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CHAPTER 1
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Agnes buried her face in the crook of Adrian's neck, her legs wrapped around his narrow hips. They hadn't been in their secret meeting place for long, cows the only witness to what happened on the hay as they chewed their cud slowly.

"Ad...Adrian..." Agnes gasped breathlessly, her hands pressing against his chest as she tried in vain to push the tall young man off her, approaching footsteps clearing the haze lingering in her dark brown eyes. "My parents..."

Adrian didn't need Agnes to finish her sentence. If her family were to find out she was the farthest thing from a virgin, it wouldn't go well for her. No self-respecting man would be interested in the village tramp, unless of course, Adrian decided to do the right thing and make an honest woman out of her. Not a chance.

It appeared as though Agnes had been hearing things as Adrian barely hesitated before continuing in their randy afternoon activity, claiming Agnes's mouth with his own in a wild, feverish kiss which was meant to remind Agnes just who she belonged to even if he would never put a gold band on her finger.

Tugging her lower lip between his teeth, his eyes darkening as she emitted a soft cry of pain. Agnes barely noticed that her reaction to the pain inflicted was the reason he became more insistent, driven by a raw need she couldn't possibly understand - the force that drove the man who was her first, and, if she played her cards right, would be her only. A baby would only cement their relationship. Once Adrian knew he was going to be a father, surely he would want to settle down and build a home for her and their baby. At this rate... Agnes sighed, threading her fingers through his sweat-dampened hair.

Unfortunately, neither of the lovers noticed they were not alone until it was too late, caught in the throes of forbidden ecstasy.

"Pull your pants up!" Avellin's voice hardened as he yanked his sweaty, half-naked brother off the young woman.

Agnes flushed crimson as she tried in vain to cover herself although Avellin didn't bother to even so much as glance in her direction. Turning away from the tangled limbs, he unceremoniously tossed Agnes her dress.

"Go home, Agnes. You deserve better. I recommend you spend some time praying for your soul."

Tossing her dress over her head, Agnes didn't hesitate, running across the barn floor before disappearing through the double doors and across the field that separated the Landry farm from her family's.

Avellin glanced over at his brother who slowly pulled up his pants as though he hadn't a care in the world. Silence - a heavy silence - hung between the siblings, vastly different in appearance as well as personality.

"You're lucky it wasn't Mother who caught you in that act of depravity..." Avellin began, a frown creasing his brow. "It would kill her - you must know that."

Adrian rolled his chocolate-brown eyes, avoiding his older brother's intense glare. What did Avellin know?

"Not everyone can be a saint."

The jab was unnecessary and it hit closer to home than even Adrian realized. "You're one to talk. If anyone broke Mother's heart, you're looking at him."

Avellin shook his head, biting his tongue. He wouldn't take the bait, Avellin's younger brother knowing exactly what he was doing. The baby of the family or not, there was no need to be so... He didn't even know the word that would best describe his sibling. Impertinent? Narcissistic? Selfish?

"You are trouble," Avellin frowned, "and if you don't get your act together and settle down, you're going to destroy what is left of Mother's heart. Do you really want that on your conscience?" Glancing over at the barn door, Avellin lowered his voice. "Marry Agnes and settle down. At twenty years old, you are no child. It is time to grow up and make a decent woman out of her, not to mention yourself."

"It'll never happen," Adrian grinned, picking up a blade of straw as he sauntered toward the exit. "You may be content to follow in our father's footsteps, but the life of a farmer isn't for me. It never will be."

Avellin shouldn't have been surprised. Adrian was...he couldn't put his finger on it. Charismatic. A natural charmer. Adrian had a crazy amount of potential if he wasn't so devious. Unfortunately, their mother turned a blind eye to what was obvious. Avellin couldn't blame his mother for believing her son - her baby - was a saint.

"You don't have to be a farmer..." Avellin grew thoughtful. "Let me speak with Mother."

Adrian shrugged. He had nothing to lose.

***
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MARIE BLUSHED AS AVELLIN drew his bride onto his lap, swallowing hard as her mother-in-law immediately looked away. Adrian was correct - he was a disappointment to his mother. In their small village, there weren't a lot of career prospects for her sons. His mother, however, had hoped and prayed all his life that her son would enter the priesthood. 

Pride shone in her eyes as she told anyone who would listen that her son, her precious Avellin, was born to be a man of the cloth. A priest! Unfortunately for Anita Landry, her son who held the most promise fell in love. Marie was sweet - a bashful young woman, but for Anita, she was a constant reminder of what could never be.

Reassuringly squeezing Marie's hand, Avellin eyed his brother leaning against the doorframe.

"I've been thinking of Adrian," Avellin began thoughtfully, turning his attention to his father as he spoke.

Joseph smiled shyly at his eldest son, unable to mask the obvious. Avellin had always been his favourite.

"Go on," Joseph encouraged, glancing over at his wife who had instinctively crossed her arms across her ample bosom, ready to defend her "Bebe."

"Adrian is itching for more - he's restless. I'm sure you can see it too. Why not travel to see our relatives in Maine? I think once he gets this....whatever it is, out of his system, he will soon settle down too and make you proud." Avellin gestured with his hand toward his mother. "Our aunts and uncles would be glad to see him..."

"No." Anita shook her head, her eyes closing as though if she squeezed her eyes tight enough, nothing would ever change.

"I don't see why not," Joseph reached for his wife's hand, bringing her knuckles to his lips. "We both know Adrian isn't meant for the ministry and he has never taken an interest in helping out on the farm, unlike Avellin. Our son may be right, my dear. Adrian needs to travel and get it out of his system."

"I said no," Anita repeated, although she squeezed her husband's hand much harder than she intended. "Once they left, they never returned." Large, crystal tears squeezed beneath Anita's long lashes. "I won't risk my baby never coming home."

"Sorry for distressing you, Mamma, it wasn't my intention." Avellin set his wife down before crossing the living room, crouching at his mother's side. "I never want to disappoint you or make you cry. Forgive me..."

Anita blinked back her tears but didn't say anything for a long moment, gently stroking her son's smooth jaw.

"My sweet son," Anita whispered, unable to hide the sadness in her voice.

Marie was the woman of his dreams, but both knew it was Anita who truly held Avellin's heart as he pressed his forehead against the back of his mother's hand. 

Unlike her quiet husband, Anita was the family patriarch. Her soft-spoken husband was content to remain in his wife's shadow unless it involved Avellin. Only then he would step forward, slipping into the role of head of the home even if only for a few minutes. The man who said very little had recently stood up to Anita when Avellin had announced his desire to marry Marie, dashing his mother's dreams like shards of pottery.

"It is late," Avellin stood to his feet, his own eyes misty with unshed tears. "Please think of my suggestion. It wouldn't have to be for long, but I believe once Adrian returns, he will be a different man - a man you can be proud of."

Adrian shot him a look warning Avellin not to go any further.

"Come, Sweetheart," Avellin held out his hand to his bride, bidding goodnight to his parents.

Adrian joined the couple as they walked to the end of the long driveway.

"That was a nice touch in there," Adrian smirked. "Ship the troublesome brother away. Mamma is right, you know. I would never return to this God-forsaken town. Not if I won my freedom..."

Avellin nodded. What, really, could he say? Holding out his hand to Marie, he drew her against his side, brushing a tender kiss on her forehead.

"You would do well to find a good woman. Heaven knows you need someone who can set you straight and talk sense into that thick skull of yours."

For once Adrian was silent. Avellin might be right. If he were married and had his own home, he wouldn't have his parents breathing down his neck, watching his every movement. He'd have the freedom to do anything he wanted - whenever he wanted - far from prying eyes.

"For once, I agree with you," Adrain chuckled, his mood instantly lighting as he accompanied his brother to the end of the driveway.

Adrain needed to find a woman. Not just any woman tho. She would have to be one that wouldn't - and couldn't say no.
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CHAPTER 2
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Agnes’s eyes brimmed with tears. This was nowhere near how she had imagined Adrian's reaction would be. 

"You can't come here anymore," Adrain raked his hand through his thick, unruly hair. "There is no way I'm going to let you drag down my good name."

Agnes laughed, the tone laced with bitterness. 

"Your good name? You are joking, right? Everyone knows you are no saint - even your mother knows the truth."

"Watch your mouth!" Adrian hissed between gritted teeth as he balled his hand. "Don't ever speak of my mother!" 

If Adrian were honest with himself, he knew the truth. Agnes was right. He was no saint - and most definitely not Avillin the family goody-two-shoes.

"Now what?" Agnes whispered, swallowing at the lump of betrayal squeezing her throat.

Adrian glanced over at the young woman who'd spent more time on her back than anything else whenever they were together. Swearing softly beneath his breath he regretted not being more careful. It was too late now. His eyes grew hard as Agnes instinctively trailed her fingers over her womb, still flat. But for how long? Adrian wasn't a fool. He could hear Avellin's voice as clearly as if his older brother had been standing next to him.

"Be sure your sins will find you out."

Adrian grimaced. Not on his watch.

"You're just as much to blame Agnes. You could have said no."

Agnes' eyes narrowed. She was no prude but the entire village was keenly aware that no one in their right mind ever said no to Adrian. He had a list of enemies as long as his arm and no one wanted to be on that list.

Tugging her lower lip between her teeth Agnes turned her head before he could see the tears gathering in her eyes. Why had she thought she could trust him? Sure their families had known each other before the couple were born, but apparently that meant very little to the strapping young man who was making it very clear he not only didn't want to be a father, but washed his hands of not only the baby, but her as well. A knife twisting in her heart would be less painful - she was sure of it.

"Fine," Agnes whispered, her sigh of resignation barely heard above the wind howling in the barn rafters. 

"Don't be like that," Adrian stepped closer, his thumb racing a tear that tumbled down her ashen cheek. 
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