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			Jace - Chapter 1

			There was no way that he could move now, not without drawing attention to himself. Instead, Jace simply sat as still as he was able. The drama playing out in front of him was one that he might have enjoyed under other circumstances, but not today. Today he had other things he wanted to get finished. When his brother looked his way, Jace tensed but didn’t so much as let his fur ruffle.

			“You want to weigh in on this?” Jace yawned to show how much he wanted to be involved in anything. “This is fucking insane. You of all people have to see the stupidity in this.”

			“And I’m standing right here.” They both looked at their brother when he spoke. Gerard didn’t look like he wanted to be there anymore than Jace did. “I’m an adult, the last time I looked, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been making decisions on my own for some time. I’m going to do this, Mason. No matter how pissed off you get.”

			“I forbid it.” They both looked at Mason like he really had gone off the deep end. “And furthermore, as the oldest, I say you are to…you are to go to your room. And stay there.”

			The burst of laughter had them both looking toward the tree. Jace had no idea how long their aunt had been sitting there, but from the looks of it, long enough. She swung on the swing that had been there for as long as he could remember and just smiled.

			“You do know that he is telling you the truth, Mason. You can’t no more order him around than you can me.” Her swing went higher still, and all Jace could think about was how carefree she looked, when they all knew that it was a lie. “And if he wants to move into his own place, why do you care? All of you could have left here ages ago. I’m an adult too, in the event you missed it. Are you planning to send me to my room as well? I’m telling you now that I’d enjoy it a great deal more than your brother there would. You’ll have to fix dinner, of course. Then there’s the laundry to be done. And I’m pretty sure that the strawberries that I picked this morning aren’t going to make themselves into jam even if you do order them to.”

			“He thinks he’s going to help out by moving somewhere else. How the hell is paying rent to someone he doesn’t know going to help our situation?” Mason looked at him, then back at Aunt Georgie. “You don’t want that, do you?”

			She stopped swinging and looked at them all before putting her gaze back on Mason. “First of all, watch your language. Secondly, it’s not our problem, Mason; it’s all mine. You guys should have been out of the nest a long time ago. I’ll deal with this as I have every other problem that has come along. With grace and dignity.”

			“You’re our family. All we have. Of course it’s our problem too.” She got off the swing and walked to them all. Jace wondered briefly if she was going to hit Mason on the back of the head as she’d always done when any of them messed up, but she only kissed Mason on the cheek as he continued. “Aunt Georgie, we can’t abandon you. Not like this.”

			“You’re not. I’m going to go to the bank tomorrow and see what I can work out. Who knows, perhaps there will be a miracle that will save not just the farm, but you guys as well.” Jace watched her move away from them. Mason looked like someone had just ejected him from the biggest game of his life, and Gerard just looked depressed. 

			Jace stood up and shifted to human. He was pulling on his clothes when Mason spoke. He wasn’t sure at first who he was talking to, but realized after a few seconds that it was him. He turned to look at him as he buttoned up his shirt.

			“I’m working as much overtime as I can do. I’m exhausted as you are, and yet it seems like we’re doing everything wrong.” Jace nodded at Mason. “We’re going to lose this place…our only home, Jace. I’m not ready to lose that too.”

			“I know, but fighting with Gerard is pointless. He needs to be closer to his job. The gas money alone will help him pay his rent. And when this all goes down—because we both know that it’s a matter of when, not if—when it goes down, we’ll all need to have a place to live.” Mason nodded and followed him as he moved toward the house. Jace had come out here to be alone, but had been drawn into the family issues instead. He was sick of all of this, but wouldn’t turn his back on his family. Ever.

			The farm had been left to them…all six of the boys. Aunt Georgie had been their only living relative, and came when they needed her when their parents were killed in a plane crash that took the lives of a great many people. The compensation hadn’t been a lot, but it had helped them for a long time. But the farm, like a great many of them around their area, had been going downhill for a long time prior to that. It had taken another twenty years for the end to actually come.

			The youngest of them, Gerard, had been just five and Mason, the oldest, had been fifteen. Darin had been thirteen, Jace had been eleven, Zack had just turned nine the day before, and Logan was seven. Much too young to be alone, and too stubborn even back then to give up without a fight. And fight they had…for every nickel, every crop, and every head of herd they’d tried to make it work with. Nothing had given them enough to catch up on the back taxes and the much needed repairs.

			Jace was leaving for his job when his phone rang. He was almost afraid to answer it. He was getting more and more calls about past due bills than ever before. Aunt Georgie had been crying just yesterday about how they were going to have to figure out another way to get grain for the cows. There just wasn’t anymore credit. 

			“Jace here.” The silence at the other end nearly had him hanging up, but the person started coughing and he waited. As soon as they spoke, Jace was ready with any number of reasons why the bill, whatever it was, hadn’t been paid. But the man spoke first.

			“Mr. Douglas? Mr. Jace Douglas?” He told him that was right and cringed at being called Mr. Douglas. He’d not been called that since high school. “I have a…I would like for you to come to my office, please. There is a matter of your back taxes that I’d like to speak with you about.”

			“Mr…what was your name?” The man hurried through his name, and Jace could have sworn that the man said he was an ass hit man at the end, but wasn’t sure. “Mr. Clarke, I’m very aware of the back taxes. As well as the bill at the vet’s office and the one at the hospital. We don’t have the money. In a few days, if not sooner, there will be a bank man coming out here to chain the door up, and we’ll be living out of our cars. So if you want to talk about the taxes, it won’t do you a fucking bit of good. We’re broke.”

			Upon hearing the coughing again, Jace hung up. He had to get to work, and waiting for the man to tell him how much he owed and why wasn’t going to cut it. So as he drove himself into town, he tried to think where he’d get the money to put a deposit down on a dive, because at this point, it was all he could afford. He was pretty sure it would be all any of them could afford.

			His phone was ringing at his desk when he arrived. Instead of answering it, he ignored it for now. Jace had to be on the floor by two and it was coming up on that now. Pulling on his coat and hat, he moved to the kitchen to begin the night’s meal plan. By the time the first order was given to him, Jace had not only forgotten about the call, he’d completely pushed the rest of his woes to the back of his mind as well.

			~*~

			“Your father wishes a word with you.” Holly just winked at Kent as he poured her tea. “He is very upset with you. I think he’s just discovering your plan to be a better Snow than he is.”

			“Dad knows he’s the best at being whatever he wants to be. Just ask him about it. I’m sure he’ll tell you that he invented money and that everyone should come to him when they want to print more.” Her dad kissed her head as he walked past her and sat at the table with her. “Don’t you, Dad?”

			“Of course. I’m a Snow, am I not?” He nodded at Kent when he asked if he wanted coffee. “What is it I’ve heard about you taking the bank to task? Not that I don’t think you have a point, but the next time someone comes to me about your behavior, I’d like a heads up.”

			“I’ve been looking into some property around town. And I’ve been…I’ve purchased a few of them before the bank had a chance to foreclose on them. Did you know that they usually get more for the land than what is owed in back taxes? And that the family sees none of it? Outrageous.”

			“It’s called cost of living, love. And it’s the American way to make more than you owe on something.” He picked up his fork before looking at her with a frown. “What do you mean, you’ve purchased a few of them? How many?”

			“I’ll have to consult with Mr. Clarke. He’s got it all straight.” Her dad just stared at her. “Oh all right, five of them. And if I can get this guy to talk to him today, one more. And it’s the one that I really want to save. I…it belongs to Georgina Douglas.”

			Her dad put his fork down and looked at her. She could see the spark of interest in his eyes. He’d known Georgie Douglas longer than her. He looked to be thinking hard on something and she sipped her tea while he did it. Her dad, unlike her, wasn’t one to work out his problems aloud, but internally.

			“How much do they owe? And I mean grand total.” She told him. “How did it…the bank did that to her, didn’t they? Waited until the amount was unobtainable and then hit them with it all at once?” She nodded.

			“Not only that, but the feed mill—the one owned by the bank too, by the way—has done the same thing. Her amount there is…Dad, they’ve charged her more interest on what she owes than the amount she charged. The cattle will starve if they don’t get what they need.” Her dad stood up and asked her to follow him. They were in her office before she could tell him the rest. “Dad, there are men out there, her nephews. And they’re going to lose it all as well.”

			“I remember Norman and Zelma Douglas. Nicest people I’ve ever met.” He picked up his phone and continued while he pressed buttons. “To leave their children behind like they did. I’d never…I wish you would have told me.”

			“I found out only a couple of days ago.” She waited while he spoke to Mr. Clarke on the phone. Even from across his desk she could hear the man. He was terrified of her dad; most people were. But he said he’d go to find Jace Douglas today and if not, then he’d go to the farm. “Dad, what are you going to do?”

			“What should have been done years ago…step in and help them.” He leaned back in his chair and stared out the window as he reminisced. “Georgie used to give you lessons, do you remember that? You were so set on being the next greatest horsewoman, and I didn’t have the heart to tell you no. I was terrified that you’d be hurt. But Georgie told me if I didn’t let you try, you’d go out and do it on your own, and then where would I be? So I let you take lessons.”

			“I was afraid too. I mean…I knew that Mom was killed by a horse. But I needed to make myself…it was important to me that I wasn’t going to let her death beat me. I had to be better than the horses.” He nodded and smiled sadly at her. “Dad, I never hurt myself when I was with her. She treated me…she treated me like I was one of her own.”

			“She would. Georgie has the kindest heart I know.” Holly watched her dad as he was lost in his memories. When her own phone rang, she moved out of his office because his had rung right as she was going to answer. Holly nearly didn’t answer the call from Jeff Hardgrave.

			“Hello there, my love. What are you doing today? Lazing about, watching your soaps and eating those little cakes you like?” She wanted to hang up on him. He was the most annoying man she had ever dated. One date with the man and he had been…annoying was all she could think of. And why he still hung around after she told him repeatedly that she was not marrying him was beyond her.

			“No. I don’t watch television, I am not lazy, and I haven’t had so much as a cupcake in ten years. And stop calling me love. I’m not your anything.” He laughed, which annoyed her even more. “What do you want anyway? I’m very busy.”

			“I thought we’d have dinner together. I know of this very nice little place that serves the best cake in the world. Or so they’ve advertised. I could take your father’s plane there and we could make a night of it.” Holly strangled her phone. It was that or hunt the man down and tell him no again. 

			“I am not going to go out with you, Jeff. We are not dating, we never have. I know that you work for my dad, but we are not dating. Stop asking me.” His chuckle had her ending the call. “Fucking moron. I have no idea how else to get rid of him.”

			“Try having him arrested.” Her dad came up behind her and laughed as he answered her question. “I’ll have another talk with him. Perhaps I could tell him you have a suitor, as he likes to call himself. Or I could fire him. But he is good at what he does.”

			“No, don’t fire him. But I’m going to have to do something.” As if on cue, her phone rang again and it was him. She simply pressed the key to send it to voicemail. “I’m going to be in my office all day. I have a few errands to run later, and I’m thinking of making my way out to the Douglas farm. Would you like to go?”

			“I wish that I could, but I have several meetings myself. Let me know if you need any help with the farm. I’m serious about helping you with it. Georgie is a good woman. And I’m going to look into the bank. Perhaps it’s past time to see what the hell is going on with them.” She nodded and picked up her bag with her things in it. Her dad kissed her on the cheek and left a few minutes before she did. 

			Her phone was ringing as she got into her car. It was Mr. Clarke this time.

			“I’ve an address where you might meet Mr. Douglas. He’s not the oldest, but it’s the only number that I have for the household. And while I was at it, I took the liberty of paying a few of the outstanding bills that we talked about yesterday. Without a phone, it will be most difficult to get in touch with them.” She asked him what other bill she’d paid through his help. “Just caught up the other phones as well. And there is a little matter of the grocery store. I wasn’t aware that they still allowed people to charge their food.”

			“Me either. Look into that for me. Perhaps there are a lot of nasty people in the world that are trying to take more advantage of the family.” He said that he would. “Give me the name of the store where he works and I’ll go by there. What was his name again?”

			“This one is called Zachery. He goes by Zach, however.” She told him she was on the way. “Miss Snow, there is more you should know about. Miss Douglas has an appointment with the bank in an hour. If I were you, I’d head there instead of the store. You might be able to help her better there.”

			She turned her car right instead of left at the end of her drive. “I’ll go there. Can you meet me there as well? I asked Dad, but he has meetings all day.”

			“I can do that. However, I will be a little late. I have an appointment at eleven with another land owner. They have ten days to come up with the funds or they will be out. This one is the last on your list, if you don’t count the Douglas farm. And if you don’t mind me saying so, Miss Snow, you are close to becoming in no better shape than the people you’re trying to help.”

			“I know. I have enough to pay off the taxes on the Douglas place and I’ll…I’m going to have to go to Dad for a loan.” Mr. Clarke snorted. “It’s not a business if he gives me the money every time I need to have more.”

			“No. But you are one of the wealthiest families in the country. I’m very sure that your father can afford to give his only child a little extra to help her make a dream come true.” She was sure he would, but that wasn’t standing on her own two feet. “I have a call from your father. I’ll see you at the bank shortly.”

			Holly was at the bank just as Georgie was pulling in. It hurt her to see how much the woman looked weighted down; more so knowing that Georgie was working harder to keep what was hers more than any of the others Holly had helped. But it was a good plan. A very sound plan, and she was going to make it work.

			“Georgie? It’s Holly Snow, do you remember me?” The hug that the older woman gave her brought back so many memories that she had to fight the tears. When Georgie pulled back and looked at her, Holly no longer even tried. She was crying as well. “I’ve been trying to contact you for ages.”

			“I’ve had some…I’ve been sort of busy. Oh my, how you have turned into a lovely young woman. Goodness, your father must be proud of you.” Holly told her that he was. “We have to catch up, child. Why don’t you come out to the ranch and let’s see if you’ve forgotten any of the lessons that I taught you?”

			“I’m not even going to embarrass myself by showing you how little I’ve practiced. But I do want to talk to you. It’s about the bank.” They both looked up at the large imposing building. “I want to help you and your family. I’ve been looking into things for you and a lot of other ranches, and I think I can help you catch up.”

			“Oh dear, that’s very sweet of you, but I can handle them.” Holly was shaking her head. Georgie looked at her, then at the bank again, before continuing without looking back. “How did you find out?”

			“I’ve been…there are more farms going under than not. And when I had Mr. Clarke look into it, your name came across my desk. I can help. I want to help.” Georgie turned then, and she could see what it was costing her to tell her no. “Don’t do that. Don’t tell me no, Georgie. I want to help you. I told Dad about it this morning and he said that he wanted to help you as well. He said you were a good woman and had done so much for us that he wanted to help you as well.”

			“We’re nearly under, child. It would take a great deal more than your pen money to save us.” Holly nodded and told her she knew how much. “I can’t do that. I can’t let you use your money to help us. I’m not even sure…I don’t know if I’ll ever have the money to pay you back. And there is so much more than what we owe the bank. So much more.”

			“I know, Georgie. I know it all. I’ve been…let’s go and talk to the banker and get this part straightened out. Then we can go and have a nice lunch and talk about the rest of it.” Georgie looked like she wanted to say okay, but Holly just grabbed her arm and led her into the bank. “I have this great place in mind where they serve those little meatballs like my aunt used to make. You remember her? Aunt Caroline?”

			“Worst cook in five counties.” Holly laughed and said that was her. “I heard that she passed away recently. I’m sorry to hear about that.”

			“Me too. I miss her all the time.” Entering the bank together caused heads to turn. She knew it was because of her name, but thought very little else about what people thought of her. Usually it was good things, but there were a few, like the bank manager, that thought she should have been using his bank and not her father’s. It was one of many sore points that she and the banker exchanged harsh words over when they were together.

			They had to wait for fifty minutes. In that time not only had Mr. Clarke shown up, but also a few people from her office. Two of them left, but one, Sharon Guest, her personal assistant, stayed. Holly was talking to her dad when they were finally called back. Nigel was close to getting her dander up, as her aunt used to say, and he still might.

			“I’m not sure why you thought it necessary to bring someone with you, Miss Douglas, but I assure you that this is just about a done deal.” Holly gripped her hand when Georgie started to talk to the banker. “Here, Georgie; you just need to sign over the deed and we’ll take possession right away. Then all this fuss will be over with and you can find—”

			“I’m not going to sign anything. I’m here…I’d like to know the balance of what I owe.” Holly had told her to ask, and when he seemed to sputter about her question, Georgie asked him again. “The amount. Surely you know how much you think you’re going to foreclose on me with. I’d think if you don’t know it right off the top of your head, with all the extra time you had while you made us wait, I’d be afraid to put my money in a bank like yours.”

			“Well, it’s a good thing you don’t have any then, isn’t it? I have no idea what you think to gain by this show of temper, Miss Douglas, but if you’d just sign the papers, we can—”

			“She’s not signing the papers. I’m going to pay her debt off.” Mr. Rogers looked at Holly, then at Georgie. His burst of laughter made her pissed, but she held her temper as best she could. “And when I do pay this off, I’d like the deed turned over to us, please. Today. I have a notary waiting to mark it as paid in full.”

			“You think you can just come in here and pay off this debt like you own the place?” Holly nodded. That was exactly what she thought. “We want this property, and don’t think we don’t know about the others you’ve gone in to help as well. They’re going to be contacting you as soon as tomorrow that they’ve changed their minds. I will have all their deeds back by the end of the day.”

			“Not this one, you won’t. Either tell me how much the outstanding amount is, or I’ll call someone who will help me.” She had meant her dad, but he assumed the police and laughed at her when she stood up.

			“The police won’t do shit to help you. And sit your pretty ass down. Miss Douglas is going to do what she’s told or she’ll be out on her ass by tonight.” He shoved the file at Georgie. “It’s all marked. Sign it and get out of my bank. Riff raff like you should know better than to try and run your own farm. It’s a small wonder you were able to make it this long, but I want it over now.”

			The next few minutes were a blur of anger. Holly remembered picking up the wooden name placard on his deck and swinging it, but not much more than that. As she was tackled to the floor, her purse flying, she saw Sharon knocked back as well. Fuck, her dad was going to be pissed.

		

	
		
			Jace - Chapter 2

			Mason drove like a man possessed. He supposed that he was. He’d never been so angry in his entire life. That fucker had hurt his aunt. Mason glanced over at Jace when he told him to slow down.

			“If you kill us before we get there, Aunt Georgie is going to be even more pissed at us. She already said to not come down.” Mason huffed. “Well, that’s what she said. She said someone was coming to get them and she’d be home for dinner. Oh shit, I forgot to get out the hamburger before you tore me out of the kitchen. I’m blaming it all on you if she’s mad about that.”

			“Yeah, like any of us were going to wait at the house after that call.” Mason did lighten the pressure on the gas pedal. “Did she say anything else? Like what the hell the man had been thinking about, arresting her? Mother fuck, I hate that prick. Jones has been a pain in my ass since I went to ask him for a car loan ten years ago. Motherfucker is going to pay if she’s got a single hair out of place.”

			As soon as they pulled in front of the police station, Mason tried to calm his cat. Being a cougar had its advantages, but right now the only thing he could think of was shifting and going in and tearing the throat out of every one of the assholes. He looked at Jace when he laughed again. 

			“I’m thinking that if we do that, shift and go in on a killing spree, we’ll end up shot or worse yet, behind bars too. And the only bar I want to be around is one that serves cold beers. Not one with bars on the windows.” Mason stretched his neck as Jace continued. “I’m sure that it’s just a simple misunderstanding, and once we find out what it is, we can take her home.”

			“Sure it is.” Mason looked at the door as cops went in and out of the door. “That man on the phone, the one that called you a few minutes ago, what did he have to say about this?”

			“That Aunt Georgie and his client were arrested and taken to jail. He mentioned that his client was harmed but not how badly, and that her father was on his way.” A huge limo pulled up beside them and they both watched as the very well-dressed man went inside. “I’m assuming that’s someone for the bank.”

			Mason just nodded. They should go in, but he was almost afraid to. Not that he didn’t want to get his aunt, but he didn’t want to have to kill someone today. He’d already had a bad enough day as it was. When Jace got out of his truck, Mason followed. Might as well get it over with.

			The station was quiet. Not like there was no music playing in the background, but it was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. The well-dressed man was standing at the large window that he knew was the place to pay tickets and to get information, and he did not look any happier than the man behind the glass did. Mason had a feeling that the cop on the other side was glad for the bullet proof glass.

			“And if she had one single scratch on her that she didn’t have this morning when she left my house, either of the women, I will personally make your life a living hell. Do you understand me?” The jowls on the cop shook as he nodded. “Bring. Her. To. Me.”

			Mason might have laughed if he wasn’t concerned that the man would turn his wrath on him. The man had a serious temper and Mason was impressed. In fact, it made his cat sort of calm just listening to the man. When he did turn, he stared at Mason and Jace for several seconds before he put out his hand.

			“You’re the Douglas men, aren’t you?” Mason nodded, and Jace said yes. “You look like your father. Wonderful man, your dad. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about him and your mother.” They both shook his hand, and Mason realized he was human. 

			His voice was strong but no longer pissed. He spoke to them like he was their friend with neither of them having a clue, if the look on his brother’s face was any indication. Before he could ask him who he was and how he knew their parents, a cop came around the short gate and cleared his throat before speaking.

			“She said she won’t come out until you go back there and talk to her. She’s thinking that we’re lying to her. I don’t know why.” All three of them snorted, and Mason smiled. There was something about this man that he really liked. Jace moved closer to the cop and sniffed him. The cop backed away.

			“He’s not lying.” Mason nodded and noticed that the man did as well. “Whoever it is you’re waiting on won’t come out until you go back. And so you know, he smells like Aunt Georgie too.”

			“Georgie is back there as well? Damn it all to hell and back. Where are they? And you’ll take these men back with me as well.” Almost as soon as the words were out of the man’s mouth, they were headed to the cells. “My name is Palmer Snow. My daughter is the pigheaded one that is making demands.”

			“I heard you, Dad. I’m hurt, not deaf.” The voice came from deep within the cells. As they got closer to the end, Mason could smell blood. While not a lot of it, it was fresh. When Aunt Georgie stood up in front of the other woman on the tiny cot, he rushed forward. She started crying the moment she saw them.

			“I had no idea that was going to happen. He was angry the moment we told him we were there to pay off the loan.” Mason started to ask her what loan when she continued. “He just told me to shut up and sign the papers, like he was going to take the farm no matter what. Then he called me riff raff. Riff raff? Where did he get off calling me names? Then Holly hit him and…and…. I just don’t want to be here.”

			“Are you hurt?” She waved him off, and he could see the blood on her dress. “I’m going to get you out of here. I’m not sure how, but we’ll think of something.”

			“They’re both leaving.” He looked at Mr. Snow as he had the cop that had led them down here open the door. He rushed to the bundle on the seat and held her while he continued to speak. “I’ve had my lawyer pay the fines, and the banker is being taken care of as well.”

			He lifted the girl’s face up and Mason felt his cat stir. Had his aunt not touched her hand to his arm, he might have shifted. Christ, it looked like someone had taken a bat to her face. Mr. Snow was talking to the woman in his arms, and Mason could feel his anger like it was his own. But he was calm and never raised his voice as he soothed her. When they stood up she staggered slightly, and Mason moved to help her. Jace knocked him back.

			“Don’t touch her.” Mason nodded, not sure what was going on, but backed up another step. “Just…please don’t touch her. I’m having a hard enough time calming him because of her father. But fuck, it hurts.” 

			“Jace, look at me.” Jace growled low but watched the younger woman, ignoring their aunt. When she said his name again, harder this time, he finally turned. Mason could see how hard it was for his brother not to shift. “What are you feeling? Tell me how you feel about this woman.”

			Mason watched his brother struggle with conversation. His cat was nearly too close to the surface for him to tell the difference between the two of them. And Mason thought the cat was winning. Finally when he spoke, Mason didn’t know whether to laugh or…well, laugh.

			“She’s mine. My mate. I have never felt this way, but my cat knows what she is.” Aunt Georgie nodded and smiled. “It’s not funny. I want to fucking tear his throat out. Help me.”

			“Oh, there is no helping you now.” She looked at Mr. Snow and smiled. “Does she have a clue, Palmer? Any idea at all?”

			He shook his head and moved by them. Jace growled again, but Mr. Snow didn’t stop moving. Aunt Georgie touched his shoulder and the two of them spoke quietly. Mason turned his brother so he could no longer see the woman.

			“Take a deep breath.” Jace told him he couldn’t do that because all he could smell was her and her blood. “Good point. Maybe we should go outside. Get some fresh air.”

			“You’re not helping me.” Mason wanted to tell him he was trying, but he could see that Jace was beyond hearing him. “I have to shift. Help me outside and let me…I’m going to go for a run. Maybe that’ll get her out of my system.”

			Mason nodded, but he doubted that was going to help. As he half-dragged and half-carried his brother out of the station, he could only think of one thing. Christ, his brother had a mate. And someone had beaten the shit out of her.

			~*~

			Jace made it outside. The fresh air cleared his head of the scent of her blood, but not of the woman. His entire body hurt with the need to take her. And he was pretty sure it wasn’t just to take her from her dad. He wanted her. Now.

			Moving behind the jail, he stripped down as fast as he could and let his cat take him. The big animal was leaping toward the open field in front of him just as he heard Mason tell him he’d meet him at the Snow house.

			No fucking way. I’m going home. Mason laughed. It’s not funny. I’m not sure what the hell is going on, but I am not going to go near her again until I can get a handle on this. 

			Good luck with that. Jace wanted to turn and attack his brother but kept running. He was nearly to the river, the one that ran through his family’s land, when Mason spoke again. They’re taking her to the hospital. And by the way, her name is Holly. Holly Snow. Her dad is Palmer, as he told us, but he and Aunt Georgie have been friends since before Mom and Dad died. And like he said, he knew them.

			I’m sure they worked for him in some way, right? Mason told him not to be an ass. Then what? It’s not like they ran in the same social circles. What the hell kind of relationship did they have, if not employer and employee? We’re not in their league anymore than he is in ours. Face it, Mason, we’re the underdog here.

			Mom and his wife were school friends. And before you ask, if you were even going to, Holly is going to live. She’s got some pretty bad cuts on her, but she’s going to be fine. The banker, however, has some major bruising. Your little mate is a wild cat when she’s pissed. He growled and told him to shut up. Something else, Jace. The loan is paid off, as of now. So are the back taxes, as well as the feed mill, which I’d had no idea about. Mr. Snow said that he’s having it investigated, but in the meantime, things are paid across the board.

			Is this because he thinks he can buy me off about being her mate? I want you to tell him right now that I am not going to claim her for that reason. I don’t need charity. Mason laughed. This is not fucking funny, you prick. He’s going to tell me to stay away from her.

			And you just said you didn’t want her. So make up your mind. Jace lay down next to the fast-running river and closed his eyes. Holly was going to help Aunt Georgie out before you even came into the picture. The banker got all pissy about the fact that Holly was there with her, and Aunt Georgie was asking for the total loan amount. He only got worse when he was informed that the bill was being paid. According to Holly’s dad, she’s been helping other farms out for a few weeks now. She was trying to reach you today through a man named Clarke. Did he call you?

			Yes. This morning when I was on my way to work. I thought he was a bill collector. He was…does this man have a nasty cough? Mason said he did, and that he was dying from it. Cancer. I never called him back. There is probably a message on my phone from him.

			I can check if you want me to. But it would probably be more helpful if you were to come to the hospital. Holly is being checked in to keep an eye on her, and Aunt Georgie and I are going to have dinner with Mr. Snow and Clarke. The others are coming in as well. I’d very much like for you to be there. Jace said he’d be there. Thanks. And you should also know that Mr. Snow is aware of what we are. But Holly is not.

			What am I going to do with her? Mason didn’t answer. I’ve got nothing to offer a woman like her. Christ, Mason, she probably charges more on her credit card monthly than I make in an entire year. A woman like her will need a man with a fat bank account, as well as one of those jobs that pays more than seven figures a year. Just to keep up with her spending.

			Don’t be a snob. Jace didn’t feel like a snob so much as he felt like dirt. Less than dirt. Christ, she and her family owned nearly every building in town; and then some, he was sure. As he made his way to the house, he saw Darin and Logan coming out. Asking them to wait on him, he ran up to his room to change. It was going to be a long night, he knew.

			The restaurant was the nicest one in town, of course. Once they were seated, he felt like he should have taken better care with his appearance. His pants were worn but clean, of course, but he’d worn tennis shoes instead of dress ones. Aunt Georgie only stared at them and patted him a little too hard on the cheek. He knew he was in trouble. At least he’d put on a tie. Someone had handed Mason a tie when they entered.

			“I’m very glad that we’ve finally gotten together. It’s been a long time.” Jace said nothing as Snow addressed the table. He wondered how a person could simply go into a packed restaurant and suddenly be offered not only a seat right away, but a private room as well. “I’m glad that you were all able to come on such short notice. I’ve been…Holly has been working on this project for several months now. It wasn’t until she mentioned your family that I took an interest, I’m sorry to say.”

			“You want her to stop doing this, right?” The words were out before he could stop them, and the pain in his shin made him think he was in more trouble with his aunt than just from his attire. But he had something to say too. “I won’t touch your daughter, if that’s what this is about. I don’t think I could be a kept man anymore than she could lower herself to my level.”

			Snow laughed. Not a little, but a hardy laugh that made Jace want to join him. When he stopped and looked around the table, Jace was embarrassed, a feeling he hated almost as much as he did being made fun of.

			“If you don’t want my daughter in your life, Jace, then it will be your loss. And to think that I could rule her in any way…well, I learned a long time ago that if she wants it, no matter how big, she’ll get it. And not from my money either. She’s done very well for herself.” Snow picked up his glass and stared at it before looking at him again. “As for you being a kept man? I’m not really sure where you got an idea like that, but I will tell you that I was dirt poor when I met her mother, poorer than you are right now. And I never felt anything but her love. And if she would ‘lower herself to your level,’ as you put it, she’d do it because she wanted to, not because she felt like she was obligated to.”

			“Mr. Snow, I don’t need a mate in my life. We can barely keep a roof over our heads, much less try to keep up with what is no doubt a large spending habit.” The man stood up, and so did Jace. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I was just going to tell you that my daughter’s spending habit is her business. She has, as I’ve said to you, done very well for herself. All the money that went to buying the farms that were in worse shape than yours was her own money…money that she earned or inherited from her mother and aunt. I didn’t offer her a dime until today. And had I known that your family was in such trouble, I would never have let it get that far. I owe the Douglas family more than I’ll ever be able to repay.” Jace started to ask him why, but the wait staff came in with menus and began taking orders. By the time they were gone, Jace saw that Snow and his aunt were having a good time, and decided that it really didn’t matter what he thought of her or her money. He just couldn’t afford to be her mate. 

			Dinner wasn’t a loud affair, but it was enjoyable. He even loosened up enough to laugh with his family for a bit, forgetting all about the woman and her claim on him. Jace was in the car with Mason when he finally loosened his tie. He glanced at his big brother when he laughed.

			“You are so in the shit house right now.” He knew that too. His aunt wasn’t a mean woman—in fact, she was the nicest person he’d ever known—but when she was unhappy…Christ, she could make him feel about an inch tall. And he knew that he’d embarrassed her a great deal tonight.

			“I have a right to voice my opinion.” Yeah, he thought, he could, just not in public. “Besides, I bet once Snow thinks about it, he’ll see that I’m not a match for his kid. For all I know, she might be a real bitch and we won’t even like each other.”

			“You mean a ‘like you were tonight’ kind of bitch?” Jace ignored his brother, hoping that he’d just shut up. “From what Clarke was saying, she’s not only one of the sweetest people he’s ever had the pleasure of working for, but she’s smart and has her head on straight. Now that I think about it, you are completely unsuited for her. She’s way better than you’ll ever be.”

			“Fuck off.” Jace leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. He refused to rise to the bait of his brother’s taunting. Instead, he tried to think of all the shit he had to do tomorrow before work. First and foremost, he had to find a place to live. Staying at the house, one that she owned, was not going to be an option.

			As soon as he got home, he went out onto the deck. The cows were mooing, and the bright moon made them easy to see. Cougars having cows was an oddity, but they had made it work. Their parents had raised the first few from calves, getting them used to having cougars around them, and after that it had become easier. And when they had to restock the herd, they simply got young ones so as not to have to train older ones to not only get used to the scent they gave off, but also to their way of raising cattle. It had worked for them all. Jace looked out over the field toward town.

			Before he could think about what he was doing, he got into his truck and headed toward the hospital. He kept telling himself that he was only going to check on her, not talk to her, and certainly no touching. He charmed a nurse into letting him go to Miss Snow’s room, and he stood near her bed. 

			His cat wasn’t happy with her injuries. There were stitches in her forehead and her lip was swollen. Her left eye was also swollen shut, and he could see that there was a wrap around her arm. Not moving any closer to the bed or her, he opened his mouth to take more of her scent in. The smell of her was enough to make him slightly dizzy. Holding onto the bottom of the bed, he watched her sleep. As quietly as he could, he told her what was going on.

			“I’m not much of a man. Tonight I insulted your father and you. Not a good start if there was going to be one.” He nodded when she didn’t move. “I don’t know what to do with you. I mean, I’m pretty sure we’re going to have lots of sex, but that’ll not be enough after a while. I’ll want you in ways that proper young women like you aren’t supposed to think of.”

			Just the thought of some of the ways he’d like to take her made his cock stretch in his pants. Thinking about them, all the ways he could take her, his cougar could take her, made him bolder. Rubbing his hand over his cock, wanting to free it but knowing it was a bad idea, he talked to her. Christ, it was that or he was going to crawl into bed with an injured woman and take her.

			“I would love to bend you over this bed and fuck you from behind. Spank that ass of yours until it’s bright red and burning. Then I’d want to slide my fingers into your pussy and over your hard clit.” He was shaking with the need to free his cock and he did, fisting himself while he thought of her naked under him. “Christ, I’ve never even touched you, and all I can think about is fucking you.”

			He held onto her bed while he lost himself in thinking of her. When his balls tightened up to his body, he grabbed her sheet to hold over him when he came. As he tried his best not to howl, not to announce to the world that he was coming, he felt his cock empty and his need for her spike. As he finished, his cock still hard as stone, he noticed that several sprays of his cum had fallen on her leg. He watched it as it slipped down her creamy leg to the bed, and knew he was so fucked right now. But it did little to lessen the fact that he wanted her more now than he had before.

		

	
		
			Jace - Chapter 3

			Holly woke to the sound of shuffling shoes. She had no idea where she was for a few moments, and lay there trying to think. When the smell of hospital came to her, she sat up and looked around. She smiled when she saw her dad asleep in the chair.

			She felt like she’d been beaten up, which she supposed was right since that was just what had happened. But she was proud of herself for getting in a few licks of her own. The fucking bastard had started it. When her dad cleared his throat, Holly blushed.

			“You’ve been busy.” He sat up as he stretched and smiled at her. She wanted to tell him she was sorry for it, but really, she wasn’t. Not even close. “Rogers isn’t pressing charges. Nor is the bank for breaking his desk.”

			“I didn’t have anything to do with his desk. He might consider getting a better made one if he’s going to land on it next time. He is a fat prig.” Her dad laughed and she sat up better in the bed. “I’m really sorry that you had to miss your meetings to come and bail me out. I appreciate it, but I’m sorry.”

			“It was fun, actually. And I had dinner with the Douglas family. It’s been a long time since I’ve talked with and enjoyed a woman that doesn’t beat her idea into someone’s head.” She frowned at him. “I’m kidding, love. Really I am.”

			“Poor Georgie. She was so upset. I was hurting, but she seemed to know I was trying to hide it from her.” She leaned back on the bed. “When can I get out of here? I have a lot of stuff to do. And I have three meetings today with ranchers.”

			“You have to take it easy for a couple of days.” She was shaking her head even as he continued. “Honey, you were beaten up pretty well. Just reschedule them for next week when you’ll feel much better.”

			“I can’t do that anymore than you could. I have to meet with the ranchers. I think…what if I told you that the bank is still telling them that they’re going to be foreclosed on?” He asked her which one. “The one next to the Double Deuce, Georgie’s ranch.”

			“The Madison Ranch?” She nodded at his question. “I thought that was one of the first one’s you got taken care of. What the hell is he pulling over there? And so you know, I’ve done a little digging myself on the feed mill. The Double Deuce is not the only one that has a higher bill than they should. There are five more.”

			“I wondered about that. Georgie said her nephews do most of the buying, and they’d never order more stock than they could use. And she was looking over the list of things she’d purchased that was in the file. She said that she couldn’t remember buying any fencing, but she’d ask one of her nephews about it.” Holly moved off the bed and started for the bathroom as she told her dad what else had been said. “Rogers said that they wanted the property and that the other ranchers that I’ve helped would be changing their mind by the end of the day. I guess that would have been yesterday. Anyway, he said he’d have their deeds back. What do you suppose that means?”

			If her dad answered her, she didn’t hear him. She’d gone into the bathroom to change and the light was equipped with a nice, loud fan. She could barely hear herself, much less someone on the other side of the door. Avoiding looking in the mirror was difficult, and after she put on her clothing, she did look. 

			“Christ. No wonder he wants me to rest a few days.” Turning her face to the right then left didn’t improve things overly much. So pulling her hair up into a pony tail, she stepped out into her room. The man standing there was…good lord, he was scrumptious. 

			“Holly, this is Mr. Mason Douglas. He’s one of Georgie’s nephews. She asked him to come around to make sure you were all right and to help you with the list she gave you.” Holly glanced at her dad, then at the man again. She was going to have to work with him?

			“Miss Snow.” He actually tipped his hat at her, and she wanted to drop to her knees and beg him to do it again. “I’m sort of the purchase guy. The others bring me what they need and I’m the one that sees where I can get the best price. Jace and Gerard do most of the equipment list. Logan keeps up with repair items. Darin and Zach are in charge of husbandry.”

			“There are six of you?” Her voice sort of squeaked and she flushed. “Sorry. I’ve been…hurt.”

			It sounded lame even to her ears. But holy Christ, six of them looking like this guy was going to overload her senses. She decided that Mr. Clarke was going to deal with these guys. There would be no way she’d be able to get a lick of work done if they were…she wondered if any of them would be shirtless, and had to stop that train of thought right then and there. She looked at Mason when he gave a little laugh.

			“I’m going home to rest. For a few days. Alone.” She snapped her mouth closed when her dad looked at her oddly. “I’ll be at home resting. If you want to go over the list…perhaps it would be best if you called Mr. Clarke. He’s…he’s….”

			“I understand.” Did he? Because she wasn’t sure she did. When Mason nodded to her she thought the relief should have been just a little more. But when he spoke again, she wanted to whimper. “But I’m not going to have time this morning anyway. Jace, my brother, is going to help you. Mr. Clarke doesn’t know it as well as you do. He told us last night.”

			“At dinner,” her dad clarified. “Remember, we had dinner together. And I’d forgotten about Clarke having that thing today.” 

			“Thing?” Her dad nodded and turned from her. Holly had a feeling she was being had but wasn’t sure why. Her dad had never lied to her before, but she had a feeling that was exactly what was going on. And Mason, for whatever reason, was in on it. “This Jace person, he’s only in charge of equipment. What does that mean for me?”

			The smile on Mason’s face was mirrored on her dad’s, and for some strange reason she felt the need to blush hotly. When Mason only nodded and tipped his hat at her, she returned the nod, still extremely confused. Maybe it was her injury, but she felt out of sorts.

			It took the doctor another ten minutes to come in and release her. He gave her strict orders not to do any driving for two days, and to see her own doctor in a week. She just needed to get out. The walls felt like they were closing in, and she wanted to scream at both the men. By the time she was buckled in the car, she had an appointment with Jace.

			“And you say he can answer my questions?” Mason nodded and grinned again. “What the hell is going on? Why are you acting like you have the best kept secret in the world and I’m going to be the butt of it?”

			“No secrets from me, Holly. As for you being the butt…well, ma’am, you’re going to have to wait and talk to Jace about that one.” The urge to smack him was great. And even more so, she didn’t believe the good old boy thing he was doing anymore than she believed there was nothing going on. They were being too weird.

			By the time she was home, she felt like she’d been run through a wringer. Her body hurt and her head was pounding. Her dad didn’t even ask her but led her up the stairs to her room and had Sally, her maid, come in and help her get into bed. She thought maybe she was asleep before the lights were turned off. 

			~*~

			“You’re doing this on purpose. You think that you can get me around her and I’ll…I’ll do something stupid.” Mason snorted and Jace crossed his arms over his chest to wait. “I’m not caving.”

			“I have an appointment with her too. All of us do. Each of us have to help her figure out what we’ve purchased at the mill, and I don’t know the entire list.” Jace didn’t believe that either. His brother could remember what he’d bought for his first girlfriend way back in kindergarten. He more than likely still had the receipt too.

			“You have a file cabinet that is in more order than my sock drawer. You keep every receipt we get, have them filed, copied, and scanned into the computer that is backed up onto a thumb drive and a disc. You even have a ledger that has this neat row of numbers that you always add up and balance daily. What the fuck do you think I’m going to be able to tell her that you couldn’t?” Mason climbed up on the fence and sat on it next to him. Jace was still trying to come to terms with having a mate, and they were trying to throw them together. 

			“She smells like you.” Jace felt his body heat up. Not just in embarrassment, but in need as well. He wanted her, there was no doubt about it, but more than that, his cat wanted her as well. “Where did you go last night after you left the house?”

			“I didn’t mean to do it.” Mason didn’t say anything. “I only went there to see her. To…I guess to check up on her. And there she was. I wanted her. Worse than I ever wanted a woman before. And not…I’ve been trying to reason with my cat all day. But he wants her too. To taste her. Jerking off on her was a mistake.” Mason laughed. Hard and long. He had to hold tightly onto the fencing or fall off, his mirth was so great. Jace had the most incredible urge to not just knock him off but to stomp his ass too while he was down. But it wasn’t Mason’s fault, and getting the shit beat out of him—and there was no doubt to Jace that he would—would only make him madder and no closer to being finished with Holly.

			“You’re fucked. I mean really well and truly fucked.” Jace nodded and said nothing more as his brother continued. “Palmer is pushing you two together as well. He wants her happy. And there is this…I’m not sure you want to hear this, but there is this other guy sort of stalking her.” 

			“Stalking her? I don’t understand. He’s not hurt her, has he? Of course not. Had he, there would no longer be a problem, would there? Why hasn’t she done…or her father done anything about him?” Jace tried to think how he could help, then thought of something else. “He’s not dangerous, is he?”

			“So far, no. But you know how those kinds of men are.” He did. His friend from high school had had a guy from town stalking her. He was a good deal older than any of them, but he’d wanted Anna to be his. That had not ended well, for either him or Anna. “I think she needs to be made aware of how this could go, or someone has to talk with the guy. But Palmer said she can handle it.”

			“Is this why you’re shoving us together?” Mason said it was some of it. “What else? Do you think I need to take her as my mate? Mason, look where we live and where she lives. I don’t mean to sound snobbish, but damn it, she is rich enough to buy us out. And she did.”

			“She paid our bills and has a contract with Aunt Georgie to pay it all back. Before you ask, yes, we had someone look it over. The person who benefits the most is us. The only thing we have to do is give her first refusal if we decide to sell.” Jace had heard that from his aunt. “Also, she and her dad are really looking into these charges, not just the bank but others as well. The mill said we owed them over forty grand. There is no way we owe that much. It wasn’t until a few years ago that we started falling behind.”

			Right around the time that the taxes had come due and they’d been told that they were four times what they normally paid. It nearly bankrupted them, and as the years went by and the taxes kept rising, they got more and more behind.

			“I’ve got a lead on some cattle.” Mason asked him where. “The Carter farm. They’re selling out. While the cattle are older and not used to us, we might be able to make it work out. It’s over five hundred head. Good milking cows.”

			“That’ll put our herd up to around a thousand. That means more grain, more vet calls…I’m not sure.” Jace nodded. He’d figured that his brother would say that. “How much?”

			“Eight cents on the dollar.” Mason asked him to repeat it. “You heard me. I told you they want to sell. They’re behind on things too, and I think the bank is hurting them as well. Not as badly as us, but they are giving up. The land is up for sale too. They’re giving us the rights first if we want to purchase it.”

			“We can’t do that. Not now.” Jace also knew that was true. But he was thinking about asking Palmer. The man had said last night that he was looking to invest more. “I wish we could. You do know that was part of the family land when Grandma and Grandpa came out here.”

			“I know.” He looked out over the cattle grazing in the deep field. “I want to run it. I mean…the land butts up to this ranch, right? I could run the cattle there and help here. There’s a nice house there too. Might take Darin with me and lessen the strain on this house. Aunt Georgie was right, we should have moved out long ago.”

			“How will you swing…Palmer?” Jace nodded. “That’ll be a big investment on his part even at the lower cost. What do you have to trade him for?”

			He thought his brother was going to tell him to take the daughter and he’d be set, but that’s not what he wanted. And when Mason didn’t suggest it, he felt reasonably better about what he needed to say.

			“I’m not a prize. I don’t have any money, nothing of my own. And I’m pretty sure that even if I could make a go at this, I’m just a dirt poor rancher that will never be able to support his daughter in the style that she lives now. I was thinking….” He looked out again instead of at Mason. “I was thinking that if he lent me the money, I’d guarantee that I’d never bother his little girl again.”

			“You think he wants that?” Jace nodded. “I don’t. And you heard him last night. When he married Holly’s mom, he didn’t have as much as we do. I think you’re dead wrong on that.”

			The dinner bell gonged behind them. Jace leapt off the fence and waited for Mason to get down and come with him. He had a plan worked out in his head, and no matter what Mason or Palmer said he knew that Holly would never stoop to living with a man like him. No matter if they were mates or not.

			“I would like for you to go and give her your part of the billing. I’m serious when I tell you that we have to get this resolved. If not for us, then the other ranches around. All you have to do is give her an accounting of what you’ve spent and how much of it was charged.” Jace was nodding before he could think of a way out of it. “Good. This afternoon. I know you have the day off, and since the milker on line two is down, Logan can work on it without the two of you getting into trouble.”

			Jace grinned. “But getting into trouble with Logan is what I live for. He’s so…you know how he is when he gets irritated. And I have so much to get on his nerves about. We love to get into trouble. You know that.”

			“I do. And that’s why I’m sending you away.” Jace only laughed. He’d have to get his digs into his brother before he left. It might make him smile on an otherwise dreary day. “Jace? Are you going to behave yourself?”

			“Of course I am.” But as soon as he entered the house to eat, he noticed that not only was Logan missing, but so was Gerard. The milker wasn’t the only thing that was down.

			They had one hundred stalls that could milk all their cows in less than two hours; when they were all working, that was. Lately it had been an uphill battle to get even half of them working, and those generally had to be fiddled with for a bit to make them cooperate. They couldn’t find the parts anymore because of things being so old, and even when they could purchase them, they were so expensive that they rarely got anything but more problems. If things didn’t change soon, they’d be selling their cattle for less than eight cents on the dollar, if the bank didn’t try and take the ranch again. 

			The teat-cups, or a shell and liner device, did all the work. They were attached to each of the teats on a cow and “milked” them. Each cup was attached to a milk tube, a pulse tube, and a pulsator…a vacuum pump or a blower. A recorder jar, or a milk meter, kept track of how much each cow gave daily. They didn’t have the fancy computer system to measure and record each cow’s production, and as much trouble as they were having with the machine they had, Jace doubted they’d be able to afford that any time soon. As the
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