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MASON

It had been four days since Bec and Luke’s wedding, and everyone was still walking around with goofy smiles on their faces. I got that everyone was happy for them, hell, I was over the moon for my sister and her husband. They both deserved to be happy, but did everyone have to be so damn soppy and smiling all the time. Even Steph had started smiling at me, and that just wasn't right. It was unsettling. We’d shared one dance, like I promised Bec I would, and now I just hoped Steph didn't think that things were good between us. 

That was not the case, far from it actually. 

There was no way I was trusting that woman with my heart ever again. Burn me once, more fool me, but you don't get a second chance. No way. That ship has sailed, the horse has bolted, the gate is shut, and all the other analogies you can think of. Nope, the only lady I wanted to focus on right now was Hannah. 

Ash and Carter had gone to a cattle sale up north and left Tate, Gran and I to look after Hannah. It was actually kind of cool playing dad for a few days. Tate was doing the school drop off, and I was picking her up in the afternoons. Her teacher was a bit of a jackass, but there wasn't a lot I could do about that. Only to make sure the man understood that if he messed with Hannah, he was messing with Tate and I as well. I even pulled him up when he got in the face of another little kid and started yelling at her. The kid couldn't have been more than seven or eight, and he was yelling at her like he was a drill sergeant in the army. Who yells at a little kid until they cry like that? It was sick. 

“Uncle Mase,” Hannah slipped her hand into mine as we walked from the school grounds. “How many sleeps until Daddy comes home?” 

“Only three more,” I looked down at her. “Don't you like hanging out with me?” I put on my sad face, which made her laugh. 

“I like hanging out with you, but I miss my daddy,” she kept hold of my hand as she climbed up into my truck. “Can I call him on your phone?” 

“Sure, but at dinner time okay, it’s the middle of the afternoon so your daddy will probably be looking at some cattle,” I buckled up her seatbelt and kissed her cheek. “Want to go to the diner for some ice cream?” 

“Yeah,” she reached out and put her hand on my cheek. “And a milkshake?” 

As soon as we walked into the diner Hannah spotted Steph. “Aunty Steph,” Hannah took off towards Steph’s booth before I could stop her. “Uncle Mase picked me up from school and we’re getting ice cream and milkshakes,” Hannah climbed onto the bench seat opposite Steph. “Do you want to have ice cream with us?” 

Steph looked up at me and smiled. “Sure, if that’s okay with your Uncle,” she closed her laptop and her notebook. “I could use a break from work anyway.” 

Both Steph and Hannah were looking at me now. “Sit down Uncle Mase,” Hannah patted the seat beside her. 

“Maybe I should just go,” Steph put her laptop in the satchel bag and went to stand. I felt like a jerk giving off the vibes I was. 

“It’s okay, stay please,” I nodded to the seat. “Hannah talks too much for one set of ears, it’d be good to have someone else for her to talk at.” 

“Hey,” Hannah looked at me with a frown. “I don't talk too much.” 

I messed up her hair, and she pushed my hand away. “Don't be offended squirt, you're a girl, you can't help it, all women talk a lot.”

“Hey,” Steph frowned at me this time. “Sexist much?” 

“What does sexy mean?” Hannah looked from Steph to me. 

“Uh,” I looked at Steph for help, but she was too busy smiling at me. “The word was sexist, and it means to say bad things about men or women,” I picked up the menu. “What sort of milkshake do you want?” 

Hannah looked at me and smiled. “Chocolate please,” but she didn't stop there. “But how can sexist mean bad things if sex means a good thing?” She looked from me to Steph, then back to me. “Billy in my class says he can’t wait until he’s old enough to have sex because it’s a good thing, he said his mummy and daddy always laugh when they have sex because it's so much fun, when will I be old enough to do sex? I want to have some fun too.” 

I had no answer for this question. Instead, I looked at Steph and raised an eyebrow at her. “I blame you for this,” then I turned to Hannah. “I’m pretty sure that if you asked your daddy that question, he’d say thirty, so let’s go with that.” 

“Thirty,” Hannah looked at me with wide eyes. “Are you sure that’s right? That’s a long way to wait, I'm only five.” 

“Pretty sure it’s right, but you can check with your dad when you call him if you want,” I pointed to a picture of an ice cream sundae. “Do you want that one?” 

“Nope,” she shook her head and pointed to the banana split. “That one, and I can share with you because I can never finish it all, Aunty Bec shares with me sometimes, and sometimes Daddy does too.” 

I needed to get some food and drink in front of this kid so she stopped talking. Although, her constant chatter meant that Steph and I didn't sit here in an awkward silence. “You got another project to work on?” I nodded towards the laptop. 

“No, I was working on your house plans actually, and doing some research on a couple of things,” Steph looked down into her coffee. “I’ll bring it all with me tonight and show you where things are up to if you like.” 

“Tonight?” I looked at her. 

“Your Gran invited me for dinner,” she looked unsure now, and given the look on my face, I wasn't surprised. “But if you’d rather I not come, then that’s fine. I’ve got plenty of food at Gramp’s place.” She finished off the last of her coffee and stood. “Let your Gran know I won’t be there for dinner, but I’ll need to talk to you at some point about these plans.” 

“Bye,” Hannah waved to Steph, and I let her walk out without saying anything. “Why don't you like Aunty Steph?” 

“I like Aunty Steph,” I watched the woman walk to her car. I couldn't take my eyes off her gorgeous butt in those tight jeans. The way her long sleeve t-shirt hugged her body made me hard just to look at, just like it did when I was sixteen. Damn my body and the way it reacted to her. I hadn't been able to control it back then, and I sure as hell hadn't been able to control it since she came back into my life. So, what was I going to do about it? Ignoring it wasn't working, or maybe I just wasn't trying hard enough. Or maybe I should just take her to bed and get her out of my system once and for all. Only thing was, I didn't trust myself not to fall for her again, and that would be bad. 

****

[image: ]


STEPH

That man was so infuriating. Sure, we had history, and it wasn't all good, but that sure as hell wasn't only my fault. He was there, he was party to our past as well. Cranky arse. How dare he hold a grudge against me? And hadn't I been kind enough to work for him for free? He was getting top-notch design skills for free, and I was going above and beyond what I’d do even if he were a paying client. 

Whether he wanted to be friends or not, I still wanted to design his house. It’d be perfect for my portfolio, especially given the specs he’d given me. I hadn't designed a house with an indoor pool before, so it was pushing my knowledge, making me research and learn new things, which I liked. It was good to have more experience in my bag than just the run of the mill country homesteads. 

I thought about that on my drive back to Gramp’s farm. Mason wanted an indoor hydrotherapy lap pool, and a therapeutic hot tub. He was cagey and evasive when I asked him why he wanted these included in the design, shrugging it off, saying it would be nice to have a swim after a long summers day in the saddle or in the combine harvester. I had a feeling there was more to it than that, but there was no point in pressing the subject with him. I was the last person he was going to confide in. For now. 

When I got home there was still a couple of hours of daylight left in the day, so I decided to start on the old farmhand quarters. The space was small, and attached to the back of the barn, but it’d be fine for me to live in while I was working in Lanica. Once Bec and Luke returned from their honeymoon, they’d have the house, and I’d live out here. There weren’t any other options really. I wasn't living in a small three bedroom house with a pair of newlyweds, no thanks, and I wasn't taking Dot up on her offer of Bec’s old room. There was no way I could live in the same house as Mason. The man could barely stand to be in the same room as me, so the farmhand quarters it was. 

As much as I wanted to stick with that plan, as soon as I opened the door I started having second thoughts. The dust was an inch thick, and the main room was criss-crossed with cobwebs. The air was stale, and it had started to smell like the barn. “You can do this Steph,” I started talking to myself. “Which would you prefer, your own private space, or sharing a house with one hot as hell wheat farmer who can't stand to look at you?” I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. My own space it was. 

Two hours later, I had a pile of dusty old furniture out in the farmyard, and the cobwebs were all gone as well. After I cleaned the windows, and the last sunrays of the day filtered in, the place didn't look too bad. I made a list of things that I needed to fix the place up, and a list of jobs that needed to be done as well. Maybe I could ask Tate to help me with those. 

By the time I cooked myself some dinner and settled in front of the television I was exhausted, but I felt good. I had so many ideas for the little flat, and it’d be a good space for me to stay whenever I came to visit. Things were falling into place, and if I found that I liked living in Lanica, who knows, I might find some land to buy and build a house of my own. I always thought I’d end up living in a small country town, and while I’d love to live in Lanica, I wasn't going to rule out other locations just yet. 

I was lost in thought about plans for the flat when my phone started to blare out my favourite song and Paige’s face lit up my screen. “Hey Sis,” I put my head back on the couch and closed my eyes. 

“Hey,” she sounded chirpy. “How’s things in Lanica?” 

“Do you mean how’s things in Lanica? Or do you mean have you seen Tate today?” I knew she was smiling. 

Paige let out a long breath. “I mean, how’s life in Lanica?” I knew she was still coming to terms with her fear of men, so I should cut her some slack. 

“Life’s good, I started cleaning out the farmhand quarters today, I'm going to fix it up so I have somewhere to stay when I come to Lanica,” I sat up and put my dinner plate aside. “There’s no way I want to stay in this house with Luke and Bec, and when you come back with Gramps you and Dot will take the two spare rooms,” I shrugged, even though she couldn't see me. “So this little flat will be the perfect space.” 

“I thought Dot offered you Bec’s old room,” I could hear the questioning tone in Paige’s voice. “Why not stay there, especially if you’re working on Mason’s house, won’t it be easier if you're on the same property?” 

“Yes and no,” I started picking at the fluff on the cuff of my track pants. “Yes it would be easier to be closer to the build site, but no, it wouldn’t be easier living in the same house as Mason. The man hates me.” 

“I don't think he hates you, you didn't see the way he was looking at you at the wedding,” Paige’s voice was soft now. “I don't know what happened between you two in the past, but maybe you need to have it out with him once and for all, tell him how you feel about him and see where it goes from there.” 

“That’s just it Paige, I don't know how I feel about him. I was hung up on him for so many years, it took me forever to get over him when he rejected me last time, I don't know if I can go through that again,” I closed my eyes again. This shit with Mason was giving me a headache, or maybe it was all of the cleaning products I inhaled today. Either way, I didn't like it. I needed to stop letting him get to me. 

“Steph, that was more than ten years ago, you were teenagers, surely he can see that you both need to give yourselves another chance, I mean, what if you’re like Bec and Luke, you know, meant to be together,” she let out a long sigh. “I don't know, maybe Bec and Luke are the anomaly and life isn’t meant to go that way for all of us.” 

Paige and I talked for almost an hour, and by the end of our chat, we were both laughing at our respective theories on men, love, life and the universe. “So to sum up, the true purpose of a man is to be some nice eye candy and help us open a jar every now and again.” 

“And maybe change a tyre on the side of the road,” I laughed at that. “And maybe to kill a snake or a spider,” Paige laughed at me this time. 

“And you say you want to live in the country,” I could practically see her shaking her head at me. “Night sis, love you.” 

“Night, love you too,” I ended the call and looked at my phone. A little after eleven, we’d talked longer than I thought. 

I flicked off the lounge room lights, checked on the puppies who were asleep in the laundry, then went to put my plate in the kitchen sink. That’s when I saw it, a flash of light out in the orchard. Shit, shit, shit. I ran to the back door and checked that it was locked, and on my way to the front door, I dialled up Tate.  

“Steph,” he sounded sleepy. “What’s up?” 

“Tate, there’s someone in the farmyard, I saw a flashlight in the orchard,” I knew my voice was shaking more than necessary, but I was scared. I always thought the country would be safer than the city, but after what that drifter did to Luke, I wasn't so sure anymore. “The gun, Gramp’s used to have a gun, do you know if he still has it, where is it?” 

“Steph, calm down, the last thing you need at the moment is to be handling a loaded gun,” he sounded more awake now. “Stay inside, I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 

“Okay, please hurry,” I didn't want to end the call, but Tate would need to put his phone away so he could get ready. 

“I'm serious Steph, leave the gun alone, I don't want you accidently shooting me,” he sounded serious. “I’ll be there in a minute.” The line went dead. 

****
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MASON

“What’s going on?” I stepped out into the hall when I heard Tate talking to someone about a gun. 

“Steph called, there's someone in the farmyard, she’s scared, I'm going to go check it out,” Tate pulled on his jacket as he walked past me. 

“I’ll come with you,” I was already heading back into my room to get dressed. 

“No time, she’s scared and she started talking about getting Charlie’s gun, besides, someone needs to stay here for Gran and Hannah, if it’s another madman like the one who attacked Luke it’d be better if one of us was here.” 

Tate was already heading down the stairs. “Call me when you’ve got it sorted, let me know everything’s okay.” He gave me a wave over his shoulder, then he was gone. 

Why the hell didn't she call me? Probably because I was an arse to her at the diner today, and at lunch the other day, and at the wedding, and every other time I’d seen her. Damn it. 

I flopped back on my bed and picked up my phone. There was no way I'd be able to get back to sleep until I’d heard from Tate. It should have been me that she called. Ten years ago it would have been me. I would have been the one to save her, I would have been the one to hold her and tell her everything was going to be okay. But it appeared that was no longer the case. 

I picked up my book and started reading, but after reading the same line a dozen times, I put it down again. For what seemed like ages I stared at my phone screen willing it to come to life with a call or message from Tate. Maybe I should go over there. Damn it. Tate was right, I couldn't leave Gran and Hannah alone. So instead of being the hero for Steph, I got to lay here and wait for Tate to call. This sucked. 

I hated thinking time. Thinking time made my head hurt, and not in a good I’ve had a good night out on the town kind of way. I thought back to when Steph and I had last seen each other, before recently that is. 

We were sixteen. It was the Easter weekend before her family disappeared without a word. Before she left for good and took my heart with her. She was my first. We lost our virginity together in the wheat fields. I told her I loved her, and then she was gone. 

Disappeared from my life for eleven years, and not a word in between. 

There was no way I was trusting her with my heart again. Tate could go play hero every night of the week if need be. But I was done. Done with Steph, and done with love. I was done. 

So why the hell couldn't I stop thinking about her?

****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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STEPH

After a very poor night’s sleep, I headed out to the little flat at the back of the barn. The place was clean and free of cobwebs and dust, now all it needed was a coat of paint and some furniture. That was on the agenda for today. 

I had one more week before Luke and Bec returned from their honeymoon, and I intended to have this place habitable by then. After measuring up and working out how much paint I’d need, I called Tate to ask if he thought Gramp’s old ute would make it to Allenby and back. When he started laughing, it didn't fill me with confidence. 

“Thanks for the advice, but seeing as though I don't have much choice, I think I’ll risk it,” I headed back to the house to search for Gramp’s car keys. 

“Want me or Mase to take you? Whatever you need to buy will fit in the back of our utes for sure,” Tate really was a sweet guy. 

“No thanks, I know you guys are busy getting ready to plant your next crop,” I found the keys and grabbed my notebook and handbag. “Do you guys need anything while I'm over there?” 

“I’m good, but I’ll ask Mase and Gran, if they want anything I’ll text you,” he sounded like he wanted to say something else, but he changed his mind. “Let me know when you’re back so we know you got home safe.” 

“Will do,” I ended the call and headed out. 

Allenby was a little over an hour away from Lanica, and while that seemed like a fair distance, for a Sydney sider the trip was blissfully smooth and short. I could have counted on one hand the amount of cars I passed on the way to town, and I liked that, I liked it a lot. 

The isolation was nice through the day, it was just the nights that I was struggling with. Two nights ago when I called Tate, I was scared stiff. The fact that it was just kids out stealing some fruit made Tate laugh. He said him and his brothers used to go out at night all the time. Mostly shooting wild pigs and rabbits, but he could see how some kids mucking around in the orchard would have freaked me out, especially after what had happened to Luke. 

While I was in the hardware store, I bought some solar powered sensor lights to set up around the orchard, and around my new little flat. That should deter any mischievous kids in the future. 

Before heading back to Lanica, I found a nice boutique ice cream shop, enjoyed some pastries from the bakery next door to said ice cream shop, did some clothes shopping, then some food shopping. Dot had told me she expected me at the house for dinner every night, breakfast and lunch too if I wanted, but that wasn't going to happen. Aside from discussing his house plans, Mason had made it perfectly clear that a friendship between us was not likely. 

Maybe I should ask him what I’d done to deserve his animosity. I deserved to know that at least. 

––––––––
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I WAS ALMOST DONE UNLOADING the ute when I heard a car pull into the gravel at the front of the barn. I wasn't expecting visitors, but I hoped whoever it was had some muscle. I’d been wondering how I was going to get the heavy mattress from the back of the ute and into the flat on my own. 

The last person I expected to see was Mason and his new sidekick. “Aunty Steph,” Hannah ran over to me and reached for my hand. “Can we pick some apples please? Gran’s making a giant apple pie because Big Daddy is coming home today and we’re going to have a roast and apple pie for dinner.”

“Sure, go pick as many apples as you want,” I let go of her hand and looked at Mason. “Hi,” I raised my hand in a pathetic little wave. As soon as I remembered that I was not supposed to be friendly to him, I lowered my hand. 

He looked from the back of Gramp’s ute to me. “Need a hand unloading that?” 

“No thanks, I’ll be fine,” I was cursing myself for not being able to accept his help. There was no way I could carry the mattress on my own, but I’d figure something out. 

“Really,” he kept his eyes on me. “Suit yourself,” he turned and headed for the orchard where Hannah was waiting. Damn him and his cute as hell butt in those jeans. The way his arse looked as he walked away made me want to run after him, tackle him to the ground, and have my way with him. No man had a right to have an arse that cute. 

I forced myself to turn away and go back into the flat. After clearing a path to the bedroom, positioning the bed frame in just the right spot, and looking around for a way to get this mattress inside, I decided to just go for it. The thing had a plastic covering, so if I could just get it off the ute and onto the ground I could drag it to the door of the flat, then haul it the rest of the way to the bedroom, simple. 

The getting it off the back of the ute part was simple, the rest, not so much. I tried dragging it along the ground, only to lose my footing and end up on my butt a couple of times, each time landing hard enough to cause a bruise. The third time I fell, I heard a chuckle from the other end of the mattress. 

“Sure you don't need a hand with that?” I looked up to see Mason standing there with a smug look on his face. “Let me help,” before I could argue, he’d grabbed one end of the mattress and waited for me to pick up my end. 

Once the mattress was deposited on the bedframe, I stepped out of the room. The last place I wanted to be was trapped in my new bedroom with Mason Landers. Since seeing him again I’d thought of nothing else but what he’d look like naked, and getting him into my bed. 

“Thanks,” I waited in the small living area. “I can get the rest,” there were only a couple of flat pack furniture boxes left, then I’d be done. 

Mason didn't seem to hear me though. He headed straight for the ute, lifted one heavy pack onto his shoulder, tucked another one under his arm and walked straight past me and back into my flat. The man was such a puzzle. He didn't want to be around me, but he wouldn't accept my decision to reject his help. 

Shaking my head, I went to the ute for the last box, only to have Mason take it from my hands as I walked towards the flat. “You putting all this together yourself?” 

“I was planning to,” I stood in the doorway and watched those jeans stretch across his butt as he put the box on the floor. “Thanks for bringing them in, and for helping me with the mattress,” I stood by the doorway with my arms folded across my chest. I wanted to move past the hostility he’d created between us, but I honestly didn't know how. He’d put up a wall that was clearly intended to keep me out. 

“So you're living here now, in Lanica I mean?” He looked around the small living space, then back at me. 

“Yeah. I want to be close by for the build of Luke’s practice and house, and I’d like to be here when they start construction on your place as well. Especially with the pool and hydro spa, there’s a lot that can go wrong,” I shrugged and looked around. “I don't want to live in the house with Bec and Luke,” Mason gave me a little smile, showing me he knew what I meant. “And I can’t live at your place like Dot offered,” I shrugged again. “This place is plenty big enough for one, it’ll do until I find some land to build my own place.” I looked over my shoulder and out into the farmyard. “Better go save that bucket of apples before Hannah feeds them all to Taffy,” I started to walk away, leaving Mason standing in my small living room. 

Mason soon caught up to me and fell into step as I walked towards Hannah and Gramps’s horse. “You're building a home here in Lanica?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe, if I can find some land, if not, I’ll look around at some other towns.” 

“I thought you’d want to go back to Sydney once all the builds were finished,” Mason kept his eyes on Hannah and Taffy, not once looking at me. 

“No, I like living in the country. I always knew I’d end up living in the country,” I stepped up to Hannah. “Are you filling Taffy’s belly with apples?” 

“No,” she laughed at me. “Uncle Luke said horses shouldn’t have more than two apples a day or their tummy gets sore, so I only gave her two.” 

“Is that right?” I looked at Hannah. 

“Yep, it makes her tummy full of gas and that hurts her, it’s called colin,” she nodded to me. 

“Colic Princess, it’s called colic,” Mason picked up the bucket of apples by Hannah’s feet. 

“Yeah, that’s what I said, colic,” she gave Taffy’s nose one last pat then took Mason’s free hand. “Can we take Sparkles and Rocket for a ride when we get home?” 

“Sure,” he looked down at her and smiled, and in that moment I wondered what it’d be like to have kids with Mason. If his interactions with Hannah were anything to go by, he’d be a great father.

When they reached Mason’s ute, he looked over at me. “Dinner’s at six, Gran said she expects to see you there.” 

“Tell her thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass, I have plenty of food here,” I shoved my hands into my pockets and watched him help Hannah climb up into the cab. “I’ll pop in and see her tomorrow at some point,” I looked up at him when he closed Hannah’s door. “I need to talk to you too, if we could go to the part of your land where you want the house built, I’ll bring the plans with me, I have a couple of questions for you.” 

Mason looked at me for a moment, and he had that look, like he wanted to say something but then he changed his mind. What was it with the Landers men and their inability to open up? Eventually he raised his hand in a small wave. “I’ll let Gran know, she won't be happy though,” he climbed into the cab of his ute and rolled down the window. “I’ll be home all day tomorrow, swing by anytime and we’ll go over the plans.” 

I stood on the spot until he was gone. Once I could no longer see his car, I let out a long breath and headed into the little flat. Maybe coming to Lanica wasn't such a good idea. 

****
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MASON

I knew Gran would blame me for Steph not joining us for dinner, but I didn't care. If the woman wanted to be standoffish and unsociable, well that wasn't my fault. 

Over dinner, Carter and Ash filled us in on their cattle buying trip, and we filled them in on our week here. Hannah was just about out of puff by the time we finished dinner, so her and Ash headed back to their house. 

“What’s going on between you and Steph?” Carter stood next to me at the kitchen sink. I was washing the dishes and he was drying. “Tate said there’s been a few issues at the farm but she’s called him for help every time,” Carter looked at me. “You need to lighten up on her man, the shit that went down with them going away happened a long time ago, and like Luke said, they didn't exactly have a say in it.” 

“I know they had no say in it, and I accept that, but what I don't accept is the fact that she knew where I was but she made no effort to contact me at all. Not even one letter, nothing,” I looked out the kitchen window, and into the darkness beyond. “But like you say, it’s in the past and that’s where it needs to stay,” I looked sideways at Carter. “Whatever was between Steph and I is in the past, I’ve let it go, you all need to do the same.”

I pulled the plug on the dishwater and dried my hands. “Beer?” I went to the fridge and pulled out a few beers. “I’ll be on the porch.” 

I sat on the swing seat and cracked my beer. My fingers were hurting like a son of a bitch tonight, but that soak in the warm dishwater helped. Gran had started joking about how I jumped at the chance to wash the dishes, and it made me think maybe I should tell her what was going on. I knew Bec had kept her word and not told anybody, and I’d been thinking about what she said about me needing to tell them. 

Carter came out onto the porch, picked up his beer then sat on the steps, leaning back against the post. “When are they starting on your house?” 

“I'm meeting Steph at the build site tomorrow, we’re going to go over the plans so I can answer any last minute questions she has,” I sipped my beer some more. “Hopefully they’ll make the first cut of the land within a couple of weeks. Steph wants to get my house underway at the same time as Luke and Bec’s build. She said it’ll be cheaper in the long run because all the trades will be out here on site, they can move between the two jobs progressing the work instead of having to come from Allenby for months on end if we wait to finish Luke’s before starting mine.” 

“Makes sense,” he sipped his beer and looked out into the darkness. “So tell me about your house, you haven’t even shown us plans yet.” 

I guess now was a good a time as any to tell him about my arthritis. He’d ask the question as soon as I mentioned the pool and spa anyway. “Basic four bedroom house, kitchen, lounge, dining, laundry plus mudroom,” I shrugged. “A hydro pool and a therapeutic spa, both indoors,” I shrugged again. “Wrap around porch, tin roof, cinema room so I can watch movies,” I grinned at him. 

“Whoa, wait, back up a bit,” he looked at me. “You’re having an indoor pool and spa, who are you, royalty?” He laughed. 

“No,” I washed back the last of my beer and reached for another. “Doc says I’ll need it down the track a bit, probably sooner rather than later,” I popped the top on the beer and took a swig. “I have Still’s Disease, it's a kind of arthritis, most days it’s a job to do the most basic things, and it’s only getting worse. Doc says the pool and spa will help.” 

“I knew there was something going on with you,” he shook his head. “Shit Mase, why didn't you tell us? We could have helped with the jobs around the farm.” 

Now it was my turn to shake my head. “I didn't tell you guys because I knew that’s exactly what you’d all do,” I sipped the beer some more. “I’m not a charity case. You all have your own farms to manage, and I have mine. I'm not about to sit around and seize up just yet, the more I keep moving the slower the disease will take over my body, at least that’s what the doc says.” 

Carter and I sat out on the porch for a couple of hours and talked. The two of us had always been close, and we’d often shared chats like the one we were having right now. When Tate came out onto the porch with more beers, I decided to fill him in on my situation as well. 

“Jesus man, why didn't you say anything?” He frowned at me. “You know we’re here to help anytime you need.” 

“I know,” just as I finished off my beer the first gunshot rang out. “Damn it,” we all looked toward the sound of the shot. It came from the direction of Charlie’s farm, but not that close. It was probably the property the other side of Charlie’s. I knew this would freak Steph out, and I also knew that she’d call Tate for assistance. 

Gran had given me a lengthy talk this afternoon when she found out Steph wasn't coming to dinner. Part of that talk had been telling me to pull my head in and be nice to Steph, and she was right. Steph was doing an amazing job of designing my house, and she was doing it for free, the least I could do was be nice to her. 

Before she had the chance to call Tate, I stood and put down my beer. “I’ll go check on Steph, those gunshots are probably freaking her out.” 

I was at the bottom of the steps when Tate’s phone rang. I kept walking, but I could also hear him tell Steph that I was already on my way, and if I wasn't mistaken, there was a hint of humour in his voice. The smug shit. 

When I pulled up at the front of Charlie’s house, I could see Steph peeking out the curtains, and as I walked up the porch steps, she opened the door. “Hey,” she stepped to the side so I could come into the house. Damn she smelt good. “We heard the shots too, probably just some teenagers out hunting wild pigs, we get a lot of them around here.” 

“I feel so stupid calling you guys all the time,” she laughed a little, but her voice was shaky. “If I'm going to live out here I need to get used to being on my own at night, which means I also need to toughen up and not be such a chicken with every noise I hear.” 

I watched as she walked to the kitchen, her fine butt swaying in those silk pyjama shorts. My traitorous body reacting to her just like it always did. “Do you want a cuppa?” 

I wanted to say no, but that scared look on her face was still there and she sounded so unsure. I hated that she felt like that around me, but hell, what was I supposed to do, act like we didn't have a past? Act like she’d never broken my heart. 

“Sure, tea would be great, white with one thanks,” I took off my hat and started to spin it around in my hands. Steph made our cuppas in silence, and just as she handed me a cup, another volley of shots rang out. 

“They sounded close,” Steph looked at me with wide eyes. “They were closer than the last shots right?” 

“Sounded like it,” I nodded towards the couch. “Come sit, I’ll stay with you until they finish shooting, no sense going out there looking for them, we might end up getting shot ourselves.” She was so jumpy. I needed to do something to take her mind off the situation. “Want to go over the house plans, maybe I can answer your questions now.” 

“Sure,” I watched as Steph went down the hall to her room. This was a bad idea, maybe I should have let Tate come over here tonight. 

“Right,” she sat on the couch next to me and shuffled over close. “We’ll still need to meet on site tomorrow so I can see the lay of the land. I'm hoping we’ve got it all sorted, but the initial surveyor’s report has shown they moved the build site about eight foot to the left to avoid a slight drop in the land. It should all still be okay. I told them I wanted the flattest possible site as it will make the pool install easier.” 

“Makes sense,” I held down the end of the rolled out plans. “Eight foot either side won’t make any difference.” 

For the next hour, Steph and I went over the plans in detail. She had a lot of really good suggestions for the spaces, and some good ideas to incorporate technology into the build. After talking about the building, she turned her attention to the pool and spa. “I’ve been doing a lot of research for your pool. I think we can use a solar heating system, with an electric back up that will only kick in when the water drops to a certain temperature. It’ll save you thousands in energy costs and should give you the same result.” 

I looked up at Steph, but her eyes were fixed firmly on the plans. She really was amazing, and I was starting to re-think my position on our relationship. Surely it wouldn't be risking my heart if I let her in just enough that we were friends. 

“Thanks,” she looked at me now. “For doing the research I mean. I know I'm not paying you to work on my house, and I’ve been an incredible arse to you since you came back into my life, so thank you.” 

Steph looked at me for a moment, then cast her eyes back to the plans. “You're welcome,” she turned to look at me again. “Can I ask you something?” When I nodded, she looked at my hands, then back to me. “Why do you need a hydrotherapy pool and the spa? What’s going on Mason, are you okay?” 

Wasn't I just on one great big roll today? By the time the sun comes up in the morning all of Lanica will know about the bloody arthritis riddled all through my body. 

“I have Still’s Disease, it’s a kind of arthritis. I have anti-inflammatory drugs and creams to keep it under control, and some other meds to help with the pain, but the doc says as I get older it’ll get worse so the pool and spa will help,” I stood and picked up my mug. “Haven’t heard any shots for a while, you should be right now.”

Steph followed me to the kitchen and put her mug in the sink as well. “Where do you get the most pain?” 

I turned to her, about to tell her that I didn't need her sympathy any more than I needed it from my family, but the look on her face stopped me before the words could come out. She looked genuinely concerned, and not in a poor Mason, he needs my pity, kind of way. 

“Ah, at the moment it’s mostly my hands and knees,” I nodded back towards the door. “I should get going, it’s late, and you look tired.” At that exact moment a gunshot rang out, and it was close. Steph’s eyes grew wide and she jumped at the sound. Damn it. “How about you go get some sleep and I’ll sleep on the couch.” 

“You can’t sleep on the couch, you’ll wake up all stiff and sore,” she reached out and rubbed my arm. “You go, I’ll be fine, if it’s just people out hunting pigs I have nothing to worry about right.” 

Steph may have been telling me to go, but her voice and her eyes were begging me to stay. “I’ll stay, there’s two other bedrooms, I’ll sleep in one of those.” 

The relief on Steph’s face was instant, and while I might not have liked the idea of spending the night under the same roof as the woman who broke my heart, I knew I’d made the right decision. It’s not like I’d get any more sleep if I went home. I’d just be wide awake thinking about her, so I might as well do that here, at least she’ll sleep easy. One of us getting some sleep is better than neither of us right. 

****
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Chapter 3
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STEPH

When I woke in the morning, I was shocked. It was almost seven. I hadn't slept that well since I arrived here. Then it hit me. Mason. He’d spent the night. He stayed so I wouldn't be stressed about staying in the house on my own. I put my head back on the pillow and sighed. If only he’d take down that damn brick wall and let me in. Maybe we could go back to the way things used to be with us, but even if we couldn't, it’d be nice if we could be friends. 

I pulled on my robe and headed out. A sleep in would be nice, but the least I could do was cook Mason some breakfast. As soon as I saw the note on the kitchen table I knew he was gone. Like he would stick around, I laughed to myself. The man was keen to spend as little time with me as possible. I scooped up the note and unfolded the paper. 


Steph, 

I would have stayed for breakfast, but I wasn't sure how long you'd sleep for and I have chores to do on the farm. Carter, Tate and I are heading to the pub tonight. If you want to come along, let me know. I’ll see you when you come over to the farm to look at the build site.

Mase.



Huh. Maybe that wall was starting to shake a little. I never expected Mason to invite me to the pub, and while it wasn't a date, it was probably as good an invitation as I was going to get. 

I couldn't stop smiling as I showered, and even building flat pack furniture didn't put a dampener on my mood. I’d had a nice evening with Mason, a good night’s sleep, and an almost date invitation to the pub. Maybe he and I were turning a corner. Finally. 

When I was finished with the flat pack furniture, I went to the orchard and picked a bucket of apricots and peaches, then headed for Landers Farm. I knew Dot was annoyed at me for not coming to dinner over the past week, but that was fine. I’d rather her be annoyed with me than having to sit through dinner with a guy who didn't want me there. I’d take Dot’s wrath over the awkwardness any day. 

“Anyone home?” I called from the porch. 

“Oh Steph love, come in,” Dot opened the screen door and stepped back. “You just missed lunch, you should have come a bit earlier.” 
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