching for her. She met him and he brought her close, kissing the side of her face. “Are you okay?”

      “I should be asking you that question. You were having a nightmare.”

      He ran a hand down his face. “I’m fine. What about you?” He peered at the clock beside his bed. Four thirty in the morning.

      “Not sleeping well, either.”

      “Are you in pain?”

      “No. Numb. Throat is a little scratchy but I’m all right otherwise.”

      He read between the lines and understood what she spoke about. Physically, she was all right. He knew it would take time for her to mentally get over this. Much longer than it would take to recover from the bruising and cuts she had on her body.

      “Will you come on a walk with me?”

      He reached over to click on a light at her question. The darkish marks on her skin renewed the anger he had simmering within him. “You want to go out on a walk at four thirty in the morning?”

      She held his gaze and he knew he was giving in. “Let’s get dressed.”

      Another small smile but to him, it lit up his world. They walked down together and out the front door. The crisp morning allowed them to see their breath from the glow of the porch light.

      Her small act of reaching for his hand calmed the remaining raging beast inside his soul. “Where are we going?” he asked as they descended the porch steps.

      “I don’t know. Where did you used to sneak girls on this property?”

      “What makes you think I ever did?”

      “Because I heard you guys talking about them all when you were together.”

      “You do know boys exaggerate, right?” he teased.

      “I also heard the girls talking about what it had been like to be with one of the Kendrick boys. So, where did you take them?”

      He shifted, uncomfortable with the conversation. “Usually out to a field.”

      “And where would you take me?”

      “Back to bed,” he said instantly.

      “Bed? We just got up.”

      “I’m still up,” he said brushing his cock along her hip. “I would take you to my bed, Zoë. A place none of those other girls ever got.”

      “I’m sure you took girls to your bed. That’s okay, we both have pasts.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Nothing hidden in that meaning. Just stating a fact. I’m sure you noticed I wasn’t a virgin when we slept together the first time.”

      “I noticed.” He lifted her to sit on the split-rail fence they were beside. “Just like I noticed we never once used protection. Are you on anything?”

      “Couldn’t you have asked me this before you blurted it out in the police station?”

      “Are you ashamed to have it known you slept with me, Zoë Duncan?”

      “No, not ashamed. But I am a bit more private than that, typically. I’m not Cora, who doesn’t mind if everyone knows who she was with from night to night.”

      He flexed his fingers on the rail as she remained between his arms. “This isn’t about Cora.”

      “No, it’s not. This is about you taking that decision away from me to decide if I wanted anything more. I told you, Zane, to stay away from me. Begged you to.”

      “You never gave me a reason other than you don’t do casual. Fine. I’m not in this for causal sake.”

      “Do you know what this could do to the relationship between our families?”

      “Why are you worried about everyone else as opposed to you and what you want?”

      “Because unlike you, Zane, my life is here. I’m not leaving to go seek some other adventure. I see your brothers all the time. They come over to Sunday dinners occasionally with my family. They hang out with my brothers and make my life hell. I love every moment of it, not that I would let them in on that bit of information. I’m a little sister to them. This…whatever it is, can only lead to trouble between our families and I’m not about to risk that.”

      Frustration welled up inside him and he stepped back. She hopped off the fence and he spun to keep up with her.

      “So that’s it then? We just forget it ever happened, so these dinners don’t get strained?”

      “You’re not understanding.”

      “You’re damn right I’m not. You haven’t given me one valid reason for this. I don’t give a fuck about your brothers, my brothers, and forgive me, even your parents in this. It’s about us, not them. Two people in a relationship, Zoë. That would be me and you. No one else.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      He realized they’d come full circle back to the house and she ascended the steps to the front door. Zane latched onto her wrist, halting her. She stared down at him, one eyebrow up in silent question.

      “It is that simple, Zoë. It boils down to us wanting to be together.”

      “You don’t know, you’ve been gone. You could leave again. I don’t know what your plans are. You don’t talk to me about them. We’ve fucked, multiple times. I won’t even deny the amount of passion between us; it was there, no doubt. Yes, I get that. We’ve lain in bed together and talked about your time in the service and I can’t”—she dampened her lips—“begin to tell you how much it meant to me that you shared your experiences with me. I feel like I’ve had the opportunity to get to know the real you. I wasn’t lying when I said earlier that I see the difference in the way you treat me compared to others, but I’m not willing to risk my heart again over a man who may not want to make his life here in Springwood.”

      He frowned. “Again?”

      The corners of her mouth pinched and she shook her head. “I don’t want to do this now.” She tugged on her arm until he released her, then vanished inside.

      Zane swore a blue streak and paused when the door opened again. She stood with Cade.

      “Where are you two going?” Jealousy raised its head.

      “I’m taking her home,” Cade said, his hand on the small of her back.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Not a problem, Zane. I have to talk to Cora anyway.” Cade guided Zoë down the steps and to his SUV.

      He didn’t want to let it go. He didn’t want her in Cade’s vehicle. Zane wanted to lock her in a room until the world was safe enough to let her back out. He didn’t move until the lights disappeared down the drive. Then he walked in to find Nate seated on a couch.

      “What’s going on, Zane?”

      “I don’t need a shrink, Nate.”

      “Good thing I’m not one. I think you need a brother, which, lucky for you again, I am.”

      “I don’t know what to do with her, she keeps spouting this shit about not being together.”

      “Have you tried asking her instead of dictating to her?”

      He scowled at his sibling. “Who is the one she loved that didn’t stick around in Springwood?”

      Nate arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “What? How the fuck would I know who it is. I’ve been gone for eighteen years.”

      “You truly are dense sometimes, brother. She’s loved you forever. You left her once before and that was before all this happened between you. She’s scared it’s going to happen again.” Nate rose and walked to the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      “You saved our baby girl.”

      Zane moved his gaze between Zoë’s parents, Rolland and Marcia Duncan, before finally landing on Rolland, who’d spoken.

      “Yes, sir.” He sat in their living room, a slice of homemade peach cobbler, partially eaten, on the plate before him.

      “And you announced she may be carrying your baby to the entire police department.” Rolland drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.

      “With all due respect, sir, that’s between your daughter and me.”

      “Twice now you’ve called me sir. You were one of mine growing up, your footfalls were ever present in this house, and you carried on with our boys. Now I’m sir.”

      “You’re her father and a man who deserves my respect.”

      “Enough that you sleep with my daughter.”

      “She’s not a teen. We broke no laws.”

      “Stop it, both of you,” Marcia said, pushing up from her seat to pour more coffee. “This isn’t about that. It’s about saying thank you to Zane for being there when she needed him.”

      He licked his lips and perched on the edge of the cushion. “Actually, I don’t need thanks from you. I could use something from you, however.”

      They exchanged looks and waited for him to continue.
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        * * *

      

      “Ready?”

      Zoë shook her head, even as she rose to follow Cora. “Not even remotely.”

      Cora squeezed her hand as she guided her to sit in a certain chair. Snapping on gloves after she gathered the label she wanted, Cora eased close on her wheeled stool. She beckoned for Zoë to put her arm out on.

      Zoë watched her. Cora was efficient, no doubt, and had taken the vial of needed blood with no pain and swift accuracy. “You know what else I need.” She pointed.

      Zoë grunted and waited for Cora to tape on the gauze. “Your job is so rewarding,” she groused, reaching for the empty specimen cup.

      “I think so. Go on. I’ll be near.”

      “Lucky you.”

      Cora pushed away, removing the gloves as she did. “Stop procrastinating and pee in the damn cup.”

      Zoë made a face at her before she walked off. She returned to deliver the cup. “Here you go.”

      “Sit down, Zoë.”

      She listened, accepting some more hand wipes. “What’s up?”

      “I’m running your stuff straight through.”

      Dread filled her gut. “The blood test was positive, wasn’t it?”

      Cora faced her. “Let me start running everything before you jump to conclusions, okay?”

      Pregnant. The possibility neared with each tick of the second hand on the clock off to her left.

      “Right,” she muttered.

      “You don’t have to wait,” Cora said. “I can call with the results.”

      “But I can wait?”

      Cora nodded. “Yes, come on.”

      She led Zoë to a spot out of the way in a small sitting area. Accepting a seat in the corner, she drew her legs up on the seat and wrapped her arms around them. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath in an attempt to calm her heart, which currently was doing a great equivalent of the speeds obtained in a NASCAR race.

      She walked out of the hospital three hours after she’d entered, lost in thoughts about the news. So much so, she nearly missed the parked truck with a man resting against the driver’s door. Zane waited, arms crossed over his wide chest and his ankles hooked as well.

      “What’s the verdict?”

      She jerked at his words, realizing she’d almost figured what she’d been seeing was a figment of her imagination. “What verdict?” She hated how instantly her body betrayed her when it came to him. It wasn’t only physical. Even her soul missed him when they were apart.

      He cocked a brow. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

      “Find out what?”

      “Playing dumb does nothing for you,” he said with a shake of his head. “Are we pregnant?” He shifted, a ripple of power, and she saw a man who would have no problem going in and demanding to know the results from Cora.

      “I am, yes.”

      He stepped toward her, ignoring the halt motion she made with her hand. She found herself in his strong arms. “I think it’s time we sit for a serious discussion,” he said, lips pressed against her temple.

      “No need.” He thwarted her attempt to step back.

      “Zoë.” Frustration laced his tone. “We go somewhere together or I put you in my truck now and we can talk there.”

      “I’m not avoiding you. I have to help my mother with the final prep for Cade’s thingy tomorrow.”

      “Okay then.”

      Zane put her in his truck. “I’ll drop you off at home and we can talk on the way.”

      His look silenced her protest. Not that there was much of one. She buckled her belt and watched him climb up into his truck. His presence was such, for a moment all she could do was stare. He quirked a brow at her.

      “Yes?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing.” No way she could…or would tell him, he made her lose the ability to speak.

      “The way you watch me, Zoë Duncan, makes me think we’ll be late to your mom’s.”

      No matter the situation he could always make her mind sway toward sex.

      “You realize you just left my car in the parking lot of the hospital.”

      “So.”

      Unrepentant. Stubborn, stubborn man. “What did you want to talk about?”

      He gave a harsh chuckle. “I don’t know. The weather. How you like the wax job on my truck. If you think Nate and Angela will marry or…the fact you are now carrying my baby. You know, if we could possibly discuss that.”

      “Sarcasm, Zane? Really?”

      “Either that or anger. Take your pick.”

      “Anger?” She faced him. “For what? I never once said I needed anything from you. Hell, I just found out myself. If anything I should be pissed you announced the potential for me to be pregnant in front of everyone at the fucking police station.” She faced forward with a huff.

      The following silence had her side-eyeing him. He sported a serious scowl. Her temper rose high for a moment.

      “I’m not fighting with you, Zoë. You have to face facts. We’re going to be parents.” He parked before her parents’ house. “I plan on being there for every aspect of this.”

      “You don’t even know if you’re remaining here in Springwood,” she snapped.

      She jumped out before he could come around and open her door. He snagged her around the waist, drawing her flush to him. “I don’t think so,” he growled.

      Zane dominated her mouth until she sagged into him. She forced her fingers to relax and release the death grip she had on his shirt. Side by side they entered the house.

      She noticed how at ease her parents were with Zane. Really? He got me pregnant. Not even a bit of fatherly gruff? They went to the kitchen.

      “I’m right here, Zoë. In the same room as you. There will be no escaping. We may as well continue to talk.”

      She glared in his direction as she stomped to the fridge. They were alone in the room. She opened the fridge and withdrew the pie crust her mom had made earlier, unwrapping the cellophane around it. “So talk.”

      “I seem to be the only one doing so. Don’t you have anything to say?”

      She stared at him across the kitchen. He stood at the island chopping vegetables, appearing altogether comfortable performing such a task. He’d not batted an eye when her mother gave him his job to do. After all these years of wanting him, why am I pushing him away now when he’s right there in front of me?
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