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      “Phone,” Jack mumbled.

      Blindly reaching past Riley and fumbling for the offending item, he managed to grab it and check who was calling: Unknown Number. Irritation shot through him, but he wasn’t sure if it was at the offending caller or because Riley’s phone wasn’t on silent for their precious two hours of sleep. He could just imagine it was a freaking reporter, still after interviews even after all this time. A whole year had passed since Jeff’s shooting, yet the tabloid press remained hungry for Campbell-Hayes stories.

      “What?” Riley was about as lucid as Jack, and he raised his head, eyes half-open.

      His blond hair was sleep mussed and probably—Jack considered—sex mussed. His hazel eyes looked bloodshot, and in that second it wasn’t irritation Jack felt for Riley at his inability to turn off his cell, but affection and love. “Go back to sleep,” he ordered.

      Riley didn’t argue. He lay back down on the pillow and resumed the rhythmic, heavy breathing Jack had gotten used to.

      Jack tried to sleep himself, but even though the instant panic he had felt at the call had subsided, his brain refused to stop thinking. Cautiously he edged out of the huge bed and snuck a quick look at the early morning outside their villa.

      The Caribbean Sea was a sparkling sapphire blue, and the beach was empty of a single soul.

      When Riley had presented Jack with tickets for what he enthusiastically called a honeymoon, Jack had every single excuse under the sun ready to avoid going. The horses needed him; his mom was getting too friendly with the veterinarian; Emily had started to talk, and they didn’t want to miss that; Josh was busy with the newest addition to his family—baby Sarah—and couldn’t watch the ranch. The Double D needed new fencing, and Jack had to be the one to do the work.

      Riley listened to every excuse. In fact, the detailed excuses filled a good ten minutes.

      Jack told him it wasn’t that he didn’t want to go. Hell, the thought of any time alone with Riley sounded good to him. It was just… kicking back and doing nothing? That would be a first for Jack, and the thought of it didn’t sit comfortably.

      Riley, the bastard, did what he was so good at. He said nothing and simply allowed Jack to get it all off his chest, and then he just looked at Jack with soulful eyes and a pleading expression on his face. “It’s only ten days, and I need the time with you.”

      Such a simple statement, but enough to win Jack over in an instant. The last year had been full of ups and downs, but Jack’s worries were small compared to everything Riley had been through: his brother dying, his sister-in-law being responsible for the murder, and his father taking the blame before succumbing to cancer himself. Then there was the whole parentage issue with Beth’s baby.

      Riley worked hard, and he and Jack played hard, but every so often Riley would get lost in everything that had happened and guilt would trip him up. Added to that, Riley was hip-deep in working on the auction for exploration rights of millions of acres of undersea minerals in the western Gulf of Mexico. As young as he was, Riley’s expertise and his position on the board of Hayes Oil were enough for his fledgling consultancy in ethical exploration for oil to grow exponentially.

      There had been too many days apart, and Jack didn’t like to think of himself as clingy, but jeez, at least one full weekend together would be good.

      “Okay, we’ll go,” Jack finally agreed.

      And thank God he had. Because that meant he was with Riley in this island paradise, and he could slip open the door, step onto the golden sands, and run to the water. Diving into the cerulean sea would be a sudden wake-up call at this time of the morning, but there were only two better ways to wake up, in Jack’s opinion—either lying with Riley’s arms wrapped around him, or standing at the corral fence, watching the Texas dawn spread over his land.

      He unlocked the door and opened it quietly.

      “Don’t go.”

      Jack stopped and looked back at the bed where he had left a comatose man, expecting to see his husband awake but sleepy. Instead he got an eyeful of sheets pushed back to reveal six-four of tanned, muscled, naked Riley. Not only that, but Riley’s hand curled around a rather impressive morning erection, and he had the biggest, most suggestive grin on his face Jack had seen since yesterday morning’s welcoming smile.

      “I wanted a swim,” Jack mock protested.

      “And I want you naked and draped over me.”

      Riley arched up into his fist, and it was a beautiful sight—his husband naked and ready, acres of warm, toned skin available to touch. “Is that supposed to make me stay, Riley?” Jack belied the joking words as he locked the door and let the drapes fall back, the room moving from light to dark in an instant. Not dark enough to hide the mouthwatering sight of Riley Campbell-Hayes running his hand up and down his cock and arching into the motion.

      Riley reached out with his free hand and grabbed the nearly empty bottle of lube from the bedside cabinet. He aimed and then threw the lube at Jack, who caught it deftly.

      “One of us is overdressed.” Riley looked pointedly at the shorts Jack had pulled on to go for a swim.

      Jack pasted an innocent look on his face and pushed the shorts down his legs until they pooled on the floor. If he took a little extra time to do so, then sue him. Riley wasn’t the only one who could tease.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” He indicated the lube in his hand, then climbed as gracefully as he could onto the bed and straddled Riley’s knees, taking his fill of the striking body laid out under him. From wide shoulders to narrow hips, broad chest to an impressive dick, Riley was perfection personified. Not to mention the slight scattering of dark blond hair on Riley’s chest and the dark-tinted nipples waiting to be sucked and bitten.

      “It’s my turn, cowboy,” Riley said, “so I’m guessin’ you need to be gettin’ some fingers in your ass.”

      Jack loved it when Riley was so turned on his accent slid from educated city boy to pure Texan cowboy in an instant.

      “Your turn, huh?” Jack began seriously.

      He opened the lube and poured a more than generous amount onto his fingers. They may have made love last night and into the morning, but shit, Riley’s dick was freaking huge, and Jack really needed to make sure he was stretched enough to be comfortable.

      “Check the notches on my side of the headboard.” Riley arched into his fist and ran his tongue over his bottom lip, leaving a slide of glistening moisture.

      It was an invitation Jack couldn’t refuse. Despite the hottest sex he had ever experienced in his life with a lover who didn’t hold back, it was the intimacy of kissing Riley he ached to share. He leaned down and traced the path of Riley’s tongue with his own, pulling at his lower lip with his teeth and then releasing the plump skin.

      The kisses deepened, and as they kissed, Jack leaned on one hand and used the other to loosen and lubricate himself. His dick was ready, leaking and so freaking hard. Every so often it brushed Riley’s in electric contact.

      Riley’s hand snaked around Jack, joining Jack’s fingers and stretching with him. With the feel of Riley’s fingers inside him too and the slickness of the lube, Jack panted his need into Riley’s mouth way too soon. He pushed down, then raised himself off, before shuffling higher up the bed and using his lubed hand to line Riley up.

      In seconds they were together, Riley buried so far inside him, the shock of being filled dissipating in the desperation of need and want. Jack set the rhythm, leaning in briefly for more kisses and then sitting up. Riley wrapped his hands around Jack’s dick and closed his eyes.

      The sight and sound of Riley arching and moaning and pleading was going to send Jack over the edge far too fast, and he couldn’t stop.

      “Open your eyes,” Riley pleaded. All Jack could do was shake his head. “Please, open them. Look at me when we come together.”

      Jack’s orgasm was building, and with thrust after thrust, completion came closer. Riley’s hand on his dick became more erratic, a sure sign he was close, and finally, Jack opened his eyes.

      Riley’s face was flushed red, his eyes wide, his mouth slack, and Jack let himself go. With a final move, a twist and the scrape of Riley’s dick over his prostate, he lost it hot and wet over Riley’s stomach. The tensing of Jack’s muscles sent Riley high, and the feeling of being filled was exquisite.

      “I love you, Jack.”

      “I love you too.” Jack pulled off as gently as he could and slid boneless to one side of Riley. “God, I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      Laughing like kids, they grabbed swim shorts and suntan lotion ready to set off for the beach. Jack had packed a bag with towels and books and a multitude of other vital beach stuff, and Riley picked up his phone. After a second’s consideration, which Jack watched without making it obvious, he simply dropped it in the top drawer. They only had two more days here, and Jack was relieved Riley was finally letting go of the office.

      They spent all day at the shoreline, talking, planning and discussing the family.

      “He’s a nice guy,” Riley offered carefully.

      Jack shook his head. “He’s twenty years younger than Mom.” He had the age gap worked out to the nearest day the minute his mom revealed she felt affection for Neil Kendrick, the new veterinarian at the horse practice they used.

      “But he makes her happy.”

      “He’s living in a one-room rental.”

      “He only moved there three months ago. Give him a break.”

      “He’s not what I want for her.”

      “It’s her choice.”

      “It might be a money thing. Maybe I should get a PI to check him out.”

      “For God’s sake, Jack, you can’t get a PI to check out the vet just because your momma is sweet on him.”

      Jack subsided into silence. He couldn’t think of what to say. It wasn’t that he didn’t want his mom to be happy—he did. Beth and Josh had families, he had Riley, and she had spent so much time being there for her family, she’d left herself on her own. Neil seemed like a nice enough guy, so maybe he should listen to Riley or have a quiet word. Jeez. It was the age gap… that was all.

      He looked over at Riley who was face down on the towel. Every second Riley was out here, he lost more of the office pallor he wore so well. He was turning as brown as a nut.

      “I’m not saying you’re right,” Jack offered grudgingly. “He’s a nice enough guy, good with the horses. I’ll…” When he trailed off, Riley looked up at him expectantly. “I’ll try. Okay?”

      Riley smiled his approval and then clambered to stand. “I’m hungry.” He patted his stomach to emphasize the words.

      “You’re always hungry,” Jack muttered and used Riley’s offered hand to stand up.

      They hugged quickly, and Jack luxuriated in the expanse of Riley’s warm skin. They finally pulled apart to pick up the items they’d brought with them.

      “Shower, food, nap, sex.” Riley counted off the options in order on his fingers, and slowly, hand in hand, they made their way back to the weathered villa at the tree line.

      The shower was heaven. The food was delivered as they dried off, and they consumed it all with uncurbed enthusiasm. The nap was more cuddling and talking than actual sleeping, and only disturbed when Riley’s phone sounded again from the drawer.

      “I’m expecting a call from Travers and the consortium,” Riley explained. With a wryly apologetic expression, he opened the drawer and pulled out his iPhone, glancing down at the screen. He did a double take as he read.

      Jack read over his shoulder. “Twelve missed calls and three voice mails? Is this consortium thing a problem for you?”

      Riley hadn’t said much about the latest consultation he was involved in, apart from the usual. Setting up CH Consultancy had been tough on Riley on top of everything else. He was in the house office one hell of a lot, and his cell phone was his constant companion.

      “Not really,” Riley answered. “I thought it was done and dusted before we left for here.” He thumbed to his voice mail. The list only had one name on it: Eden Hayes.

      Riley listened to his voice mails, and Jack watched his reaction for any clues as to what the problem was. Riley just looked more and more confused with every second.

      Then he went white. Literally every single element of color left his face and he dropped the cell. It fell to the floor and bounced to a stop next to the mini bar.

      “Ri?” Jack asked, shocked.

      Riley didn’t say a thing—just stared at Jack in utter shock.

      “What is it? Talk to me.” Still no reply, and Jack was growing more scared. “Is it the family? Eden? Beth’s baby? What?”

      “It was Eden,” Riley finally offered. His voice was dead flat with no emotion. “She’s sending the jet. We have to go home.”

      Riley stood and crossed to the suitcases, opening his and scooping clothes from the closet haphazardly into the space. Jack wasn’t sure what to say, but actions spoke louder than words, anyway. He stopped Riley with a firm grip on his muscled arms and pushed himself into Riley’s space.

      “What’s wrong? Tell me what happened.”

      He shook Riley slightly to snap him out of whatever shock was driving the instinct to pack and not talk.

      Riley blinked his way back to the world, and sorrow filled his eyes. It was a heartbreaking expression, and Jack had seen it too many times since meeting Riley not to know something terrible must have happened. He put two and two together and came up with the only solution that would make sense of all this.

      “Did they find out about what Lisa did?”

      No one outside of a few family members knew it had been Lisa, Jeff’s wife, who had shot him, because Riley’s father had taken the fall. If anyone found out now, it would mean ruin for far too many people with secrets.

      “No. It’s me.”

      “You?”

      “God. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      Riley’s face held so much grief.

      “Ri, you’re scaring me.”

      “Eden said…” Riley twisted his fingers into his short hair, closing his eyes.

      “What!”

      “A daughter.” Riley opened his eyes, and his expression was anguished. “Fuck, Jack. I have a daughter.”
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      “What?” Jack was shocked, and that was an understatement. He wasn’t sure that what he’d heard was what Riley actually said. Maybe he’d heard wrong?

      “The calls. All of them. They were from Eden. The child’s great-aunt has been trying to contact me through her. Shit, Jack. There’s a letter that says I’m the dad.”

      A dad? Riley couldn’t have fathered a kid since they’d married—he hadn’t had time to cat around on him.

      No. He dismissed the instant reaction with an internal flush of shame. Riley wouldn’t do that anyway. They loved each other. “When was the baby born?”

      “She’s eight,” Riley said, much to Jack’s relief, and he slumped to the bed, resting his elbows on his knees and putting his head in his hands.

      “Okay. So you were what? Twenty?”

      “In college. The woman—girl—Lexie, she was in my business course. I remember the name.”

      Jack bit his tongue trying to follow this line of thought. Given what he knew of Riley’s past, even remembering a name at all was an achievement. Riley’s time before his marriage had been one long party.

      “So you have a letter. That doesn’t prove anything. We’ll get blood tests. Fight it if you need to.”

      Riley looked up at him, grim determination bracketing his mouth. “I remember her. Lexie, I mean. She was just someone I hooked up with, but it lasted longer than most, nearly three months. I liked her. Jeez, I even took her home for Easter, introduced her to my family, for what it was worth. She was normal, you know. Not society, not a daughter of someone who thought a lot of themselves. Just a girl I sat next to in business studies.” Riley frowned. “She disappeared. Just up and left a few weeks after the break, left some note about moving colleges and thanks, but no thanks.”

      “She left you when she found out she was pregnant, then?”

      “I don’t know. The note was brief.”

      “You didn’t suspect she was pregnant?”

      Riley shook his head. “No, and I was always so careful. Always.”

      “Not everything works one hundred percent of the time, Ri. You know that.” Jack hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but he was trying his hardest to find the right thing to say.

      “Shit,” Riley said miserably.

      “Look, she may be testing the waters to see how much money she can get from you, and getting a paternity test is easy. Worst-case scenario, if she’s entitled to any of your money for child support, then it can be cleared up one way or the other out of court. Best case, it’ll prove you’re in the clear.”

      Riley stared back at him with wide eyes. Laying out the extremes was something Jack felt Riley should hear. He’d expected him to agree, but what Riley said next rocked Jack to the core.

      “She’s not going to fight it.” Riley closed his eyes. “She’s dead, Jack. That’s why Eden called me. They were at the house. With Lexie’s daughter. Her name is Hayley. Funny, that. Hayley Hayes.”

      Jack dropped to his knees between Riley’s legs, looking up at him. The last part sounded like Riley was close to losing his cool. In his shock, all his words were staccato. “Whatever this is, we can get through it.” Unspoken was the “together” he’d left off at the end of the sentence.

      “What if she’s actually mine? What will I do?”

      Riley was looking to Jack for reassurance, for just the right words that would make this all okay. Jack’s heart clenched and emotion choked his throat. Inside, he’d always known that one day something from Riley’s past would come and kick them both to the curb. Something from his old Hayes Oil days, something about Jeff’s death… anything but a freaking child born to an ex.

      Still, it didn’t change how Jack felt, and his instant reaction was one of “we’ll get through this.”

      “We,” he offered simply. He emphasized the single word with a gentle poke to Riley’s broad chest. “You mean what will we do?”

      “I don’t…” Riley began and then stopped, unable to meet Jack’s gaze.

      Jack wasn’t going to waste time wondering what space Riley was disappearing into. He needed cold, hard facts to make decisions.

      Riley said sadly, “I don’t know what’s going to happen here. I don’t know anything. Eden just said I need to get home.”

      “Let’s go.” Jack injected as much encouragement into his voice as he could find.

      Leaving Riley sitting in numb, silent shock, Jack began to pack.
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      The Hayes Oil jet stood stationary at the end of the island’s runway. Jack couldn’t help but remember another time he had walked to the airplane with a similar shock inside him. That time he had been on his way to an arranged marriage with a man who was blackmailing him. This time he was trying to filter everything dumped onto Riley by a freaking phone call, and it wasn’t easy.

      Riley was deadly quiet, and Jack didn’t know what to say. His husband was lost in thought and looking more and more distressed as time passed. Jack didn’t know what would be best thing to do, but he didn’t want to lose Riley to memories. Jack made decisions based on evidence, and part of him considered the matter something they couldn’t concentrate on until they were aware of all the facts.

      They boarded in silence, Riley obviously still deep in thought, and were in the air and on their way back home within ten minutes.

      “Shit,” Riley swore as he undid his seat belt and started pacing the stark interior of the jet.

      Jack removed his own belt and leaned forward in his seat. He waited. Riley had every right to get everything out of his system, and as much as Jack wanted to prevent him from losing it, he stopped himself from interfering. Jack expected more swearing and blustering, and was completely blown away when all Riley did was slump down in the seat opposite his and bury his head in his hands.

      “I’m really sorry.”

      Riley’s emotions were so close to the surface, Jack could feel every single one of them. “Stop apologizing,” he ordered. He hated it when Riley felt like he needed to keep saying sorry.

      “Sorry,” Riley instantly said again, and then he smiled briefly at his reaction. “Okay, I won’t do any more apologizing.” Then he sat upright and stared straight at Jack.

      “How are you feeling?” Jack asked. Whether his husband would be able to vocalize how he was feeling was another matter altogether. Riley Campbell-Hayes was good at the art of saying nothing and internalizing everything.

      After a brief pause, Riley answered. “Pissed. Sad. Scared.”

      Well, that was a start, Jack thought. Riley appeared to have experienced most of the natural emotions after a shock in one hit. “We need to talk.”

      Riley leaned forward and looked more serious and earnest than Jack had ever seen him. “I’ve been thinking, just from the instant reaction of it all. It’s way more than you signed on for. If she’s mine, if she’s a Hayes, or hell, even if she isn’t mine, but she’s alone? I couldn’t turn her away.”

      “I know you couldn’t, Ri.” Compassion filled Jack as he saw the decisions flying across Riley’s expression. His husband could no more turn away a child than Jack could.

      “So what I wanted to say is…” Riley sighed and reached for Jack’s hand, gripped it tightly. “I won’t hold you to anything. And I would understand if you decided an instant child, a daughter, was too much.”

      The words came out in a rush of emotion, and it took a few seconds for Jack to filter through the meaning of what Riley was saying. When he did finally understand, Jack didn’t know how he felt the most—pissed that Riley thought Jack would back off, or proud that Riley wasn’t questioning the child’s place somewhere in his own life. Pride won, along with a healthy dose of affection.

      “Okay,” Jack said carefully. He mimicked Riley’s stance and leaned forward. “Come closer so I can hit you for being stupid. Do you think that would help?”

      “Hit me?” Shock appeared to push through the glassy-eyed sincerity Riley had been trying for. He glanced down to where Jack’s hands rested on the arms of the seat and then back up at Jack’s face. This time his expression held uncertainty.

      “I’m going to say this once,” Jack said carefully. “You are my husband, and what happens to you happens to me. Does that make it clear?”

      Riley nodded. “It does. I’m just so tired.”

      “We haven’t slept for a while. We’re gonna need clear heads back home, so maybe we should try and get some rest now?”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      Riley held himself stiffly as Jack tugged on his hand and led him to the couch at the back of the jet. It was dark and soft and incredibly comfortable, and stood dead opposite a huge flat-screen TV. Jack flicked to a music channel, and they sat side by side. Within minutes, Riley was leaning against Jack, his eyes closed in slumber.

      Jack didn’t join him in sleep for a while. His brain was as full as it had been this morning. This time, though, there was a fresh worry inside him and a new space for contemplation. He hadn’t been joking when he’d said he could have smacked Riley for thinking he’d back away at the first sign of trouble. Right now he chalked it up to shock and thought little more on the matter.

      Instead he concentrated on the little girl who’d been brought to Dallas, looking for a daddy.

      Children were something dancing around the edges of Jack’s life plans. To maybe adopt and to extend his family with Riley was one part of his future. He hadn’t taken the thoughts any further, including not mentioning them to Riley.

      Hayley might well be a destined part of their family. It wouldn’t be easy taking on an eight-year-old whose momma had just died. She was currently being taken care of by a great-aunt. Jack’s heart ached for the little girl and her big world of scary monsters.

      Riley interrupted his thoughts by murmuring in his sleep. Jack strained to listen but couldn’t make out the restless words. Compassion welled inside him because he felt sure Riley’s dreams were not good ones. Wondering whether he should wake him up, Jack rested a hand on Riley’s arm, but instead of shaking him awake, he smoothed his hand up and down Riley’s taut muscles, in a rhythmic motion. He didn’t stop until Riley turned closer and buried his face in the juncture of Jack’s neck and shoulder.

      Shifting slightly, Jack allowed himself to sink lower in the sofa. Riley naturally curled into him and followed the movement. Lulled by Riley’s rhythmic breathing and the huff of each breath warm on his neck, it didn’t take Jack long to follow him into sleep.
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