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            On the run and in disguise…

          

        

      

    

    
      On the run from a vengeful step-father, Callie Johnson flees home, disguises herself as a man, and is on her way to inquire about a job at the Coval Ranch outside of Sarasota when she’s caught in a hurricane’s fury. Jasper Collins and Gregorio Valdes see right through the waterlogged woman’s disguise, but despite her deception they’re willing to protect her secret…if she’ll keep theirs.

      Jasper mourns the murder of his wife and children, while Goyo hides his true heritage. Together the men have made a good life for themselves, and Callie can’t help but fall in love with them both.

      As she starts to feel safe again, she thinks life in steamy Sarasota is as close to Heaven as she’ll ever see. But when a brutal attack forces Jasper to face demons from his past, can he protect their little slice of paradise…and the two people he loves?
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      White limestone dust rolled from behind the stagecoach as it trundled down the rutted road. According to the passenger manifest, it left Tampa for Sarasota on August 7th, 1889, and listed three women and three men as paying passengers, in addition to the driver and conductor.

      The manifest was wrong, although the driver, conductor, and five of the passengers didn’t know it.

      One of the men, young and fair, very quiet, kept to himself and stared out the window as Florida prairie and piney scrub woods rolled by outside. The journey south from Tampa had been rough but worth it if it meant an end to the running.

      There wasn’t much further south to run, maybe Miami or even the islands of the Keys, but after that meant Cuba.

      Or beyond.

      When will he give up?

      “Are you all right, child?” the older woman sitting across from “Charles Jones” asked.

      “I’m fine, ma’am. Thank you.” To preserve the illusion, Jones spoke quietly and lowered his tone.

      One of the men looked at him funny, the husband of one of the other women. “First coach ride?”

      Pulling his cloth cap down lower over his head, he shook his head. “No. Not my first.”

      He closed his eyes and prayed for sleep.

      Prayed they didn’t guess his secret.
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        * * *

      

      In Sarasota, Charles quickly parted ways with the other passengers after collecting his two carpetbags and found a room for the night in what he hoped was a quiet boarding house. Once alone in a room, with the door securely bolted behind him, he pulled off his cloth cap and shook out his recently cropped black hair.

      Pretending to be a man proved harder than she thought it’d be.

      Callista Johnson, also known as Callie, couldn’t afford for her secret to be discovered. There’d been a close call in Atlanta, when she’d spotted him emerging from the boarding house she’d vacated not two hours before, and again in Tallahassee, where she’d spotted his friend at the train depot.

      Fortunately, he didn’t recognize her. She’d already changed her appearance by then, purchasing men’s clothes and cutting her long hair short. To throw them off the trail, she took a risk and purchased a train ticket west in her own name, destination Kansas City, in hopes of losing her pursuers. Despite the waste of money, she felt she couldn’t afford not to do it. She then quietly headed south instead via stagecoach. She grew up on a farm, could do farm work, had a slim enough body it would be difficult for people to guess through her baggy shirt, overcoat, trousers and boots that she wasn’t a man.

      She poured a little water in the washbasin, performed her ablution, and lay down to sleep for the first time in three days.
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        * * *

      

      When she awoke the next morning, she noticed immediately how breezy it was despite the sunny day. Gusts rattled the open window in her room. She stood in front of the small mirror and studied her reflection. There had been a time she cursed her less than ample frame when every other woman in her family had been born with a large bosom and wide hips.

      Now, she felt grateful she had inherited her father’s slim, graceful stature. She felt even more grateful for all the time her father had spent teaching her basics like riding, hunting, and farming, things no “genteel lady” normally needed to know.

      Skills that would likely keep her alive now, and help her rebuild her life.

      If it’d been up to her lazy, good for nothing step-father, Bart Packer, she’d be married off to his best friend’s son.

      No, thank you. She’d rather marry a mangy dog than that worthless piece of trash. Then again, if Bart Packer had his way with her as he’d intended, she’d have been raped by him two weeks earlier when he stumbled into her bedroom drunk on whiskey the night after her momma’s funeral.

      Despite the humid heat, she shivered at the memory. For the past five years, since her father died when she was fifteen, she’d successfully run their small farm while most girls her age were trying to land a husband. Then a year ago that louse of a step-father had swept her poor, sickly momma off her feet with promises to take care of everything so Callie wouldn’t have to work the farm anymore.

      All lies, of course.

      Callie hated him on sight. Not because he wasn’t anything like her sweet and gentle father, but because he was a drunk and a liar and Callie hated the way he licked his lips when he looked at her.

      With her cousin’s help, she’d kept their farm going, too busy to do what other young ladies her age did, things like quilting and church socials and meeting a nice young man to marry.

      She’d promised her daddy she’d take care of her momma, who’d suffered from a delicate and sickly constitution all her life.

      Well, now Momma was dead of yellow fever.

      She touched her waist, the cloth belt hidden under her clothes. It held her mother’s and grandmother’s jewelry, her father’s wedding ring and watch, and money she took from her step-father’s hiding place after she knocked him out. She wasn’t stupid. He’d taken great pleasure in announcing to her that he was selling the farm, and there wasn’t a blessed thing she could do about it, either. As the husband, he had the right to it.

      That’s when he tried to take liberties with her and told her he’d made a deal with his friend to marry her off.

      After she hit him with her water pitcher and he fell unconscious on the floor, she rolled his sorry hide down the stairs and left him lying at the bottom with a spilled whiskey bottle next to him, after pouring some on his clothes. Not the most ladylike thing, but then again, she’d never been accused of being ladylike.

      He hopefully wouldn’t remember what she did, but she wouldn’t give him another chance at her, either. She immediately packed and left, taking what she could with her and leaving a note that she was running off to get married.

      Hopefully the good Lord would forgive her that lie. Maybe one day she would get married, but first she needed to save up more money and build a new life for herself.

      Land in Florida could be purchased cheap enough. She would work, save up, and eventually purchase a spread and raise cattle, maybe some citrus.

      After a quick breakfast downstairs, she got directions and headed for the feed store. If anyone needed an extra ranch hand, they would know. She needed to avoid larger towns for a while, disappear into the desolate back country areas. She couldn’t believe he’d tracked her as far as he had and prayed he’d decided to follow her out west on the train.

      Well, actually, she could believe he hadn’t given up.

      One thing she had learned about Bart Packer was he possessed a stubborn, vengeful nature. When she’d left their farm outside of Nashville, she’d hoped to never see him again.

      She should have known he’d hunt her down, wanting back what she’d taken, as well as wanting to take a strip out of her hide for besting him.
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        * * *

      

      Jasper Collins snapped the reins, pointing his team toward Sarasota. The day had started out breezy but sunny, even though high clouds scudded across a blue sky. Yet the barometer in the feed store had been steadily dropping since late yesterday, according to Mike Thomas, the proprietor.

      That worried both of them. It was August, a prime time for hurricanes.

      “Lawrence Palmer came in here the other day,” Mike said with a smirk after they finished discussing the weather.

      Jasper tensed. “Yeah? So?”

      “His sister Leda’s sweet on you.” He winked. “I bet you could have her if you wanted her. And Lawrence likes you, too. So does their father.”

      Jasper should have known. “I’m not sweet on her or any other gal right now, Mike.”

      Mike leaned back against the counter and started digging under his filthy fingernails with an old pocket knife. “You and that Cuban out there on your farm, you better be careful. People start to talk about you the wrong way, that ain’t good.”

      Jasper glared at Mike. His voice dropped to a low growl. “You married?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Kids?”

      Mike stared at him, his gaze narrowing. “Three. Why?”

      “You ever watch a woman die, Mike? Your wife? Kids? It’s not something I want to think about. Maybe others can just get over it, but it’s five years later and I still hear their screams after that bastard set fire to my place. I couldn’t rescue them. So don’t you be lecturing me about what should be right and proper in my life. I’ll live it however I damn well please.”

      Mike’s jaw dropped open. “Jesus, I’m sorry. I didn’t know!”

      Jasper slammed his fist against the counter. “Add a spool of barbed wire to my account.”

      “S-sure.”

      Jasper waited while Mike finished tallying his purchases. They’d lived outside of Sarasota for a year now after moving there from St. Augustine, where he’d moved from Virginia before that.

      He didn’t like to talk about Virginia.

      It hurt too much.

      Mike tried again for an apology. “Listen, I didn’t mean nothing by it. I didn’t know you was widowed.”

      “Yeah? Well, before you start casting shadows on men’s reputations, take a moment to think about what you’re saying. Gregorio saved my life. He’s like an adopted brother to me. Now we’re partners in our ranch. If your mind makes more over it than it is, that says something right peculiar and unnatural about you and your thoughts, don’t it?”

      Mike’s face reddened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know!”

      “And don’t be spreading stories about my wife and kids dying. Last thing I need is every single woman feeling sorry for me and come chasing after me to make me their husband. I just want to be left alone and work my ranch. That’s all. If I ever feel like taking a wife again, I will. Right now, I don’t. If I forced myself to accept the first woman throwin’ herself at me, that’d mean two miserable people.”

      “Yeah, sure. I understand.”

      “If you want to spread any news, gossip that we’re looking for another hand. Caleb Hill’s father broke his leg last week, and he doesn’t have time to help us out anymore. They can even bunk in a room in our barn, if they don’t have a place to stay. They gotta be able to ride and work cattle and mend fences. We’re buying Jack Porter’s hundred acres on the other side of us, and we’ll need someone full-time.” Jasper grabbed a spool of barbed wire from the stack on his way out the door and headed for his wagon. He angrily slung it in the back before climbing up onto the seat.

      Unfortunately, he knew damn well Mike wouldn’t keep his mouth shut. It would mean a renewed influx of women bringing him and Goyo baked goods and invitations to dinners and church socials.

      All they wanted was to be left alone.
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        * * *

      

      Jasper returned home in a foul mood. He knew it’d only be a matter of time before he had to face down someone and their innuendoes, but he’d hoped it wouldn’t be this soon.

      When it didn’t hurt so much to talk or think about his lost family.

      He found Gregorio Valdes in the barn, mucking out stalls. Jasper stared at him for a long moment. Shirtless, Goyo forked soiled straw into a barrow. Naturally tanned skin, a smooth, mostly hairless chest of lean muscles, he’d pulled his long, glossy black hair back with a strip of latigo leather.

      “You gonna stand there and gawk, or you gonna help me?” He looked over at Jasper, his full lips quirked in a smile, his blue eyes shining.

      “I was enjoying the view, Goyo. Besides, I’ve got a wagon to unload.” Jasper walked over to him and felt his cock harden in his pants. “But don’t stop on my account.”

      He grabbed Jasper’s shirt and pulled him close, slanting a deep kiss across his lips. “I wish we didn’t need an extra hand. I’m enjoying not having to watch my back when I want to kiss you.”

      “You’re gonna like it a lot less when Mike Thomas runs his blasted mouth about me being a widower and we get swarmed with spinsters looking for husbands.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Coño! How in blazes did that come up?”

      “He made a remark about me and you and hinted at something not proper.”

      “Since when are we proper?” he teased.

      “You know what I mean. We can’t afford for him to decide not to do business with us. It’s an extra two hours to the next nearest feed store up in Bradenton. So I gave him a reson to understand why I’m not looking for a wife.”

      He leaned against a beam. “So what did you tell him?”

      Jasper followed him and kissed him again. “The truth. Sort of. After I mentioned my past, I told him you saved my life. Just not how or why. And that we’re partners in the ranch. It’s not my fault if he doesn’t make the leap in logic. I prefer he doesn’t.”

      Gregorio’s arms snaked around his waist and Jasper felt his lover’s hard cock pressing into his hip through his trousers. “Not exactly the kind of truth Father Marquez would have approved.”

      “Since when do you let your Catholic upbringing stop you from doing anything?”

      He grinned, exposing straight, white teeth. “Never. You know me better than that, Jaz. But sometimes, a man’s gotta at least pretend to try.”
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        * * *

      

      The men had unloaded the wagon’s contents into the feed room and house, unhitched the team, and had turned them out into the corral when an afternoon thunderstorm dumped on them. They ran to the house where they stood on the wraparound porch and watched water sluice off the barn roof and into the smaller cistern there.

      Gregorio stepped behind Jasper and wrapped his arms around his waist again. “It’ll rain for at least an hour at this rate.”

      Jasper leaned back against his lover. “You hope.”

      Gregorio just hoped the storm wasn’t a pre-cursor of something more. He’d felt unsettled all day. Not to mention their two cattle dogs refused to leave the porch. Their horses acted restless, and he’d noticed that morning their beef cattle had all settled in the higher pasture, laying close together as if hunkering down for a storm. Even the pigs and chickens acted odd.

      Jasper turned in his arms and kissed him, lips crushing together as their hard cocks rubbed through the fabric of their trousers. “Let’s go inside.”

      The second bedroom was only for show, for the few and far between times people stopped by to visit. Pulling at each other’s clothes, they stumbled into their bedroom and fell naked onto the bed, Jasper pinned down by the taller man’s frame. He loved Jasper’s curly, sandy brown hair and big brown eyes. He held his lover’s wrists over his head as he bent down and nibbled on his lower lip. Beneath him, he felt Jasper’s cock twitch. Even though Jaz was four years older than him, he usually let Gregorio take the lead behind closed doors.

      “You teased me this morning, Jaz,” Goyo chided as he shifted his hips against him, the delicious friction of their cocks rubbing together making Goyo grit his teeth to maintain control. “You got me all worked up and then left for town.”

      Beneath him, Jasper’s eyelids drooped, his gaze already glazed with passion. “I wanted you to look forward to me coming home.”

      “When have I ever not?” He slanted his mouth over Jasper’s, his tongue demanding and receiving entry, ravishing his mouth until his lips were swollen from Goyo’s kisses. Jasper lived in fear. Gregorio knew the feeling well, although for different reasons. He spent his own life living a double lie, never able to confess his secrets to anyone until he met Jasper.

      Jasper was haunted by screams in the night only he could hear, dreams that woke him bathed in sweat even on the coolest nights, his face wet with tears as Gregorio held him and soothed him back to sleep.

      Gregorio worked his way down his lover’s body, biting at pink nipples contrasted against pale skin, following the light trail of hair that led from his navel to the now-stiff cock proudly standing away from his body. When he freed Jasper’s wrists, Jasper immediately reached down to hold on to his shoulders, his hair, any part of him he could, needing the contact.

      He palmed Jasper’s sac, the warm weight comfortable in his hand, crinkled hair soft against his palm. “Tell me what you want,” he said, teasing Jasper.

      Jasper threw his head back and moaned. “I want you.”

      Gregorio wrapped his fingers around Jasper’s cock and teased him, slowly stroking, before finally lowering his mouth to it and licking at his slit.

      Jasper’s hands fisted in the sheets. “Yes! More, please!”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “Ai, papi, I could do this all night to you. I love making you moan.” He engulfed Jasper’s cock again, slowly sucking and licking, taking his time exploring the ridge with his tongue and teasing him into a frenzy. He used one hand on the base of Jasper’s shaft and the other on his sac. He felt the other man’s release build, his balls drawing up tight and hot in his hand, his body growing rigid until he finally let go with a cry.

      Ropes of tangy seed exploded from Jasper’s cock. He eagerly swallowed him, licking and sucking until Jasper lay limp and whimpering in their bed.

      He crawled up their bed to lie next to him, cradling him in his arms. Jasper slung one arm over his waist, clinging to him, their skin damp with sweat.

      Finally, after a few minutes, Gregorio ran his fingers through Jasper’s curls. “Good?”

      “Yeah. Always.”

      His own cock twitched as he stared at Jasper’s sweet lips. “When you’re recovered, I have something for you, too.”

      Jasper rolled on top of him and kissed him before working his way down his body. As the storm intensified outside, rain loudly pelting against the tin roof like buckshot, he spread his legs and drew his knees up a little. He wanted Jasper’s hot mouth on him, there, now.

      Jasper took the hint and licked his sac, engulfing his balls with his sweet lips as his fingers stroked Goyo’s shaft.

      Thrusting his hips, Goyo reached down and found Jasper’s head. His fingers twined in his curls. “Still a tease? Don’t torment me, papi. I need you.”

      Then Jasper sucked his shaft down his throat, deep-throating him and drawing a soft cry from Gregorio. He grabbed Jasper’s head with both hands and thrust his hips as Jasper kept up with him. His balls tightened, his climax rolling down his body and out his prick as he exploded with a cry.

      Only when the last wave of his orgasm eased did he relax his grip, finally coaxing Jasper up the bed and back into his arms. Gregorio kissed him and stroked his cheek. He lifted his head to look down into Jasper’s brown eyes. “I love you.”

      Jasper smiled. “I love you, too.” His smile faltered. “I don’t ever want to lose you.”

      He held him tighter. “You’re not losing me. Never. Someone has to keep an eye out for you, keep you from doing something stupid like wanting to kill yourself again. Besides, who else would keep me out of trouble if I didn’t have you? No, papi, you’re stuck with me for as long as you’ll keep my lazy self around.”

      “You’re not lazy.” Jasper’s gaze stared into his. “Taking care of me is a full-time job, isn’t it?”

      “You got that right.”

      They snuggled together like that for a while longer as the storm wound down outside. Gregorio felt the tension in the air, the barometer dropping without a doubt. After the rain faded to nothing more than drips on the roof from overhanging oak trees, he gently nudged Jasper. “I think we have a problem.”

      Jasper didn’t open his eyes. “I’ll take care of the shutters on the house,” he muttered, “if you want to start securing the barn.”

      “How do you always know what I’m thinking?”

      Jasper opened his eyes then and sadly smiled. “You didn’t know my wife.” With that cryptic comment he sat up, swung out of bed, and started pulling on his clothes.
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