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		I’ve wanted Forever for as long as I can remember. This story is dedicated to my very own version of that. Thank you, Tyson.
            



	

    
	
		Prologue


Two Months Previously in Duck Creek
         

Ever sniffled once, twice, wiping her red nose on her plaid flannel shirtsleeve. Each tear she shed sliced like a dagger through his heart. He hated that he was the one doing this to her. More than once, he’d vowed never to be the one to hurt her. She’d had enough pain from that asshole father of hers. He used her like a punching bag on the nights he came home stumbling drunk. Too many times her nose looked just like this on those nights she climbed into Sam’s window long after her father had fallen into a stupor.
         

But now, here he was, the one making her cry. Like he’d said he’d never do.
         

Damn it all to hell.
         

“Listen to me,” he said fiercely as he grabbed both sides of her face in his calloused hands. “I promise you I’ll be back for you. Don’t spend a day missing me. Don’t drop your guard. I’ll come back, and when I do, we’ll go away together and we won’t look back at this godforsaken town. You hear me?”
         

She nodded, and he leaned down to claim her lips. He kissed her long and hard. When he pulled back, her tears were mixed with his on both their faces.
         

“I don’t want you to go,” she said. “You don’t have to go, Sam. I can tell them—”
         

“You tell them nothing,” he insisted. “Nothing. We agreed, didn’t we? You let them look for me. They can search ’til the cows come home, but they won’t find me. And when things die down, I am coming for you. Have I ever let you down?”
         

She shook her head. “No, Sam. Never.”
         

“And I’m not about to start now.” He lifted his head sharply as sirens blared in the distance. It always took the county sheriff longer than it should to get anywhere. Sam had the time he needed to get gone.
         

He stepped backward but stopped at the stricken look on her face. He stepped quickly in front of her again and took her chin in one hand, lifting it up so she would meet his eyes.
         

“Be strong, Ev. You be strong for both of us. Stick to the story. You’ll be safe now. I promise.”
         

He bent his head to hers, letting the feel of her lips envelope him for the last time. He pulled away too quickly and backed away.
         

One last look allowed him to memorize the familiar curves and the way her auburn hair fell in waves around her. Then he took off through the woods. Sharp branches slapped his face, leaving burning, angry marks behind. Tiny twigs snapped beneath his feet as they pounded through the brush. He’d keep running until he emerged on the other side where the state highway ran around the outskirt of Duck Creek. That’s where his brother, Hunter, had hidden his Harley for him as soon as they’d realized what had to be done. Sam would take off, headed south, and wouldn’t stop until he crossed state lines and then some.
         

Ever would be safe now. He’d made sure of it. He’d protected her most of their lives, and he wasn’t going to stop now. 
         

He didn’t care that it turned him into a wanted man. Because she was worth it. 
         


	

    
	
		One


Keep stacking those bales, son. When you’re finished, we’ll head back up to the main house and I’ll let you go for the day.” Leon, the ranch manager, scratched his forehead as he lifted his Stetson in the steamy, late afternoon heat.
         

“Yes, sir.” Sam stood back from the hay bale and wiped the sweat dripping from his forehead. It was unusually hot for May. On a day like this, he’d guzzled two gallon-size jugs of water, and he’d need more by the time he was done. He’d lost his shirt hours ago, and the brazen heat sizzled into the now-golden skin of his chiseled torso.

When Sam finished spreading the hay through the pasture for the horses for the day, he met Leon in front of the stables.

“I want to run something by you, Leon. Do you mind?”

“Go ahead, son.” Leon’s expression teetered between tense and exhausted. He was down a few workers, which was why the ranch had hired Sam on as a temp without asking a whole lot of questions.

“How’s the new scheduling procedure working out?”

“Savin’ my ass. Your suggestion of having some of the trainers pitch in was a great way to get around the shortage of hands. You done a lot of this scheduling stuff before, kid?”

The corner of Sam’s mouth tilted upward in a smile. He grabbed his shirt, lying atop the swinging barn door, and used it as a rag to wipe the sweat dripping from his chin. “A little bit. I helped the owner of the garage where I used to work with a lot with stuff like that. Ended up managing the place when I was eighteen.”

They climbed into Leon’s work truck and turned up the gravel path toward the main house.

“So, Sam,” Leon began. He removed his well-worn Stetson and scratched his head. Replacing the hat, he glanced at Sam. “You plannin’ on stayin’ around just for the summer? Or you gonna be here in Nelson Island longer than that?”

“You know, sir, I really don’t know yet. I’m just trying to figure things out. Taking it one day at a time.”

Leon nodded. “I can understand that. You’re young. What…twenty or so?”

“I was twenty-one last month.”

“Twenty-one. You got a lot of road stretched out in front of you, Sam. Nelson Island is a great place to figure it all out.”

“Thank you, sir. I can see that.”

“And you moved from where?”

“North of here, sir.”

Sam wasn’t willing to go into details about exactly where he was from. Too much information may lead someone to draw conclusions about what he’d done back home, about why he was running.

Leon pulled the truck onto the circular driveway that curved into a horseshoe in front of the main house. He turned off the ignition and climbed out of the truck.

“Got any special plans this evening?” Leon asked.

“No,” Sam answered, shaking his head. “I think I’ll just go back to the tack house and crash for the night.”

He nodded. “It’s almost dinnertime, son. Shouldn’t be skipping meals while you’re doing all this hard work. Go on, then. I’ll see you early tomorrow. Seven o’clock.”

“I’ll be there,” answered Sam.

Leon headed up the steps leading to the front door.

Sam watched him go, thinking back to when he’d first met Leon on his way down from Virginia. He’d stopped at a gas station to fill up, and Leon had stopped him to ask about the Harley. They’d gotten to talking, or rather Leon talked and Sam listened. The ranch manager was looking for some workers. Sam ended up leaving the gas station and following behind Leon’s truck while Leon led him straight over the bridge from Charleston, South Carolina, to Mr. Hopewell at his horse ranch in Nelson Island.

Sam shoved his hands in his pockets and walked around the driveway and down the stone-paved path through wooded land that led to the tack house.

Greenery surrounded the ranch, from old magnificent magnolia trees to palmettos flapping in the breeze. Lush, green pastures rose and fell gently with the rolling hills. The property was perfectly pristine due to Leon Jackson’s running the place like a well-oiled machine. He was the man who made sure every job was handled, every animal was well looked after, and every building on the property was spic-and-span. Details and organization were law to Leon.

As he made his way through the trees, Sam had a flash of the night he’d left Duck Creek. He’d left Ever standing alone in woods so similar to these. The mountains of southwest Virginia accompanied him like a friend during his childhood, and the contrast he found on the coast of South Carolina was both comforting and disconcerting.

He couldn’t wait to show Ever—just as soon as it was safe.

Walking into the tack house, Sam clicked the door closed behind him and stood just inside, surveying the living room.

Mr. Hopewell had fashioned several of the buildings on his property into guesthouses. He used the larger ones for actual guests and the couple of smaller ones as houses for the hired help who needed to stay on the property. Sam qualified, as he had no other place to live on the island. Most of the staff drove to work. Leon lived in quite a nice house only a couple of miles away, with his wife.

Leaning against the door, he pulled the well-worn sheet of stationery out of his back jeans pocket. He pulled it out and began to read.


Sam,
            

If you only knew how it felt being in Duck Creek without you, you’d come running back to me. I know you don’t want to do that. But I really am miserable here without you. The only silver lining about you being gone is that my dad is gone too. He can’t hurt me anymore, thanks to you. And Hunter.
            

I’ve known you my whole life, Sam, and I’ve known I loved you for the same amount of time. We’ve never been so far apart. How are you? I know you can’t e-mail without access to a computer. I was so excited to get a letter from you. Letters are more romantic than e-mail anyway. So I’ve written you this one. Maybe it will make you a little less lonely if you read it at night before bed.
            

Thank you for asking Hunter to take care of me while you’re gone. He’s been doing just that. Hovering a little, but I appreciate the help he’s given me. I was able to use the insurance money from Daddy to pay off the house and car. Now I only have to worry about the monthly bills, and my job at the bakery is doing a pretty good job of covering that.
            

Without you, Sam, none of this would be possible. I’d still be terrified to sleep in my own bed every night. I’ll be forever grateful.
            

I want this to be over soon, so we can be together again.
            

Love you forever, and
            

Ever
            



His daily readings gave Sam the strength he needed to stay away from her. Until the whole thing with her father’s death blew over, they had to stay apart.

He carefully folded the letter on its worn creases and placed it back into his pocket. Then he wandered over to the desk in the corner and waited.

The phone on the desk jangled a few minutes later. He picked up the cordless handset.

“Hello?”

“It’s me.” Hunter’s gravelly voice.

“I know.”

“How are you, man?” Worry laced the edges of Hunter’s tone. He’d always taken care of Sam. He took the big brother role way too seriously, if you asked Sam. They were only eighteen months apart.

“Couldn’t be better, considering. The Hopewells have been real nice so far. Can’t do much better than that. There’s been a lot of fixing fences, cleaning out barns, and lifting heavy-ass feed bags, but the money’s good. It’s not like I haven’t done hard work before. So I’m gonna be okay here, Hunter.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“How is she, Hunter?”

He couldn’t wait any longer to hear about Ever.

“She’s missing the shit out of you, Sam. Like you’d expect. I try to drive over most nights after work to check on her. But sometimes I leave the site too late. On those days I call to see if she needs anything.”

“Good. Keep doing that, Hunter. You keep taking care of her, since I can’t right now.”

“Sam…look. You could come home if we’d just—”

“We’ve been through this. It’s not going to happen. This is the best way for everyone.”

“How’s it the best way for you, Sam? You’re on the run. I never thought you’d—”

“Just stop. We don’t need to rehash this over the phone. What’s done is done. No one will understand the truth except the three of us. Now, do your damn job and take care of Ever.”

“Done, man.” Hunter sighed.

A rhythmic knock sounded on the heavy wooden door of the tack house. Sam glanced at it quickly.

“I gotta go, Hunt. Stick to the plan. Love you, bro.”

He hung up the phone and strode to the door.

When he opened it, the slick grin of Reed Hopewell shined up at him from the stoop. Reed leaned against the doorjamb, looking casual in a pale blue T-shirt and jeans.

“What’s up, man?” he drawled. “Dad sent me down here to ask you to come on up to the main house for dinner tonight.”

Sam stepped back so Reed could come inside. He closed the door behind him.

“Yeah, okay. It’s always nice enjoying a meal up there.”

The too-familiar panic began to set in deep in Sam’s bones.

“That’s what Dad does. He treats all the help like family.” He smiled playfully and slapped Sam on the back.

Sam chuckled, not quite relieved. He’d been invited to the main house a couple of times for dinner since he’d been working at the ranch. Each time his heart ended up in his throat, anxiously waiting to hear that his short-term employment was terminated. Or worse…that the sheriff would be there waiting to haul him back to Duck Creek.

Mr. and Mrs. Hopewell didn’t seem to suspect a thing. They were gracious employers and seemed to want to include Sam for purely innocent reasons. They claimed they didn’t like thinking of him always alone, fending for himself.

 “All right, man. Let me change and I’ll be right out.”

Reed sank onto the soft plaid couch, propping his scuffed boots up on the coffee table. Then he straightened, staring at the couch cushions with eyes full of doubt.

“You haven’t been…” He glanced pointedly at Sam, and then back at the couch.

Sam caught his gist, and cleared his throat. “Uh, no. Definitely not.”

“Cool. Just had to ask. So my sister’s in town for the summer. Mom and Dad have asked the kitchen staff to do it up right. It’s gonna be bangin’.”

“Oh yeah?” Sam called as he walked to the bedroom, stripping off his work clothes as he entered the attached bath.

He showered quickly and changed into a fresh pair of jeans and the nicest shirt he owned, a striped button-down. He preferred T-shirts to shirts with collars. But if he was having dinner with the Hopewells, he’d play the part as best he could.

“Yeah. My sister stays gone most of the year. So when she’s home for the summer, they really go all out.”

Sam nodded. He was aware of the Hopewells’ other child, a girl who attended college in Louisiana. She hadn’t been home during his time in Nelson Island, so he’d never met her.

“I’m ready,” he told Reed.

“All right, dude. Let’s head on up.”

Their easy conversation as they walked up the path brought Hunter back to the forefront of Sam’s mind. Reed, although younger than he and Hunter were, was friendly and good-natured, with a wild streak and a wicked sense of humor. He’d just completed his senior year of high school, so the summer stretching ahead of him was the last he’d spend as a carefree teenager.

When they arrived at the main house, all of the windows were alight. The front doors swung open, and Mrs. Hopewell stood at the top step, waiting for them.

“Sam.” She greeted him with a sweet smile. “I’m glad you could join us. We know you must get lonely down there all by yourself. What were you going to eat for dinner if Reed hadn’t come to drag you on up here?”

His answering smile was impossible to prevent. “Peanut butter on crackers.”

She frowned. “See? Fate intervened at just the right time.”

“I guess so, ma’am.”

“Well, come on, boys. Appetizers are being served as we speak.”

She took off down the hall. Sam marveled at the sheer size of the home’s interior. His entire trailer back in Duck Creek would have fit in the foyer.

He and Reed followed Mrs. Hopewell down the hall. The ivory-paneled walls flashed by Sam as he went. His eyes traveled up to the high ceiling, where a large crystal chandelier hung over an ornate fountain in the center of the entry. He was used to seeing family photos covering the walls of houses he’d entered, but not here. Expensive-looking tapestries and paintings adorned the paneled walls.

At the end of the entry hall, they turned right and entered the massive dining room. A huge rectangular glass-top table was laden with china. The middle of the glossy surface was completely occupied by a centerpiece dripping with flowers and fruit. The flickering of candles set the entire room aglow.

“Wow,” Sam murmured under his breath.

“I know.” Reed nudged him hard in the ribs with an elbow. “You’ll get used to how the other half lives, my friend.” His voice was barely loud enough for Sam to hear. “Like fucking gluttons.”

A laugh rumbled up from Sam’s chest, but he smothered it just before it could escape.

Gregory Hopewell sat at the far end of the table, and he stood as they entered.

“Sam, my boy! Good to see you!”

His hearty voice filled the dining room. Sam had never once heard Mr. Hopewell’s voice do anything other than boom. Mrs. Hopewell smiled at them from the other end of the gargantuan table.

“Come sit, boys. We’re waiting on Aston, of course, but try some of the miniature crab cakes.”

Sam was still trying to figure out why they were waiting for a car when Reed’s sister swept into the room.

“Ah! There you are, sis. Sam Waters, meet Aston Hopewell. The one and only.”

Reed smirked at Sam, as if he were expecting a certain reaction from him.

Sam held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Aston.”

The girl who took his hand shook out a long tumble of dark hair, pulled off to the side to hang over one shoulder and pinned in place with a glimmering clip. Her crazy high heels and short white sundress showed off her tanned legs to perfection. Her face was exotically beautiful, her bright blue eyes a stark contrast to her raven-colored hair. The clear gloss on her lips made her mouth look deliciously kissable. For the briefest moment, Sam wondered what she’d taste like.

“Hello.” Her voice was strong and clear. She rolled her eyes at her brother. “They bringing in strays again?”

“Always,” Reed answered solemnly.

Sam quickly brought himself to reality…and Ever. Aston was the opposite of the girl-next-door type, completely unlike anyone Sam had ever met back in Duck Creek.

As Sam pulled out Aston’s chair for her, he caught her mouthing, “Is he for real?” toward her brother.

Reed merely smirked, then motioned at a chair for Sam next to his seat.

“Now that Her Highness has arrived, can we eat?” Reed grumbled.

“Don’t tease your sister,” Mrs. Hopewell admonished. “Louise?”

A tiny woman carrying a tray of dishes bustled into the room.

Sam gazed around the table as he ate, trying to take mental notes so that he would be able to describe it all perfectly to Ever in his next letter.

“So, Sam,” Mrs. Hopewell began. “Greg has told me how lucky Leon feels to have stumbled upon you earlier this spring. We’re glad you’re with us. How long do you plan on staying in Nelson Island? Do we get to keep you past August?”

Sam took a bite of a crab cake, chewing slowly to savor the delicious flavor. He thought of the best way to answer her question so as to discourage any further wonderings.

“I’m not sure, ma’am. I’d like to stay on at least until the end of summer. My plans depend on, uh, a friend back home and a special situation. So after summer ends I’ll have to play things by ear. I’m grateful to y’all for having me, though. I really needed the work.”

“Dude, you’ve gotta drop the ‘ma’am’ thing. I can’t take it much longer.” Reed leaned forward, lacing his fingers together above his plate.

Sam shook his head. “Can’t help it, man. It’s called manners. You ever try them?”

“Oh, low blow, Sam! Low blow. You don’t need to impress them, dude. They clearly already love you.”

Mr. Hopewell cleared his throat. “Stop it, Reed. Sam, don’t listen to him. We really do appreciate your hard work. We want you to know that you can think of yourself as part of the family while you’re here.”

“Yeah right, Daddy.” Aston rolled her eyes skyward again. “One of the family who works in the fields, right?”

“Actually,” Mr. Hopewell began. “Leon has seen some management potential in Sam. He told me about the improvements you’ve made to the efficiency of the ranch. But you realize raising horses is only one arm of Hopewell Enterprises. Most of the capital comes from our energy division. And finding efficiencies is our biggest goal there. Leon mentioned that you were employed in automotive repair previously?”

Sam nodded. “I worked on a lot of cars at the garage back home. None ran on alternative fuels, but I know something about it. I rebuilt the engine on my Harley myself.”

“Well, if you’re interested, I thought you might help out my assistant. She’s got her hands full with a brand-new baby at home, and Leon found a few more people to do day-to-day labor at the ranch. I thought this could give you the opportunity to learn more of the business end of things. You remind me of a young me. I didn’t grow up with the kind of advantages my children”—he shot pointed glances at Aston and Reed—“enjoy. I had to work my way through college, and I started Hopewell Enterprises from the ground up. You’re a hard worker and I think all you need is a break and the right hand guiding you.”

“I don’t know what to say, sir—”

“Of course, I’ll increase your hourly wage as befits the new position,” Mr. Hopewell added.

“Mr. Hopewell, that’s beyond generous. I don’t even know what to say.”

Sam had been so busy worrying about how he could help Ever for as long as he could remember, he’d never thought much about what came next for him. His 3.5 GPA in high school had gone untapped because, even though he was scouted by some D III schools for football, he hadn’t ever been able to think about leaving her and going to college. Her father would have never let her go.

“Just think about what you want for your future, son. That’s all I’m asking. And I can help put you on the path to get there.”

Sam nodded slowly. “Thank you, sir. I will.”

Louise brought out the main course, Cornish hens laden with dried fruit and tiny pearl onions and potatoes. Sam inhaled every bite, dimly aware of Aston’s crystal blue eyes burning into him from across the table.


	

    
	
		Two


Why are you doing this, Daddy? What does this guy have that makes you so eager to help him succeed? He’s a complete stranger.”
         

Long after dinner was over and Sam was gone, Aston stood arguing with her father in his office, glass French doors shut and rattling from the volume in her voice.

“Usually I’m the one who fills in for Lonna during the summers,” she continued.

Aston had been working for as long as she could remember toward a place in her father’s corporation. She’d attended the best private school in the area, and now she was earning a double degree in business and finance from Xavier University. She’d earned the right to work under her father as soon as she graduated, and one day she hoped to run the entire company. She’d worked for it.

So seeing her father hand this Sam guy a job out of nowhere with no regard to his lack of training and education…it burned her from the inside out. Fury shot through her veins like fire in a rain-starved wood.

“Sweetheart.” Gregory’s tone was placating, which made her seethe. Daddy’s Little Girl had been her role for as long as she could remember, but she was made with hard edges and a tough center. She didn’t need his patronizing.

“Don’t do that, Daddy. Don’t give me something to settle me down. I want the truth. Who is this kid?”

“First of all, he’s not a kid. You can see that, surely. He’s a grown man. A young man, yes, but grown. And I can see myself in him, just like I said at dinner. It’s been a long time since I’ve run into a young man with Sam’s heart and goodness, and his strength and work ethic. It’s not something I see every day in the business world, my dear. And I value those qualities more than you could possibly know. I don’t know much about him, it’s true. I don’t know exactly where he came from or why he’s struggling, but he is. He’s gotten himself into trouble in his past, I’m sure of that, and I want to help him move forward with his life, because the boy deserves that. I’ve been watching him for months now, Aston, and you’ll just have to trust me.”

“But he’s—”

“That’s enough!” His open palm slapped down on his desk, effectively silencing her.

Aston took an involuntary step backward, and his tone softened when he spoke again.

“I love you more than the entire empire, Aston, you know that. And I’m proud of how hard you’ve worked. I’m offering Sam my guidance and that takes nothing away from you. You’ll still have a place at Hopewell. In fact, I thought you could help supervise Sam—show him the ropes a bit and introduce him to the people he needs to know. If he has the initiative I think he does, I can see him becoming quite valuable to the company.”

“And you don’t see me being valuable?” Aston bit out.

“Of course, sweetheart. But someday you’re going to want more than Hopewell Enterprises. You’ll want to get married, settle down with kids of your own.”

Aston turned her face like she’d been slapped. “I don’t know what kind of 1950s world you’re living in, Daddy, but you’ll see this is a big mistake.” There was obviously nothing she could do to change his mind. She turned on her heel and strode for the French doors.

“I’ll prove myself to you,” she called back over her shoulder. “You’ll see that I’m the future of this company. Who is this Sam Waters? You don’t even know him. When you find out, he may be a big disappointment to you. And I’ll be there to pick up the pieces, as usual.”

Her voice trailed off on her last words until it was no louder than a whisper.

She grabbed her purse and stalked outside, pulling out her phone as her heels echoed on the brick steps outside the house.

“Prince? It’s me. Yeah, I got here earlier today. Can you come and get me?”

She clicked END on the phone and stuffed it into the red leather bag hanging from her shoulder. She began walking down the long paved drive that led from the Hopewell property to the main road. Halfway down, she stopped to pull off her heels and then continued the rest of the trek holding them in one hand.
         

When she reached the end of the lengthy stretch of pavement she sat down on the asphalt and pulled out a cigarette, stretching her long legs out in front of her. She lit it, covering the flame of the lighter with one hand to shield it from the May breeze. She took a long drag, and tilted her head backward to stare up at the stars.

Being the backbone of her family sucked. It was a role she’d filled for years, especially for her father. She’d been there for him when he’d walked in on her mother screwing one of his business consultants, and she was there when they unbelievably reconciled. She’d been there when his favorite horse died; she was there when the company had gone international. She’d grown up before she had to, because she knew her mother was too weak to stand by her father’s side the way he needed. She figured that out at an early age. So she stepped up.

And this was how he repaid her.

You’re going to want more than Hopewell Enterprises one day, Aston. His words echoed in her head over and over again until the cigarette smoke that wafted in rings around her head was blurred from the tears stinging her eyes.
         

Pounding footsteps jerked her out of her reverie. Her head snapped up to see a runner coming down the road. As he got closer, she could make out his muscular legs, a flat, muscled stomach rippling with total abdominal beauty, and a hard, toned chest. Then her gaze locked onto the chestnut brown eyes of Sam Waters.

He took his earbuds out as he studied her, breathing hard and glistening with sweat. “Aston? Are you okay?”

She angrily brushed away the tears of frustration. The fact that he’d seen her crying infuriated her, but the beauty of his body definitely wasn’t lost on her. Which made her even angrier.

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “You’re running in the dark? On this road? Do you have a death wish?”

She couldn’t stop herself. Her eyes traveled back down his body, stopping at his stomach. He had a tattoo stretched out over his muscles; Old English letters spelling out the word RISE.
         

He smiled and squatted until his face was level with hers. She quickly pulled her legs underneath her as he reached out and brushed a stray tear away. The tender gesture sent a shiver through her body, and she told herself to stop acting like a hormonal teenager and get it together.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She sighed, pressing the cigarette butt into the ground beside her. Hating him wasn’t going to be easy if he was going to be this nice. But she would be damned if she was going to melt into a puddle over the man who was pulling up a front-row seat in her father’s life.

“I’m really fine,” she said. “Just go on with your run and forget about me.”

He sat, grinning and pulling his knees to his chest, settling in. “I’m done with my run, actually. So I have nothing to do now but sit here and wait with you. What are you waiting for, anyway?”

That smile was dangerous. Infectious, boyishly rogue with one side of his mouth tilting up. Wide eyes crinkling at the corners. Aston was sure it was a smile that made all the girls back where he was from just sink into mush at his feet and drop their panties at his bedside.

She wasn’t one of those girls.

“I’m waiting for my boyfriend, actually.”

“Boyfriend, huh?” he drawled. He definitely had the country boy charm turned up on high tonight. “Well he can’t be the reason you’re so upset, he’s not even here yet. And it can’t be me, I just got here.”

He raised his eyebrows at her with an unspoken question.

“Oh, get over yourself. I told you I’m fine.” She was quickly losing the ability to snap at him, and it was driving her mad. Her body language was softening as she attempted to keep the anger turned up in her brain. She flexed her fingers, fisting her hands in her lap. She wanted to hate this man. So why couldn’t he be a jerk?

“I’m over myself. I’ll just wait with you until he gets here. After all, you just told me this was a dangerous road.”

They sat in silence for a moment, close enough to touch but not doing so, the heat from his body rolling off him and stretching out to meet hers.

She jumped up when she heard the engine of Princeton’s Corvette tearing up the road. Relief swirled through her as she pulled on her heels.

“He’s here,” she announced.

“I can see that,” answered Sam, solemn amusement scrawled all over his face.

Princeton pulled to a stop at the curb and left the engine idling. He stepped out of the driver-side door and approached Sam and Aston.

“Babe, you ready to go?”

She nodded, walking up to Princeton and wrapping her arms around his neck. His eyebrows rose as he gazed down, and his mouth dropped the slightest bit at each corner.

“I missed you, baby,” she crooned, loud enough for Sam’s ears.

Sam watched silently for a moment before moving over and extending his hand.

“Hey,” he said. “Princeton, right? I’m Sam Waters. Working out here on the Hopewell property this summer.”

Princeton disentangled himself from Aston’s arms and shook Sam’s hand. “Nice to meet you. Thanks for, uh, waiting with Aston here.”

As the two stood side by side, it was easy to see how dissimilar they were. Aston noted Sam was a few inches taller than Princeton and definitely more muscular—like the difference between a tennis player and footballer. Princeton was all perfectly pressed in his khaki shorts and white polo. Whereas Sam looked like the type who wasn’t afraid to get a little down and dirty. The sweat from his run still gleamed on his chest, and his tousled hair was practically begging to have her fingers run through it. Eep, Aston immediately cut off the thought.
         

Sam nodded. “Yeah. Kind of dangerous for a woman to be sitting out here by herself at night.”

Aston rolled her eyes. “Okay, Dad, thanks for the babysitting service. I’ll see you around. Let’s go, Prince,” she said as she climbed into the low-slung Corvette.

She couldn’t help turning back once after they drove off to see Sam standing in the road watching them go.

  



Dear Ever,
            

I miss you. You know that if I had any other choice, I wouldn’t have left you, right? It was the only way to keep you protected. You shouldn’t have to suffer any more because of that man. You’ve already gone through a lifetime of pain. You deserve to be happy now. The truth never needs to come out.
            

On a brighter note, you’ll never guess what happened to me here. You know the family I’ve been working for? Well the man, the business owner, offered me a different position in his company so I can learn more about how the operation runs. He wants me to begin thinking more about my future, and that’s something I need to start doing. How will I support you if I don’t start making something of myself? And I really do think we could have a great life here together when things die down back home.
            

Amazing things start happening in places you never expected them to. I can’t wait to see you again.
            

Love you For Ever,
            

Sam
            



He folded the letter, stuffed it into a crisp white envelope, and addressed it. He left no return address, just in case. It didn’t matter. Hunter knew where he was.

He stuffed the letter in his little mailbox for the postman on his way out to work. It had been a few days since Mr. Hopewell had made the new job offer, and Sam hadn’t yet had a chance to see him to accept.

“Morning,” Leon greeted him when he arrived in the stable. “Heard you might not be with me much longer.”

“Did Mr. Hopewell tell you that?” Sam asked. “I haven’t officially accepted yet.”

Sam grabbed a large, heavy bag of pony feed and hefted it over one shoulder. He hauled the bag to the back of Leon’s truck, exhaling as he threw it down onto the bed. Returning for the next bag, he faced Leon once again.

“Well maybe not, but you’d be a fool not to take it.” Leon’s tone sounded as if he were scolding a disobedient teen. “A chance to quit workin’ in these fields and learn somethin’ about that fancy business out there isn’t somethin’ Mr. Hopewell gives too often. Actually, to my recollection he’s never given it. So take it and run, boy.”

Sam placed both hands on top of his head and wandered over to one of the softly whinnying horses in its stall. He stroked the mare’s snout, smiling when she nuzzled the side of his head.

What Leon said made perfect sense. It just all seemed too good to be true. These weren’t the kinds of things that happened to people like him. He wasn’t used to being treated this way. It was unnerving. No one, apart from Ever and Hunter, had ever shown him that he had value. His father had left his mother before he was old enough to have memories. His mother never forgave Sam for his dad’s departure, and she never let him forget it. The man hadn’t left after Hunter was born; it was after Sam had arrived. She laid the fault at Sam’s tiny feet. She’d never hit him like Ever’s father had done to her, but she let him know every chance she got what a mistake he was.

His football coach in high school valued him, but only for what he could do on the field. Sam had learned to think of himself as a means to an end. A tool to be used to win games on the field. A route Ever could use to escape the horror that was her father.

“You’re right. It’s an amazing opportunity. You sure you’ll have enough help without me, though? I could still probably come down at dawn or something if you need me, or help brush the horses down after office hours.”

“Ach, I’ll be fine. Got two new guys starting tomorrow, thanks to that ad you put online. You should let Mr. Hopewell know today. I happen to know he’s only working a half day in the office in Charleston, and he’ll be home around lunchtime.”
         

  


After eating the peanut butter sandwich and apple he’d packed in his cooler for lunch, Sam headed up the back of the property toward the main house. As he strolled around the slanted-brick pathway rounding the thick green hedges that lined the entire area, he caught a glimpse of long tan legs crossed on a lounge chair adjacent to the path. He stopped short and peeked around the hedge.

Aston was lying poolside, giant aviator sunglasses covering the top half of her face. He crept closer, a grin tugging the corners of his lips. He grabbed a pool noodle and dipped it silently into the water as he approached. He raised it in his arms, ready to attack. The idea of surprising her with the gentle slap of a wet pool noodle was just too tempting to ignore. He knew, judging from her reaction to him the other night, that she’d be absolutely furious. And he couldn’t wait to see the look on her face. The girl clearly needed to lighten up.

“Go ahead and hit me with that, Waters, as long as you’ve written your last will and testament.” Her lazy drawl penetrated Sam’s offensive as she pushed her glasses up onto her head.

He froze, stunned. “How’d you know?”

“Just count on me always knowing more than anyone else in the room,” she answered wryly.

She sat up, adjusting the top of the tiny royal blue bikini she wore.

Sam wasn’t blind. Aston was ridiculously gorgeous. He knew that the guys he’d grown up with would shit themselves just to stand next to her.

 “Man.” Sam replaced the noodle, grinning. “You’re no fun, Aston.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You have no idea what fun is, Sam Waters. What the hell are you doing here, anyway? Stalking me?”

“Not on my list of things to do today.” He chuckled. “I was on my way around to talk to your dad.”

Aston sat up a little straighter in her seat. “Oh, really? It wouldn’t happen to be about the bogus offer he made you the other night, would it?”

Now it was Sam’s turn to raise a brow.

“Bogus? You know something I don’t?”

She smirked. “Want to hand over your résumé?”

Sam shifted uncomfortably. The subtle reminder that he wasn’t good enough sank painfully into his chest. He left because you weren’t good enough. His mother’s voice echoed in his ears as if she were standing right beside him.
         

“Your dad seems to think actions count more than any piece of paper.”

“Just remember, no one gets something for nothing in this life,” Aston answered, rolling her eyes.

Sam sat down on the lounger next to Aston’s and leaned forward, placing his forearms on his knees. He took off his cap and let it play in his hands while looking Aston directly in the eye. He swallowed, surprised by the fire burning in those eyes and his speech faltered. He tried to identify the emotion he noticed brewing in the azure depths and failed.

“Did I do something to offend you the other night?” he asked bluntly. “Because you don’t seem to like me very much. And other than my mother, everyone likes me.”

Her controlled expression faltered. “Your own mother doesn’t like you? How is that possible?”

“Doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “We’re talking about you right now. Why don’t you like me?”
         

She studied him. “I thought I had you all figured out, Waters. It’s rare that I’m ever wrong about people. But maybe you’ll surprise me. If you take my dad’s offer, I’ll be seeing a lot more of you. So then we’ll know what you’re really made of.”

She slipped her glasses back down over her eyes.

On impulse, Sam reached out and plucked them off her face. She opened her mouth, genuine surprise registering all over her features.

He leaned in close, lining his face up with hers. “You definitely don’t have me figured out, Princess. Not even a little bit.”

He leaned back, dragging sparks of electricity with him. What the hell? What kind of static cling was this girl holding on to? He’d never experienced such a physical connection from just sitting so close to someone before. It freaked him out. But damn if he was going to let her see it.

“What do you do there? At your dad’s company, I mean.” Sam watched her expression change back to guarded.

Aston grabbed her glasses back and placed them on her nose. “I’ve been interning with Hopewell Enterprises since I was eighteen, every summer. I’ve worked mostly in the finance department. I have a weird thing for numbers. I like them.”

“I don’t think that’s weird,” said Sam. He tipped his head to the side as he studied her. “This corporate thing is going to be new for me, but I like a challenge.”

She nodded, assessing him more fully. “Then we have that in common. All my father does is challenge me.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose. “And Reed?”

She laughed. “I think he wrote Reed off awhile ago. It’s always been me asking him questions about the business. So he’s been teaching me for a long time.”

“It sounds like you work a lot. Between school and working with your dad in the summers. Reed said you don’t get home much during the school year.”

Aston was quiet a minute. Sam couldn’t tell which direction she aimed her gaze, her glasses were so darkly tinted. Finally, she lifted one slim shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m used to taking care of things around here. It’s what I’ve always done.”

Sam opened his mouth to say more just as the back door swung open and Reed stepped out. He had a towel thrown over his shoulder and he sported red-and-white-striped board shorts.

“Sam!” he called. “Good to see you, buddy! Slacking off today, huh? Nice! Grab a suit and come hang out.”

Sam threw a look at Aston and stood up. “No, I’m not slacking off. I’m actually getting ready to head inside to take your dad up on his job offer.”

“That’s amazing, man! Congrats. We should celebrate. Tonight, we party!”

“Uh…” Sam wasn’t quite sure how to respond, especially since partying wasn’t part of the plan in being here. He needed to save money for Ever.

Reed continued, undaunted. “I’ll come down and get you around ten. We’ll head over to that bar and grill down at the pier. Sunny’s.”

Sam nodded reluctantly, knowing Reed wouldn’t take no for an answer. He glanced at Aston for a reaction. She was lying on her lounge chair again, eyes lost behind her glasses. She tilted her head in his direction, though, when he spoke.

“All right. I guess I’m riding with you, then. Unless you want to sit on the back of my bike.”

Aston snorted.

“As awesome as that sounds, Sam, you can ride with A and me. We’ll see you later tonight.” With that, Reed did a running cannonball into the pool, very deliberately soaking his sister in the process. Aston squealed, vowing vengeance. Sam shook his head and grinned, their banter ringing in his ears as he opened the French door to his new future.

  


Sam’s feet pounded against the highway. Mr. Hopewell had been thrilled to have him accept the new position. Tomorrow would be his official first day. Right now, he had a lot to think about. It was way too hot to be running with the afternoon sun blazing, but it was the only way he knew to clear his mind. He owed Hunter a phone call, and he had no idea what to say.

He’d chosen the same route he’d run the night he’d met Aston at the dinner in the main house. He chugged up the state highway for three miles, then turned to jog back.

Sam was close to a mile into his return when he zeroed in on a car pulled over to the side of the road. As he approached, the little silver convertible and its driver came into clear view.

“Aston?” His voice was ragged as he drew deep breaths and slowed his run to a walk beside her motionless car. “What the hell are you doing?”

Aston stood from where she was crouched by the rear tire. Sam’s breath hitched and his body went completely still. Her form-fitting black dress and strappy red sandals screamed business-sexy.

He allowed himself about five seconds to rake her appearance from head to toe, before focusing on her eyes.

She smiled. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

She squatted back down next to a small doughnut tire and a shiny tire jack.

His eyes glazed over momentarily before he reached down and grabbed both of her elbows, pulling her back up to her feet.

“It looks like you’re about to change a tire.”

She smirked, her elbows still held firmly in his grasp. “I see why my father has such faith in your big brains.”

He laughed, letting go of her elbow to run a hand through his hair. “Don’t you have Triple A?”

She glanced down the road, and then back up into Sam’s eyes. “Sam, my house is two miles up the road. It would take Triple A longer to get here than it would for me to change the damn thing and drive on home. Hell, I could probably walk it.”

“Yeah, but…why didn’t you call your dad? Or Reed?”

She sucked on the corner of her bottom lip, and his stomach flipped. “Because I know how to change a tire. Why would I?”

Her eyes finally left his, and she took in the fact that he was shirtless and wearing running shorts. “Didn’t I tell you it was suicide running on this road?”

“You’re gonna lecture me? Step aside, I’m changing your tire.”
         

She shook her head, staying firmly planted beside the vehicle. “Nuh-huh, Waters. I can change my own damn tire.”

He let her go, reaching both hands behind his head and barking a laugh up at the clear, blue sky. The evening was approaching, and they both needed to get home if they were going to be ready to go out later with Reed.

“Wow, you’re stubborn. Okay, Princess. We can change your tire together. I’m sure as hell not leaving you out here to do it by yourself.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Fine.”

She squatted down again, and Sam muttered a curse into the sky.

He could do this job in his sleep. In fact, he’d changed the tire on Ever’s truck for her plenty of times. Taking care of people was what he did.

But he’d never come across anyone like Aston Hopewell, and he was sure he hadn’t even scratched the surface yet.

He knelt down next to her, firmly moving her hands out of the way as he jacked the car up a little higher.

“Always jack the car up higher than you think you need to,” he said gruffly as he worked.

Aston set her mouth in a firm line but nodded.

He glanced at her. “Can I have that wrench you’re holding in a death grip?”

She handed it over. He caught her eyes on his bare biceps as he removed the lug nuts from the ruined tire. “Hold these.”

She held out her hands, and he dropped the lug nuts into them. Then he exchanged the flat tire for her smaller spare.

“When do you think you’ll have this replaced?”

Her face was no longer irritated, and she shrugged a shoulder as she thought. “My dad has a mechanic he uses regularly. He’ll probably have him bring me a new tire in the morning.”

Sam nodded. “At-home service? Nice. Lug nuts?”

She handed them over, and he replaced them. When he was all done, he stood, reaching out to pull her to her feet beside him.

“See? We make a good team,” he said.

“You did all the heavy lifting,” she pointed out.

“You need to learn to let someone help you out every once in awhile. Are you going to make me run back, or can I have a ride?”

She walked around to the driver’s side and climbed inside. “Get in, Waters. And thanks for helping me.”

He chuckled as he got into the car. “Anytime, Aston.”
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