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(Contemporary western erotic romance m/m/f)
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After the sudden death of her husband, Jenna Donnelly struggles to keep her Canadian horse ranch afloat while navigating unexpected romantic entanglements. When Jenna’s ex-fiancé, prison convict, Axel Rosetti, comes to help her through the Cowboys Online program, he brings along his prison cell-mate Nick Ryan, a man who has developed secret feelings for Jenna through Axel's stories. 

As passions ignite between the three, Jenna faces the challenges of “widow fire” and her secret pregnancy along with the uncertainty of her cowboys' futures.

Together, the trio must learn to set aside the shadows of their pasts and forge new bonds as they work side by side. Unexpectedly, Jenna discovers newfound strength within herself and realizes that love can blossom even in the most unpredictable circumstances.
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Present Day ~ August

Sunnyside Maximum Security Correctional Center, Ontario Canada

Thirty-three year old prison convict Axel Rosetti frowned as he entered the penitentiary's visitor room. It smelled of a flowery disinfectant in here, and the concrete walls were painted beige with large colorful flower decals. He’d heard the decor was designed to give off a happy ambience for the visitors. Like they could be fooled into being cheerful after having their loved ones locked up in here.

Axel wasn’t used to coming to this part of the prison. His mother was his only visitor, and she came only on his birthday or holidays. Today was not his birthday, nor a holiday, so he suspected a mistake must have been made. 

His frown deepened as he spied a young, thin, blonde woman sitting at one of the metal tables scrolling through her cellphone. Her hair was straight, shoulder length with bangs and parted in the middle. She was dressed in a smart-looking navy blue pant suit with a prim and proper white blouse. 

He figured she had to be some sort of professional. He didn’t recognize her and before he could tell the guard there was a mistake, the solid metal door slammed shut behind him with such a clang that Axel winced. 

The woman looked up and the instant she spied him standing there staring at her, she had a momentary frightened expression. It disappeared when her gaze darted to his cuffed wrists and then quickly followed the two chains that dripped from the middle of the cuffs down to his shackled ankles.

She visibly relaxed when she realized he was restrained but she continued to watch guardedly.

Great. Now he was in the business of scaring kids. 

His momentary guilt melted away. She was a petite thing, and he doubted she was more than twenty. 

“Mr Axel Rosetti?” she asked in a shy, feminine voice as she slowly stood and reluctantly placed her cellphone onto the table. 

“Who wants to know?” he growled. 

Her eyes widened at his loud, booming voice.

He hadn’t meant to sound gruff, but it was lunch time, and he was hungry. He’d like to get back to the cafeteria before the food ran out, which usually happened on spaghetti day, which came along once a month.

To his surprise, the young woman strolled around the table and walked assuredly toward him. At least she was trying to appear confident. He was quite sure that if he said boo, she would jump six feet into the air from fright.

When she reached him, she held out her hand.

Okay, she wanted to shake hands. He would oblige. 

He extended his arms and the clink of chains shrieked through the air as they awkwardly shook hands. 

Man, he hadn’t touched a woman in years. Had forgotten how fragile and how soft they could feel and how nice they smelled.

“My name is Cyn Peterson. I'm a lawyer. I'd like to talk to you about Jenna.”

At the mention of his ex-fiancé, all the air went out of Axel’s lungs, and he felt as if he’d been sucker punched. Emotions, thick and raw, welled up in his chest and he let go of her hand as if it were suddenly on fire and not in a good way.

He exhaled as memories of the woman he should have married danced in his head. Jenna’s cute teasing smile, her sweet laughter. Their dreams of having lots of kids. Of the two of them growing old together with a bunch of grandchildren playing at their feet.

He forced himself back to reality. Back to the kid standing in front of him. To the serious expression on her face. And to the question that was now crashing through him like a storm, making his gut twist in a real bad way.

“Is Jenna okay?” he whispered, his voice cracking. 

Suddenly his legs were trembling. He felt weak. He knew he couldn’t bear it if Jenna was dead.

Could this kid hear the pain in his voice? The guilt at what he had done. Of how he’d crushed their dreams in one violent night of rage.

The woman appeared frazzled. Probably realized he was suddenly very worried about Jenna.

“Oh, yes. I'm sorry. Yes, she's fine. I didn't mean to upset you. Please have a seat.”

Upset was an understatement. 

For a few brief seconds he’d thought Jenna was gone forever. Despite being locked up in here for twelve years of a twenty-five year sentence, he had held out the tiniest spark of hope that the two of them might hook up again...even after the horrible way he’d treated her at the end of their relationship.

He slammed shut those thoughts as he sat down on the cold metal chair. There was no hope of Jenna and himself ever picking up where they had left off. She was on the right side of the law, and he was on the wrong side. 

Too many years had passed and the last he’d heard from his mother about Jenna was she’d become a lawyer and that she had married. He’d asked his mom and the rest of his family to please never mention her again and thankfully they hadn’t. Every once in a while he received a letter from Jenna, but he never opened them. Just tucked them away in his cell. It just hurt too much.

Hell, Jenna probably had a bunch of kids by now. So why was this woman here?

He warily watched the young lady as she took a seat opposite him. Yeah, she was pretty and when she smiled, his insides brightened. Not in a perverted kind of way but in a she seemed to be a nice kid kind of way.

“How would you feel if I told you I could get you out of here,” she asked in a really soft voice.

Axel shook his head as realization crashed into him. 

She was no lawyer.

“Who put you up to this? It's a really bad joke,” Axel snapped, anger rising inside of him.

The lady's eyes widened with apparent surprise, and she shook her head.

Well, he had to hand it to her, by the serious expression on her face, she was a good actress.

“Oh, this isn’t a joke. I’m the acting program director of Cowboys Online. We design rehabilitation programs for prisoners. Jenna was the acting director until she took a leave of absence leaving me in charge. And if she knew I was here talking to you on the program’s behalf, she’d probably fire me. She still might, that is if you say yes to what I’m about to offer. But if you can help her, then sticking my neck out is worth it.” 

Axel stared at her for a long moment, trying to decide if she was crazy, lying, or both. 

Cowboys Online? 

His gaze flicked to the badge clipped to her suit, which said, Professional Visitor. There was a barcode and a number. It looked real. Too real. But still, it could be fake. No way was this real. No way was he getting out of here.

“Right. Sure. Which one of the guys put you up to this?”

She frowned.

“Put me up to what?” 

Yep, a good actress. She did look confused.

He gestured at her suit, her phone. 

“This. The whole early-release fairy tale. You expect me to believe someone like you walked in here for me?”

“I didn’t come for you. I came for Jenna,” she said with a shake to her head.

Anger growled inside of him.

“Don’t use her name.”

“Then listen,” she said, leaning in just enough to make him still. 

“This isn’t a joke. In my briefcase I have your conditional-release papers. You sign them, you go to Jenna’s ranch. You don’t sign them, you stay here. It’s that simple.”

Her tone was cool and maybe just a touch of irritation.

Axel stared at her, searching her face for the lie. There wasn’t one.

“You’re telling me Jenna doesn’t know you’re here,” he said slowly. “And you want me to believe you’re doing this for her?”

Cyn didn’t flinch.

“If this is some kind of game, I’m not playing,” he said, trying to wrap his head around this...Cowboys Online.

“It’s not a game,” Cyn said. “It’s a chance. For you. And for her.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re exactly what she needs. Her husband recently passed away. She needs help to keep her ranch going,” Cyn said simply. 

Axel went still. The words hit him hard, sharp, unexpected. For a moment he couldn’t breathe.

Jenna’s husband. Gone.

A tight ache opened in his chest, old loyalty and something like grief all twisting together before he could shut it down. 

Jenna didn’t deserve that kind of pain.

He forced his jaw to lock, forced the emotions back where it belonged.

“You’re telling me she’s alone now. Kids?” he said, his voice low, controlled.

She must have kids. She always wanted children.

“No children.”

Something inside him shifted. Shock, guilt and a small pull. A chance to do something right for Jenna, even if he didn’t deserve a chance.

But was this for real? 

“She’s been good to me. She took a chance on me when no one else would. I want to give back to her. I believe you can help her despite your past issues with her. I was hoping you would be the man who would come to her rescue and help keep her horse ranch going.”

Axel frowned. What did she know about their past issues?

He searched her gaze for a lie. But what he saw was determination, layered over nerves. She was risking her job and her reputation for a woman he’d hurt, a life he’d lost. 

He held up his shackled wrists, the chains echoing ominously throughout the room.

“Lady, Jenna will just have to hire someone. In case you hadn't noticed, I cannot rescue anyone. I am in prison and I am no cowboy.” 

Although Nick, his cellmate had taught him plenty about horses while the two of them had been here, it didn’t make Axel a horse expert.

The woman smiled a smile like she knew something he didn't, which it appeared, she might. He was glad Jenna had succeeded in achieving her dream of having a ranch, but sad that she’d lost her husband. That is, again, if this kid was telling the truth.

“Oh, but you can help her, sir. I’ve taken the liberty of speeding your release through the system. I took care of an application through Cowboys Online on your and Nick’s behalf.”

Confusion rocked him.

Nick too?

“What are you talking about?”

Her smile widened even more, and he got the feeling he’d just been hooked like a fish on the line.

“Cowboys Online is a little known program for prisoners. We are under contract with Correctional Service of Canada and Public Safety Canada. Our program helps get people like yourself and Nick out of prison early and into isolated areas of the country to help out on ranches. Not too many people want to work in these types of areas that are hard to get to, and certainly not for a pittance pay, so we at Cowboys Online are able to supply the labor at a huge discount to our clients and with some pay to you too. We set it all up with the approval of the Parole Board of course. You will get weekly pay, and it would be direct deposit at a bank you choose.”

Axel couldn’t believe what she was saying and he forced himself to blank out his excitement. This can’t be real.

“I have done my homework on you, Mr. Rosetti, and your cellmate, Nick Ryan. Nick knows everything about horse ranches and sources tell me he is trustworthy and that you know all things about machinery and carpentry and that the both of you have a solid relationship.”

Axel’s mind whirled. What exactly did she know about Nick and himself? 

“And with the two of you on board, Jenna could expand her horse ranch...you see, she and her husband trained horses for therapeutic organizations who help the physically and mentally challenged. But with her husband now passed, she’s had to take an extended leave of absence from Cowboys Online, and she has put me in charge. I know important people and that has allowed me to pull some major strings for you and for Nick. It’s all legal. No worries there. So, please hear me out, at least.”

The kid reached down, brought up a black briefcase from the floor, placed it onto the table, and clicked it open. She withdrew some papers and flipped through them, then separated them into two piles.

“Sign these papers. We’ll get Nick to do the same and the both of you will be on the other side of these walls and on Bear Valley Ranch by the end of the week. I have a judge who will okay the deal and make it all legal.”

Bear Valley Ranch? 

Jenna. 

Shit. 

He blew out a slow breath trying really hard to stuff down his excitement.

Axel stared at the two stacks of sheets she pushed in front of him.

“In each pile are your Conditional Release Agreement, a Program Participation Contract, Consent to Disclosure of Information and a Risk of Acknowledgement and Liability Waiver. Signing them means you agree to the terms of Cowboys Online, the work, the rules, the supervision. Either one of you break any of the rules, and you both are back inside. Keep your head down, do the job, and you get a real shot at freedom.”

Conditional Release Agreement.

The top sheet on one pile said that exact thing and there was his name on it and the other pile had Nick's name on it. 

This was either a really good prank, or this chick was serious. 

Well, he would bite. He had nothing to lose.

“Alright, give me a pen,” he finally said, his voice softer than he’d intended.

“You don’t want to read it? I would advise you to read it and ask questions.”

“I will, after I sign.”

He needed to sign this before something happened to make this delusion disappear.

She handed him a pen, her smile almost relieved. 

The clink of his chains as he reached for the papers sounded different now, filled with the possibility of hope.

He was curious to find out exactly how far this kid would carry this joke.

That is, if it was a joke...

* * * * *

[image: ]


BEAR VALLEY RANCH, Northern Ontario, Canada

Present Day ~ August

Jenna Donnelly stared out across her mist enshrouded valley and remembered the first time her late husband, Tim, and her, had laid eyes on this little ranch shortly after it had been put up for sale. 

It had been a rundown place. The three bedroom log house with the faded red shutters and curling brown shingles on the roof had seen better days. The rusty sheet metal roof and the grey planks on the barn had needed repairs. 

They still did. Tim just hadn’t gotten around to doing much when it came to manual labor. She’d learned slowly that he just wasn’t that kind of guy.

She’d learned even more slowly that all he’d wanted was to latch onto a woman with a good paycheck so she could take care of him, and he could have affairs behind her back. What better way to do that then to have her away working during the week so he could do whatever he wanted with access to a nice bank account.

It had been five years since they’d come here. They had instantly made an offer because they’d fallen in love with the lush green valley that was surrounded by forests. 

Five years and two months since they’d been married. He’d swept her off her feet very quickly. He’d shared her love for horses, or so he’d said. But it had turned out he’d done the bare minimum for the horses’ care while she’d been out in the city working at her job and coming home weekends. 

You’re bringing home the bacon; he’d jovially laugh when he’d go online into their joint bank account. She never should have trusted a man so easily. But he’d been ultra nice...in the beginning. Looking back into her past she realized she’d been naïve when it came to the love department.

Before Tim, she’d been with only one man. 

The One. Or so she’d thought.

Her ex-fiancé, Axel, who she’d known instinctively would be the father to her children. He’d been the one man she’d wanted to spend the rest of her life with. 

Well, that had worked out well, hadn’t it? Axel was in prison for murder, and she was pregnant by her late husband. Pregnant because she’d foolishly hoped Tim would settle down if he had a child of his own. Now he was dead and she would be a single mother.

She shoved away the gut wrenching emotions that threatened to well up and tried hard to get back to remembering how she felt that day when she’d first come here. It was the scent of freedom that had nailed this place for her. The enticing smells of the earth, the fragrance of pine and the aroma of decaying leaves that drifted out from the nearby forests.

Then had come the smells of freshly cut grass that reminded her of home and of watching her dad mow the lawn with his gas-powered lawnmower in their large backyard. But in this case it had been an old man sitting on a rusty old red tractor cutting the grass around the ranch house. His wife had died, and he’d been invited to live with his granddaughter and grandson-in-law and their several children on her farm in Saskatchewan, so he had wanted to sell fast.

He'd reminded her of her dad. Strong and cheerful. For as long as dad had been alive, she’d felt safe. 

Jenna frowned. 

Her husband Tim had never really been able to do that.

Yes, there had been red flags where Tim was concerned, but she’d ignored them because she’d loved how nicely he treated her at the time and she had wanted to settle down and have a family.

Well, Tim was dead now and she had this little ranch to deal with. To sell or not to sell was the magic question. 

Should she finally put herself first and keep the ranch running, keep training the horses as she’d been doing every weekend, holiday, and spare time she’d had? Or should she just let go of the dream that she’d been breathing life into and trade it all in for the security of working for the Cowboys Online program?

Decisions. Decisions. 

One thing she knew though, if she didn't stop moping around here, decisions would be made for her. And she preferred to remain in charge. But she just couldn't seem to make up her mind. 

She was sad. Tim’s unexpected death had hit her hard and that meant her unborn baby wouldn’t have a dad.

A sob caught in her throat and a bubble of hot tears blurred her vision. She wiped away the wetness with the back of her hand just in time to catch movement between the quickly clearing swirls of mist. 

There. About a quarter of a mile away on the gravel road that wound its way down into her valley. 

She stood still and watched carefully as a black pickup truck spewing a faint trail of blue smoke entered the yard of her ranch house, its chrome briefly reflecting in the early morning sunshine that was poking holes in the white fog.

She didn't want to go and greet her visitor. She preferred to stay here at the edge of the tree line and watch her horses as they peacefully grazed in the early morning mist. 

Why didn't people just leave her alone so she could grieve in peace?

Sighing, she started walking back toward the ranch house.
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Chapter Two
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“Hey, kiddo. How's it going?” Her eighty plus year old neighbour, Sam Green, said ten minutes later as he leisurely rocked on one of her two white-painted wood rocking chairs set on her porch. 

Jenna blinked at the sound of his voice, the unexpected warmth of it tugging her out of her fog.

She noted he wore his traditional red shirt and denim blue coveralls, and his wiry white hair was greased nicely to one side, covering up his bald spot in front.

He rose to his feet with a whole-hearted smile. She enjoyed the joyful crinkles that lined the edges of his eyes and his mouth, and she noticed the tension in her shoulders dissolve. 

He rarely dropped by but every time he did, he would extend his hand for a handshake which he did now.

Despite his age, he had a firm grip, but this time she noted a slight tremor there. And she could tell he’d lost some weight since the last time she’d seen him a couple of weeks ago. She’d make it a point to get over to his place more often with some nutritious home-cooked meals. She knew from her own experience that cooking for one wasn’t as exciting as cooking for more than one.

“Doing okay, Sam. How are you?” 

Jenna’s gut twisted with concern and a cold prickle ran down her spine when he suddenly frowned and shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, that’s why I’m here. Need to ask you a favor and it’s a big one.”

Sam ran a hobby farm a few miles from Jenna in the next valley, and on occasion he looked after their place when both Tim and she were away, and Jenna and Tim would do the same for Sam when he would go away for a few days fishing or hunting with his buddies. 

Lately he’d helped her sister, Ginny, tend to the horses, while Jenna had completed her job responsibilities in the city and was now taking a one year leave of absence from her position at Cowboys Online.

Jenna nodded to her door.

“I was just heading in for some coffee. Join me and we can talk about what you need.”

She knew he liked her coffee and her baked goods. Occasionally she visited his place and endured his coffee. It tasted like black tar, or whatever she supposed black tar might taste like and she always brought along some pie or cake or whatever she’d baked because she knew he had a sweet tooth.

“Sure, yeah, I would love some,” he muttered happily as he followed her into the ranch house. 

The minute she entered her home she was greeted by the scent of percolating coffee. She had her coffee maker set on a timer and the coffee started brewing at eight a.m. sharp. That was when she usually returned from setting her horses free into the valley pasture and picking up the eggs in the chicken coop.

“Have a seat, Sam. I'll have coffee ready in just a minute. How about some day old apple fritters? I made some yesterday.”

Yesterday she’d had no morning sickness, and she’d had an irresistible craving for the delicacy, so she’d made up a batch. 

“Oh yum! I haven't had homemade fritters in a long while,” he gleefully chuckled and rubbed his hands together with excitement. The way he rubbed his hands together made him look ten years younger, and the sight tugged a smile from her.

“You just sit. I’ll get everything together for us,” she told him, enjoying the eagerness splashing across his leathery, tanned face.

A few minutes later she sat across from Sam at her small table. The warm, inviting aroma of fresh coffee filled the kitchen, and each of them cradled a steaming mug in their hands. He eyed the giant golden apple fritter she’d set on a plate in front of him. 

She watched his faded blue eyes twinkle with such delight that once again happiness crackled through the gloom of grief encasing her heart.

“This is such a treat,” he said as he delicately lifted the fritter and took a big bite. 

She smiled as she spied drool dribbling from the sides of his mouth as he chewed and groaned his appreciation, occasionally closing his eyes. For a moment, the kitchen felt full again. Not with people, but with the simple comfort of someone enjoying what she made.

She leisurely sipped her coffee, hoping her morning sickness wouldn’t kick in. It had been pretty bad the last couple of weeks when she’d been here all alone. She hadn’t told her sister, Ginny about her pregnancy when she’d been here, or Sam. She hadn’t told anyone. Only her nurse practitioner knew. 

Jenna figured she’d keep it a secret for as long as she could. She didn’t need everyone telling her to take it easy, especially when she had lots of work to do with the horses.

“How about another one?” she asked when he finished and began wiping his mouth with a napkin she supplied.

“Oh, I am so full. But thank you kindly. Maybe I can take one home with me?” 

He looked at her with hopeful eyes and her heart pinched at the quiet plea in his expression.

“You can take the rest of them. I’ve got three more for you. It will give me an excuse to bake something else.”

“Oh, my. That would be awfully nice, Jenna. I have a friend coming to get me later today and I can offer him a treat. It's why I’m here.” 

He was frowning again, and alarm bells went off inside her head. Her stomach dipped, the way it always did when bad news hovered on the edge of a conversation. 

Sam was a hermit. It was rare that he got company. Even more rare that someone was coming to get him.

“What's up, Sam? Is everything okay?”

A sheepish gaze splashed across his face.

“I’m having um...cataract surgery, and I was hoping you could pop over to my place daily for a couple of weeks or so? You know the routine, and I can always trust you with my creatures.”

Relief washed through her so fast her knees went weak. It was followed immediately by a sharp stab of guilt for assuming the worst.

Oh, whew! Cataract surgery. Thank God, it was nothing too serious.

She reached across her table and placed her hand reassuringly over his, her fingers feeling his thin skin. She gently squeezed.

“Say no more. I will be happy to run your place. Don’t you worry about a thing, Sam. I’m here for you.”

She figured that would cheer him up, but he was still frowning.

“They said for me not to do any heavy lifting for a couple of weeks, so I won’t be back until then. I’ll be staying with friends.”

“I can handle everything, Sam. You go do what you need to do. Your eyes are very important. How about another cup of coffee?” she asked. 

He shook his head.

He smiled and relief poured through her. He seemed okay with going off to have cataract surgery and she was glad he had a friend to come and get him.

“Wish I could. Still loads of work to do before my ride gets here. I'll take a rain check. I’ll leave contact info on my fridge for you, in case. Say hello to Ginny from me when she gets back.”

Jenna nodded. She didn’t tell him that her youngest sister Ginny wasn’t coming back. At least not that she knew of.

He stood and Jenna quickly gathered the remaining three apple fritters and placed them into a plastic container pressing on an airtight lid. She grabbed the container and followed him out to his old truck. 

“You don't need to come out until tomorrow morning. I'm not leaving until later tonight and I’ll get all the animals settled. Thank you so much, Jenna. You and Tim have always been so reliable. And you especially are always such a wonderful person. I don't know what I would have done without you. Everyone else I know live so far away and can’t help and I’m not ready to give up my little farm.”

To her surprise, he stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her in a big snug bear hug. 

Jenna froze for a heartbeat. Something uncomfortable fluttered in her chest. Sam wasn’t a hugger and this was the first time he’d ever hugged her. That uneasy idea that maybe something might be wrong nipped at her again.

When Sam let her go, he seemed back to his old gentle self which disintegrated her momentary uneasiness.

He hoisted his thin frame into his truck and rolled down the window.

“There's a severe weather warning for this area starting in three days. Saying high winds. So, be careful when you’re out on your trails with the horses. You don’t want trees falling on you while out riding.”

Jenna nodded, trying to ignore the tightness zipping through her gut at the weather news. Her fingers curled around her elbows, a reflex she’d never quite shaken when storms were mentioned.

Severe weather alerts here in Northern Ontario were common and they caused her anxiety, especially when she was alone. So she tried not to listen to the radio and ignored the alerts, although she knew that wasn’t wise. Besides, many times it wasn’t as bad as they predicted. 

“Okay, thanks” she said, forcing a smile. 

“Bye, Jenna,” he said with a wink. He turned his key in the ignition and the truck rumbled to life, spewing blue smoke out of the tail pipe.

“Bye, Sam,” she called out, trying hard not to inhale the acrid smell.

He stuck his arm out his window and waved as he pulled his truck around and drove out of her parking lot. 

She watched his tarnished black truck rattle up the winding road to the top of the hill, the sunshine glinting off the areas of chrome which hadn’t rusted yet. 

Then Sam and his old truck were swallowed up by the looming mist enshrouded forest. And everything went deathly quiet except for an occasional squawk of a crow erupting from somewhere in the pasture. The silence that followed felt heavier than it should have, settling over her shoulders like a damp blanket.

She was all alone. 

Again.

Well, not really alone. 

Her palm warmed against the slight curve, real or imagined, and something inside her steadied. She knew it might just be her imagination that she had a baby bump as the nurse practitioner had told her she’d start to feel something at around sixteen to twenty weeks, and she was at best estimates eleven weeks along now.

“Okay kiddo. It’s time to get more work done,” she said to her baby. And then she headed to the chicken coop.

* * * * *
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IT WAS DARK AND HORRIBLY windy when three nights later Jenna crawled into bed. Since she’d started looking after Sam's place in addition to her own, she’d grown tired from the punishing routine. 

Heck, who was she kidding? She had been tired since Tim had gotten sick with lung cancer and then died so fast, which made her wonder, would she ever feel normal again? 

Then she remembered the pregnancy brochures her nurse practitioner had given her. She’d read that during the first trimester a woman experienced fatigue due to all the changes her body created to support the developing baby. Her body was also producing a new organ, the placenta.

So yeah, no wonder she was tired.

Working with her horses all day and visiting Sam’s place, twice a day, caring for his horses, chickens, and the dog, making sure all were well watered and fed and safely in the barn every evening before returning to her place to do her own chores and bringing her horses into her barn each night.

Sam had mentioned he would leave his contact information, but Jenna hadn’t been able to find anything except the local lawyer’s number on the fridge. She figured he must have forgotten, and she hoped he was okay. 

As the wind snapped against the old glass panes, and rattled the ancient shingles on her roof, she couldn’t help but smile as she realized no morning sickness today. Earlier, she’d even whipped up a grilled cheese sandwich, fried up some potatoes, and had a small bowl of green bean salad and her tummy felt okay. 

Maybe she’d finally turned a corner where morning sickness was concerned?

God, she hoped so. Feeling queasy all the time had been no picnic. And oddly enough, despite feeling tired, she felt better than she had in weeks and she felt like...masturbating.

Jenna chuckled. 

Have mercy, she hadn’t masturbated in so long. She couldn’t remember the last time she had. 

Suddenly she felt aroused and hot. Way too hot.

Her body grew tight as she thought about touching herself. 

Should she? Or should she just try to fall asleep?

Her composure weakened as she considered the appeal of relinquishing control. It had been quite some time since she had engaged in any form of self pleasure, but it was late and she really should get some sleep. She closed her eyes and made a conscious effort to steady her increasingly rapid breathing. 

But she was losing her fight fast as the idea of pleasuring herself mounted. 

Her ex-fiancé, Axel, suddenly popped into her mind.

Oh yes, he’d been quite the lover. Quite well-hung too. 

She closed her eyes and reached beneath the sheet covering her. She was naked as it was too hot for a nightie with the windows closed. 

Her bedside lamp flickered for a moment causing just the slightest hesitation, but thankfully it stayed on. The glow of light cast long shadows across the walls of her bedroom and the humid air smelled faintly of the lit vanilla-scented candles she’d set on a nearby shelf and now she could smell her own arousal too. 

Excitement snapped through her and she traced her fingers over her tummy with slow, deliberate circles dipping lower and lower with teasing anticipation. The pads of her fingertips brushed her skin like velvet and then gently danced over the curls embracing her pussy. 

She began to imagine Axel being here and found herself smiling as she remembered that sometimes when he made love to her he’d smell faintly of grease or gasoline because of his work at his dad’s garage. It didn’t matter how he’d smelled when he came to her, because she loved all his scents.

She remembered how his shoulder length dark brown hair would feel so feathery beneath her fingertips when she’d run her fingers through his hair. How his sparkling brown eyes would gaze down at her naked body with appreciation and flickered with excitement as he slowly climbed onto the bed. 

She loved the dark shadow of stubble that stretched across his chin, his cheeks, and upper lips. Such a raw, sexy man. 

He had been her man.

She bit her lower lip, stifling a moan as the bed shifted beneath his weight and her man loomed over her. His chest was so wide and muscular, his shoulders loaded with muscles. He was a big man, and she always wondered why he never crushed her beneath his weight. Instead, he always touched her just right.

Jenna arched her back as her fingers circled upward, touching her breasts. Her thumbs flicked tenderly over her sensitive nipples, which swiftly hardened beneath her touches. 

Her breaths came quicker when she felt the rough scrape of his stubble against her breasts as he slurped a nipple into his hot mouth. The tender way he’d suck on first one and then the other one, always brought an arrow of need and warm cream coursing deep into her vagina. 

Lube, he’d joke.

Then he’d suck harder and twist her nipple with his teeth bringing shards of pleasure pain until she creamed even more.

She could hear the echo of his voice, the lust-drenched growls in her ear as he asked her if she liked what he was doing to her.

She always loved what he did to her. Heck, he played her like she was a musical instrument, wrenching moans, and whimpers from deep inside of her chest. The sounds always surprised her because she never knew she could make such noises beneath his touches.

“You’ll always belong to me, baby doll. We’ll always be together because I love you so much,” he’d say into her ear. 

And she’d believed him with her whole heart.

A sting of emotion zipped through her and she pushed it away, remembering how it had been before he’d been shipped off to prison. 

The naughty way his calloused hands would grip her wrists and pin them above her head, his voice a dark growl in her ear. 

“Always remember, babydoll. You’re mine.” 

The memory of those words; the sweet way he said babydoll, his endearing nickname for her and the intoxicating way he’d say you’re mine sent a jolt of heat searing straight into her core.

She could still hear the echo of his voice, the way it roughened when he pressed his cockhead into her. The way he’d curse under his breath when her vagina tightened around him. 

“Yeah, Jenna... just like that,” he’d say.

Jenna’s breath hitched as she slipped two fingers past her swollen lips and into her vagina. She was already soaked. Dripping from the pleasure she was creating. 

She brushed her fingertips against her clit which made her hips jerk and her thighs tremble. She imagined it was Axel touching her, his fingers parting her folds, his thumb pressing down on her clitoris just hard enough to make her gasp.

She began to rub in earnest, her fingers slick with her own arousal, sliding easily over her clit before dipping lower into her vagina to collect her juices.

She could almost taste Axel. Could almost taste the salt of his skin as she licked his face and kissed him when he came down on her. Could smell the musky scent of his sweat and the intoxicating way his cockhead throbbed just inside her vagina before he’d push further into her.

First, his mouth would crash down on hers as he shoved her back onto the bed. His weight would pin her, his thighs forcing hers apart, his cock, thick, veiny, and so perfect as it slid deep inside with one brutal thrust. She’d cry out her arousal. He’d swallow the sounds and his powerful hips would snap against hers with a rhythm that left her breathless.

"You miss this, don’t you. Miss the way I make love to you, like you’re mine," Axel’s taunt whispered like a phantom in her ear, almost as if he were here.

Jenna’s fingers plunged deeper, her fingers rubbing her clit as she chased the fantasy. She could see him, his dark hair damp with his sweat, his shoulder muscles bulging as held himself over her while he pistoned his shaft into her. He was always gentle at first. That’s when he was torturously slow, but as his arousal grew, a dominating edge would grow in him. A possessive hunger that made her feel like he owned her. 

Yes, she’d loved that feeling of being owned by him. She’d loved the way he’d lick her lips as he kissed her. The erotic way his tongue darted in and out of her mouth like it was a miniature cock.

Her breaths came in gasps now as she pistoned her fingers in and out of her pussy. The fingers of her other hand twisted a nipple, back and forth, hard enough to border on pain. 

As she gyrated, the bed creaked beneath her, the sounds lost in the gusts of the howling wind outside. 

She was getting closer. She could feel her arousal increasing. It was coming.

Her back bowed off the mattress as her need for release grew and grew. She moaned as her vaginal muscles clenched and then she was exploding, an orgasm crashing over her like the ocean surf. Her vagina sucked on her fingers and her clit throbbed with exquisite pulses. 

A broken cry tore from her throat, her body convulsing as wave after wave of spasms wracked through her. She rode them fast and furious until she was soaring inside the pleasure.

Oh, yes, it was so good. So wonderful. She tried to stay in it, but slowly ever so slowly, her pleasure ebbed and her fingers softened her thrusts as the last tremors faded, leaving her weary and breathless, her skin slick with sweat.

For a long moment, she lay there, her chest heaving, her mind clinging to the ghost of Axel. The fantasy of him lingered, even as reality seeped back in. The wind outside, the empty space beside her in the bed. 

Her husband was dead.

Axel was in prison.

Reality sucked.

But then she remembered her baby and all the sadness slipped away and her heart burst with love. 

Time for sleep. Her baby needed rest.

She exhaled shakily and withdrew her fingers from her pussy.

Jenna blew out the nearby candles, switched off the bedside lamp, rolled onto her side, and pulled the sheets up to her chin as if they could shield her from the ache that settled in her chest. It had been years since she’d seen Axel and she still missed him like crazy.

No, you can’t miss him. No, you don’t miss him. 

But as she was drifting off to sleep, she was grateful she hadn’t thought about her late husband. She pushed a pop-up thought of Tim away.

Then she heard a taunting whisper in the back of her mind.

Yes, you do miss Axel.

She fell asleep and dreamed about Axel. About the night he’d proposed. 

He’d done it on the night before her twenty-first birthday. Gosh, she had been so excited to be engaged to him. He’d been the man of her dreams.

Strong. Well-hung. A real nice guy, but he did have a temper when it came to bullies and that weakness got him into trouble. Had gotten him into serious trouble.

They’d planned on a June wedding, a year into the future. She’d wanted to get married to the love of her life on her birthday and he’d agreed, stating the day couldn’t come soon enough for him because he wanted lots of kids. Just like she did.

It would have been the best birthday present ever...but things had changed so suddenly, so horrendously.

Jenna awoke with a start, her heart jumping against her chest. Fear smashed away the grogginess of sleep and something deep in the back of her mind warned her something was wrong and that’s why she’d awoken so abruptly.

She lay still and opened her eyes, staring in confusion at her illuminated clock. 

Three a.m. on the dot.

She’d been asleep six solid hours. It was dark and the wind continued to pummel her house and blast against the lone bedroom window just as it had when she’d gone to bed.

A rumble drifted through the air. 

Thunder? She wasn’t quite sure what it might be, but panic washed over her in one giant wave sending icy goosebumps slithering up and down her spine. 

She began to shake as she focused a stare on the window. She’d drawn the curtains before climbing into bed last night, but she could see lightning flashing. 

No, not lightning. 

Headlights from a vehicle, which meant someone was here. 

Who would be coming here at this hour? No one had ever come to her place in the dead of night. 

Could it be Ginny? Had her baby sister decided to come back, despite her note saying she wasn’t returning any time soon and that she’d get in touch? A split second of relief burst through her that maybe she had come back, but just as quickly it disappeared. Ginny would have called and let her know she was on her way in.

No. Someone was here, and a premonition told her the intruder meant her harm.

Terror exploded like dynamite through her and in a split second, she was out of bed and racing into the hallway. 

She screamed as her bedroom window smashed, shards of glass shattering all over her hardwood floor. 

A squeal of tires followed, and she knew the vehicle was racing out of her parking lot. 
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Chapter Three
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Dear Lord!

She trembled, her teeth chattering as she waited and tried to collect her thoughts.

She was nude. She felt vulnerable. She could barely breathe. Hardly think. 

Where had she put her robe? Her cell phone? Where were her truck keys? She kept the key to her gun box on her keychain. Where was the key to her rifle case? 

Okay, okay. Where was her purse?

Shit! Shit! What if someone was outside? Or had come inside? 

She’d heard the vehicle take off, but someone could have been left behind.

Her teeth wouldn’t stop chattering. Sickness roiled in her tummy.

Oh God, now was not the time for a puking festival.

Breathe! Breathe! Slow down. Calm it down!

Man, it was so hot and stuffy in this house. And too damned noisy as the wind zipped through the smashed window, making the curtains flutter like a ghost. 

Her racing heart pounded in her ears as she listened for footsteps inside the house. She stood there for so long, she wondered if hours had passed. But she heard nothing except that damned wind.

She needed to call for help. Just in case someone was around.

Shoot! Who was she going to call? 911? The nearest town was an hour drive. Her nearest neighbor, Sam, was away.

Any other neighbors were at least half an hour away. 

She would call a cop friend of hers. He’d get someone here sooner. She’d use her landline phone in her kitchen, then she’d search for her purse. It was nights like these that she was glad she’d had the foresight to close all the curtains before turning in for bed, but she wished she’d remembered to keep her purse close by.

She’d let her guard down since being back. Just because she’d taken a leave of absence didn’t mean she wasn’t a target. She’d stepped on many toes over the years as the acting director of Cowboys Online and she’d made enemies. 

Early releases for prisoners convicted of murder and other severe sentences didn’t sit well with many of the families of the victims. The pain of loss and their desire for justice meant that news of these prisoners walking free, even though conditional, reopened old wounds, stirring up resentment and anger. 

Her actions as the owner of the early release program, also provoked powerful figures in the justice system. The most recent was a judge who she’d found incriminating information about. Using that knowledge she’d pressured him, well blackmailed for lack of a better word, into signing off on paperwork that prevented a woman ex-convict from returning to prison allowing her to stay on the working ranch she’d been placed.

These decisions, though they were made with intention and purpose, placed Jenna squarely in the crosshairs of some who disagreed with the method of giving hope and a second chance to prisoners that had little to no risk of reoffending. The fallout from her choices lingered, and tonight, it seemed, the consequences of her actions had followed her home.

Her mouth was so dry, and despite the heat, her teeth chattered uncontrollably from the shock of what had just happened.

She remained paralyzed, the tension in her body making it hard to move. At last, summoning every ounce of courage, she forced herself to take a step forward.

Quietly, she made her way down the dark hallway and into the bathroom where she remembered leaving her bathrobe. She took her garment from the hook on the door and hurriedly put it on. Then she tiptoed into the kitchen and using the light reflecting from the microwave clock, she swooped up the phone receiver and thanked God there was a dial tone.

She had her friend’s number on the speed dial, and she was so grateful when Ben sleepily picked up on the second ring. When she told him what had happened his voice sounded instantly alert, and he told her to remain inside, and that he’d have a chopper here within fifteen minutes. 

She thanked him and reluctantly hung up, so he could call whomever he was going to call. She was all for staying inside, truly she was, when she suddenly spied her purse tucked away in the corner on the kitchen countertop, exactly where she’d left it several days ago after a trip into town for groceries.

Whispers of courage breathed through her, and she cautiously moved to her purse, withdrew her cell phone and the keychain that held the keys to her handgun and rifle cases. Her fear, however intensified as she crept back into her bedroom, fully expecting to see a face illuminated in the smashed window. 

The ghost-like fluttering of her curtains almost freaked her out but then she carefully navigated across the room, using the light from her cellphone to illuminate the path before her. She was determined to avoid the shards of glass scattered on the floor, and with deliberate steps, she managed to reach her closet without cutting her bare feet.

In the closet she found her handgun case, jammed in the key, and palmed her loaded gun. Making sure the safety catch was off, she quietly and cautiously moved through her dark house, toward the back door.

Now that she was armed, that son of a bitch intruder or intruders better think twice about coming into her home. That is, if they were still out there. 

Keeping her shaking gun glued to the back door, she fully expected the door to crash inward as she moved toward it. 

Nothing happened.

Near the door, she bent over and slipped on her running shoes. Once her shoes were on, she blew out a tense breath, unclicked the door lock and slowly cracked open the door.

The shrieking sound of the wind blasting against her house greeted her. It was so gusty, the door was almost ripped out of her hand. She held tight to the doorknob and managed to stumble outside.

The wind whipped her hair around and tried to rip open her bathrobe, but she ignored it as she stared across her yard. It was dark and spooky out here and there was no moon tonight.

Good, if someone was out there, they couldn’t see her. But she couldn’t see them either.

With her back against the log walls of the cabin, she kept her gun down to her side, and cautiously moved toward the front of the house, where it overlooked the parking lot. 

She stopped at the corner, waited, and listened. 
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