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Joshua, Montana

“Are you afraid of me, Hel?”

Helena Scot blinked, not quite sure she’d heard just right and stumbled over the only word she was able to utter in response. “Wh-why?”

Areeys Kentt’s vivid hazel stare narrowed to the sharply alluring slits that were his trademark. The lopsided grin that accompanied the gaze brought an even more dangerous appeal to the unforgettable face. His expression was desire-filled as he looked down on his girlfriend of 2 years. He looked as if he couldn’t decide what part of her he wanted to pounce on first. “I’m not exactly the same guy you lost your virginity to last summer, you know?”

Helena’s mouth, full and naturally beckoning trembled on a smile then. “That’s crazy,” she softly laughed out the argument. 

“Is it? Summer brought some changes, didn’t it?”

Silently, Helena acknowledged that there was truth to those words. 

Last summer, Areeys Kentt was a mere 5’8 to her 5’10. Barely 120 pounds then, he now topped out at just under 235 pounds of solid muscle and stood a jaw-dropping 6’7. Areeys’s added mass, further emphasized Helena’s own willowy frame which she wished were curvier. Yes, summer had definitely brought some changes.

“I’m not afraid of you, Ari.” She fixed him with a look of playful disregard. “You had a devastating bout with puberty, but inside you’re still the same skinny guy who was failing English sophomore year. I see nothing to instill fear.” She boasted, though once again in silence she acknowledged certain truths. Areeys Kentt had indeed become a man most would cross the street to avoid.

Areeys didn’t appear content with Helena’s outlook. “That’s unfortunate,” he rubbed a hand through the glossy crop of curls that were as dark as his flawless blackberry complexion. “With a little fear in place, there was the slim chance you wouldn’t try to beat me to death over what I’m about to tell you.”

Helena waited. 

Areeys gave a mental grimace then cocked his head in the direction where a great deal of noise emanated. “Do you understand what’s going on in there?”

Helena glanced across the wide front yard from where she and Areeys lounged on the hammock between two massive oaks. The impressive home of Caffrey and Olivia Kentt was aglow with the sights and sounds of a party just getting underway. “The graduation party?” she noted, frowning at what she saw in Areeys’s bright eyes.

“It’s more than that,” he said of the gathering held partly in honor of him and his cousins who were also high school seniors.

Helena nodded slowly as if to encourage him to continue. “Okay,” she prompted when he remained silent.

“The family closed a big deal today, a really big one. It’s going to change a lot. Some of it will be good, some of it you won’t like. Um,” He studied the perfect oval of Helena’s face and the halo of coarse black framing it. “The deal is taking the family international. My grandfather’s been avoiding a move like that, but this was a chance he didn’t want to pass on I guess.”

Helena reached up to smooth the worry from his brow, but Areeys took her hand, kissing the back of it before she could touch him. “This sounds like a good opportunity for your family. Why would you think I wouldn’t like it?” she asked.

Areeys fixated on one of the buttons straining across the black capped-sleeved shirt Helena wore. “Folks in more powerful positions inside the company-mainly my uncles, will need to make trips abroad. Back home, others will need to be ready to step in if duty calls.

“Others? You?”

Areeys’s nod seemed forced. “Yeah, not just me, but um...yeah.”

“Meaning?”

Areeys mouth thinned in response. He didn’t feel further explanation was needed.

“What’s Miss Lib got to say about this?” Helena referred to the matriarch of the Kentt family, Olivia Kentt was Areeys’s grandmother and the woman who had raised him. At Olivia’s request, Helena had been asked to tutor her grandson 3 years prior.

“I can’t believe she’d be okay with you shirking school,” Helena went on.

Areeys shook his head impatiently. “I wouldn’t be doing that, only taking a break.”

“And then?”

Areeys brought his full weight down on Helena smothering her on the wide, sturdy hammock they shared. “And then I’m all yours. We go ahead with the plan.”

The plan had been to settle into four-year colleges back east, get jobs and start their lives away from their respective families. Most especially away from Joshua, Montana.

“Do you want to kill me?” Areeys asked.

Helena shook her head on the big square pillow at the top of the hammock. “I don’t want to kill you and-,” she stressed when he grinned wickedly and moved closer, “I don’t want to kiss you either.”

He served up a playful wince. “I may have a problem with that.”

Helena turned her head in further avoidance of Areeys’s mouth-a chore if ever there was one, tempting as it was. Areeys didn’t obsess over the slight and merely settled for her neck instead. He gnawed the slender column before moving on to the soft curve of her jaw, then used his lips to soothe the spots he’d sensually abused beneath his perfect teeth. Helena berated herself for being weak even as she submitted to the feel of his mouth on her earlobe. He sucked the fleshy patch of skin while brushing his fingers over her sex still secure beneath the barrier of her denims. 

“How long?” she gasped suddenly. “How long is this break supposed to last?” she asked when he grunted as a request that she repeat herself. 

His resulting laughter was soft, provocative as he continued to suckle her earlobe.

“Ari...” she hated the whine in her voice.

“Don’t worry, I damn well plan to visit every chance I get,” he spoke the promise into the dip of her shoulder.

“That’s not what I meant,” she tried to push him off and quickly abandoned the futile attempt to do so. He weighed a ton and he wasn’t listening to her anyway.

Indeed, Areeys was far more interested in the sensual exploration he didn’t think he’d ever tire of. The buttons straining at Helena’s chest lingered but a few moments longer. Once undone, he fed on her generous breasts through her bra until it was no longer an issue.

“Thanks so much,” he said in response to the front clasp the garment boasted.

Her eyes swept the delicate piece-hard to find in her size. The lace was unhooked and pushed aside in seconds. “I didn’t plan on coming out of it here at your grandparents’ house.”

“Liar.”

Helena sighed, the D-cups her boyfriend adored were yet another black mark against her thin frame which made them even more distracting. Of course, Areeys didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. He freed the firm mounds, smothering one beneath a broad palm while the other was treated to a scorching round of attention from his mouth.

“Ari...Ari we should-should talk...”

“You’re kidding, right?” his voice was a growl around the nipple he devoured.

“No I-” she bit down on her lip when he rotated his thumb around her other nipple. “We...we should-this...this is important...”

“Mmm hmm,” his absent response brought no halt to his worship of her chest. Intermittently, he sucked, nibbled and scored her flesh with his perfect teeth. When her moans filled the air and she was pushing more of her breast into his mouth, he grinned and went to work undoing her pants.

“Ari-no.” Her hands folded over his. “I can’t walk into your grandmother’s house with wet panties.”

He replied with an abrupt laugh. “That wouldn’t be a problem if you didn’t wear any,” he resumed his work at her button fly.

“Ari-”

“Shh...” the order silenced as his tongue thrust deep into her mouth.

Helena melted which was no surprise. Areeys squeezed her hips instructing her to arch so that he could peel down her jeans to his satisfaction. He gave her three fingers to ride and she gasped in pleasure and gratitude as their kiss deepened.  When he broke their kiss, she assumed it was so he could come out of his jeans, the lightweight hoody he wore and take her from what remained of her clothes.

Areeys had no intention of doing either. He was more interested in watching the array of sensual expressions play across the face of the girl he loved while he pleasured her. Helena was too entranced, too suspended in the web of erotic bliss to argue the matter. She labored to breathe, but arousal had her heart lodged square in her throat. Still, she wanted to kiss him but he withheld the treat of his mouth. He taunted her with it instead, leaning in close then suddenly angling out of reach when she sought to make contact. All the while, he took her deep with his fingers. His jolting stare was fixed on her face as he studied every inch. When he brushed his thumb across her clit and she arched sharply, he was there to take a rigid nipple between his teeth before winding his tongue tightly around it.  She moaned his name when he released the bud and then moved on to brushed his mouth beneath her ear.

“I love you, Hel,” he murmured and relished the gasp and hiccup combination that enveloped her words when she reciprocated the expression.

~~~
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The laughter echoing across the yard some 15 minutes later, seemed closer than the music and conversation wafting from the Kentt mansion in the distance. The proximity had Helena moving to fix her clothes only to have her efforts stifled by Areeys’s smothering hand. 

“Be still,” he said, focused on something across the dark expanse of land where the guests’ cars were parked.

“What is it?” Helena whispered.

“Quiet.” Areeys’s tone was soft but no less authoritative. Slowly, he inclined his head the way an animal might once it’d caught the scent of prey. “Son of a bitch,” he murmured.

“Ari-”

“Get dressed,” Gingerly, Areeys moved away from Helena and helped fix her things. 

“Ari?” It was Helena inclining her head then to get a better fix on her boyfriend’s dark face in the moonlight. “Can’t you tell me?”

His weary smile managed to hang on to a trace of amusement. “Can’t you guess?”

Helena had been to enough Kentt family gatherings to do exactly that. “Quiet time’s over?” she mused.

He favored her with a heartstopping smile and softly nudged her chin with a massive fist. “Quiet time’s over,” he confirmed.
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The Kentt name was an old one in the country’s founding. The family’s legend grew from the Kentt’s who had escaped bondage to live free out west. They stopped in Montana and managed to make a life just outside Butte. The Kentt men used their physical abilities and mental strengths to carve an impressive homestead. They were not above sharing their know-how with others. Others who looked just like them, that is. Not everyone possessed the Kentt savvy and physical prowess, however. Over time, the men of the family decided to take action against those who were making life harder than it already was for the black settlers who were fleeing the east to make new lives along the frontier. 

The Kentts offered their own brand of protection to the harassed settlers by exploiting the underlying fear all whites seemed to have of the black man’s brawn. The Kentts had both brawn and wit and a gift for wielding each. The black settlers of the area looked to the Kentt men instead of local law enforcement or other authority figures. The Kentts were men who had sweat and bled alongside them in the forming of their town. Over the centuries, the family’s interests grew transforming them from a small protection outfit to one of the largest security agencies in the country.

~~~
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Many who attended the celebration at Caffrey and Olivia Kentt’s were either directly responsible or deeply vested in the close of that week’s deal. The agreement would subsequently provide Kentt Securities with lucrative and long-lasting returns. Still, there were those on hand to celebrate more immediate interests, such as the matriculation of the next generation of Kentt stock. It was no surprise that the dual celebrations ushered in much loud talk, boasting and laughter that had the Kentts’ staggering 30 room mansion swelling with the sounds of life when Areeys and Helena returned. 

Helena was listening to Areeys telling her he was going to find his cousins when she felt her feet leaving the floor. She was subsequently swung high and kissed soundly on the mouth. When the unexpected kisser set Helena to her feet, he had the audacity to look completely apologetic in the face of Areeys’ scowl.

“Sorry...am I not allowed to do that?” he asked.

Laughter followed, the loudest of which coming from Mandel Kentt who had kissed his cousin’s girlfriend. Areeys replied with a playfully offended look while Helena smiled brightly as her breathless laughter tapered. Mandel moved close to Helena again, his expression one of heavy and mocking suspicion. 

“Has my cousin been behaving unseemly towards you Miss Scot?” he asked. 

Helena’s reply was instant. “No more than you have with your girlfriend of the hour,” she said.

Mandel’s milk chocolate gaze narrowed with insincere upset while Areeys laughed over the comeback. 

“That’s girlfriends, girlfriends, Hel. Plural.” Mandel corrected.

The trio was still in the grips of laughter and brutal teasing when another walked up behind Helena and squeezed her upper arms. She turned and the new arrival captured one of her hands, putting a lingering kiss to the back. She shook her head, her eyes still aglow as she looked up at Geiger Kentt. 

“Just wanted you to know that when you finally wise up and drop my cousin, I’ll be right here,” he said.

Helena sighed, thoroughly enjoying the outrageous and totally innocent flirting she was always subjected to  when in the presence of her boyfriend’s closest cousins. “I haven’t forgotten that since the last time you told me, Guy,” she assured the silver-eyed giant. Silently, she pitied the women Areeys’ cousins truly set their sights on. Resistance would be a feat indeed. 

Where Areeys was darkest, Geiger was among the most fair. At 6’8 and leanly muscled, his startling mane of close cropped blonde complimented a dark honey complexion. Mandel was a few shades darker  with his milk chocolate skin and eyes. Standing 6’9 and massive, his gorgeous face was framed by a crop of rich, chestnut curls. Helena knew there was more to the Kentt specimens than height and muscles. There were extraordinary brains behind those gorgeous faces. 

“So how’s your speech looking?” 

“And no she’s not writing it for you,” Areeys chimed in to his cousin who was also the class Valedictorian.

Geiger grimaced. “Writing it isn’t the problem.”

“Well what is?” Light laughter weaved through Helena’s query.

“Shit...” Geiger seemed to shudder that time. “Giving it!”

The laughter that followed the panicked admission was drowned in the ever-mounting sea of conversation filtering the house. 

Areeys was the one grimacing then as he moved in closer to his cousins. “Julia’s here,” he told them. “She’s not alone,” he added.  

“Fuck,” Mandel whispered. “I wouldn’t think a Rush would want to be anywhere around us tonight, considering the deal we just swiped from under them.”

“It’s not a Rush.”

Mandel’s and Geiger’s gazes collided before meeting Areeys’ again. “Who?” Mandel asked.

“Smells like two.”

The weight of the cousins’ suddenly dark moods could almost be felt. Helena gave an inward nod at the realization that another one of Julia Kentt’s promiscuous indiscretions was what had Areeys preoccupied out on the hammock. He’d not only heard his cousin’s laughter, but had literally caught the scent of her companions. That the Kentts were gifted trackers wasn’t merely speculation, it was proven. Their skill was legendary and of great demand in the days when newly settled black families often lost children and feared they had been taken by slavers. The Kentts were credited with recovering a great many who had been stolen for such purposes. From an early age, Areeys and his cousins had been taught to hone their sense of smell. At an even earlier age they were taught to fight. Helena rarely allowed her thoughts to wander into what more they’d been taught or at how early an age.

“You know where they went?” Mandel was asking.

“If my nose isn’t lying, my guess would be the shower.”

“Hell on earth, Rush is somewhere around here tonight too.” Mandel put in.

“Fuck,” Geiger muttered, then more loudly said, “Day’s already in a pissy mood. Been that way all night.”

Helena listened, recognizing the name of Julia Kentt’s older brother Dayton. 

“I’ll head upstairs and see if I can get them all out quietly,” Geiger offered.

“Dammit to shit,” Mandel growled.  “Why the hell did she have to pull this crap tonight with Granny already worried over what happened to Aunt Tel.”

“What’s wrong with Tel?” Helena asked, referring to Caffrey and Olivia Kentt’s youngest daughter Tiella Kent. She received no answer.

“We should go find Day,” Areeys was saying to his cousins, “get a few drinks in him, maybe he’ll pass out before he sees Julia.”

“Cool,” Mandel said already pulling Helena close for a quick, absent kiss to her forehead before he set off.

Areeys waited until Geiger had given Helena his goodbye kiss and moved on, before he turned to her. “Why don’t you go on home?” he suggested.

“Okay,” Helena nodded. “I just want to check in on Tel first. Is she here?” Tiella Kennt had once worked for the town’s paper run by Helena’s uncles. The woman had been a strong writer and a huge influence on Helena’s decision to work on a journalism degree when she got to college.

“No she didn’t come tonight and it’s probably not a good idea to see her anyway,” Areeys advised. “Doc says she may be contagious. Promise me you’ll go home-straight home, Hel?”

“Slutty ass bitch!”

Before Helena could ask questions, there was a tremendous commotion near the back of the living room. Everyone who wasn’t already inside, rushed to the ballroom sized space. Shrieks, gasps and a few outraged bellows filled the air as a tangle of bodies seemed to collide at the bottom of a long staircase. Halfway up, Mandel and Geiger stood holding onto an enraged man. Wild-eyed, he blindly kicked out at the air toward the huddled bodies below.

“Skanky wench!” The man’s slurs seemed aimed at the only woman amid the tumbled bodies.

Helena felt her face burn with embarrassment for Julia Kentt. She wagered she was among a small number in the room who had any sympathy for Julia. Too often, the girl was prone to trouble of her own making. 

That didn’t stop her from rising gracefully to her feet. Bracing against the back of one of her companions, Julia kept a hand fisted to the front of the damp towel that barely shielded her nudity from the room full of onlookers.  “We don’t want to discuss the real slut in this room do we, Jase!”

More shrieks and gasps followed the accusation. Jason Rush released another enraged sound and struggled in earnest to free himself from the men restraining him. 

“You get the hell out of here with your filth!” Jason barked.

“Stay out of my business you son of a bitch!” Julia stumbled slightly on the slick hardwoods and again braced a hand to the back of one of her male friends. “You don’t tell me what to do in my own family’s house!”

“But I do!” 

The crowd who had gathered closest to the stairway, parted to make way for the Kentts’ third son David. The tall, barrel-chested man bounded toward the scene. On David Kentt’s arm and looking miserable was his wife Patricia. When the man spoke, his words were soft but no less accusing as he bore down on his daughter. 

“You brought these men to fornicate with in your own grandmother’s house?”


Julia shrank, but only a little. “No daddy, we-”

“Naked as the day you were born-”

“No daddy, I swear we-we were just cleaning up...”



“Get your things and get out of here. You disgrace yourself and the rest of us right along with you.”

In seconds, a mound of clothing rained down atop the threesome. Helena looked up to see that it was Tiella Kentt’s son Tymon Rush who had done the honors. Julia and her friends made quick work of collecting their belongings. The shame that could be cut with a hacksaw did nothing to stay her sharp tongue.

“I disgrace myself? I disgrace?”

“Julia-”

“No Mama!” Julia warded off her mother’s caution with a raised hand. “You’re all hypocrites, you know that right? Fucking these guys is nothing compared to the sins you’ve all committed past and present!”

“Get them out of here,” David Kentt seethed to no one in particular

Helena watched as a few  guests shed their guest roles to resumed their authoritative ones as members of the Joshua Police Department. The deputies approached to serve as escorts. The men kept their heads down while clutching their rumpled clothing to their waists in hopes of preserving whatever amount of modesty was left to them. No one bothered with Julia, who was already on her way out of the living room, head held high. Near the doorway, she dropped a few of her belongings and Helena went to help her collect them when Julia stumbled over the mess. 

“Thank you Hel,” Julia gave an indignant sniff as she stood with the clothing pressed to her chest. “You’ve always been so sweet,” she gave a pitying shake of her head. “What the hell are you doing with us monsters?”

“Don’t start, Ju,” Areeys warned.

“Or what?” Julia sneered up at her cousin. “Afraid I’ll say something that’ll have her doing something disrespectful like thinking for herself-thinking things like what being married to one of the powerful Kentts will turn her into? We wouldn’t want that would we?” Julia’s pitying regard of Helena turned speculative. “No we wouldn’t want that. Not when she’s just the right type. Looks, height, respectful...kind of respect I’ll never have, isn’t that right!”

“You never wanted respect, you shameful bitch!” Jason Rush’s voice rang out over the hush.

Helena wondered who was more surprised, the crowd or Julia herself when she left them all behind without another glance or remark. Helena's troubled gaze followed the woman's departure. She was about to follow when her arm was taken in a none-too-gentle hold. Areeys.

"I want you to drive yourself home," he pressed the keys to his jeep into her palm.

"'Kay," Helena nodded distractedly, her fingers folding over the ring that consisted of the fob and three keys. "I'll just check on Julia and then-"

"Drive yourself home, Hel. No stops and no leaving once you're there."

"But-"

"Hel."

The insistence in his voice brought Helena's eyes to her boyfriend's face. He hadn't yelled his directive, but the firm nature of his cavernous octave made it clear that arguing was not an option. Helena scanned the room and its occupants who were all still in an uproar. She sent Areeys a faint nod of acceptance and left.
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Helena texted Areeys instead of calling to let him know she was home and wondered if she'd let Julia's 'respectful' comment get to her. It was no secret that a woman on the arm of a Kentt was an accessory-not meant to speak unless spoken to and she was never meant to challenge her man in public.

At least that was how it used to go with 'Kentt women'. Helena believed the next generation of Kentts were bound to have different experiences. Areeys Kentt surely would if she had anything to say about it. She recalled his dismissal of her at the party and grimaced before shaking off the unease that train of thought ushered in.

She regarded the large brick house beyond the wide square drive. The home of newspaper publishers Hiram and Grantham Scot sat almost half a mile off the main road. It was shielded by a heavy ridge of fir trees and still, the house maintained a distinctly inviting aura. Though the newsmen valued their privacy, they always welcomed company as it was how they secured a great deal of Joshua's most newsworthy tips. Given that they knew much of the town's business, they weren't overjoyed by the idea of their only niece-the only child of their eldest brother- spending so much of her time 'Kentt-side'.

Helena exited Areeys' jeep and made sure to slam the door on her way out-hoping the sound would carry indoors. She didn't always inform her uncles about her dates with Areeys, but since she wasn't sure how long the night would be, she'd let them know of her plans. She regretted not stopping by to check on Tiella Kentt. Something about Areeys' excuse about her illness weighed heavily on her.

Helena made a pretense of clearing her throat when she opened the front door in case the slammed jeep door hadn't done the trick. She even took time to jangle her keys as she moved. She was returning home much earlier than she'd intended and had learned long ago that adults would play while the kids were away. Given the sights she'd already witnessed that evening, she had no interest in further shocks.

It had long been speculated that the men who knew everyone else's dirt, surely had a few scandals of their own. Many gossiped that the two handsome brothers had shared their housekeeper Omayra Dale for decades. Shared, in a sexual sense. Helena believed she was the only one in Joshua who could confirm that slice of gossip as fact. Helena inhaled deeply to prepare herself for what displays might be on tap to sear her corneas when she stepped into the living room.

Relief and a fair amount of suspicion hit her when she found the two men who had raised her concentrating over the chessboard between them. Hiram Scot was first to spot his niece in the doorway and welcomed her with the gleaming grin that was made more radiant set against his attractive molasses dark face. Grantham Scot followed suit when he looked around and saw Helena. No less handsome than his older brother, Grantham's striking smile brought a softness to his fierce features.
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