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      As Zane Carlyle rolled off of her and patted her leg, Winnie Thorne experienced a keen sense of disappointment. The sex between them had been godawful. The guy possessed nine inches of what should be a pure-pleasure stick, yet he didn’t know how to wield it.

      “Was it good for you, Win?” he asked with the cockiness of a well-endowed twenty-one-year-old. Apparently, one who thought he was a sex god because of what he’d been blessed with.

      “Not so much,” she muttered.

      His sandy-blond head whipped up from the grassy bed it had been resting on. “What?”

      “Not so much.” Winnie was nothing if not honest. “I’m damned disappointed if you want the truth. All that bragging and that glorious glimpse I had when—well, never mind about that—but still, total disappointment, dude.”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” he demanded, rolling away and yanking on his jeans.

      “Zane, don’t take this the wrong way, but you couldn’t find a g-spot if you had a map.” Laughter bubbled up, and she swallowed a giggle at his outrage. “And for future reference, you might want to make sure your partner gets off. First would be nice, but women are happy to get off in general.”

      His pale-faced shock gave her a twinge of remorse for her brutal honesty. Perhaps she should have tempered it. Guys had delicate egos. She laid a comforting hand on his arm only to have him jerk out of her reach.

      “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings. I’m only trying to give you a heads up for the next time you have sex,” she said.

      “I can’t believe this!” Zane pulled his shirt over his hard, muscular chest in quick, spastic movements.

      Covering up all that beauty was a shame. From the time Winnie was old enough to have such thoughts, she’d always admired his physique.

      He’d topped six feet back in high school and seemed to still be gaining ground. Currently standing at about six-three, Zane was imposing in height and build. Hours of farm work and physical exertion—lifting hay and bags of feed, exercising horses in addition to his spot as captain of his college swim team—had built muscle upon muscle.

      “You’re the only woman who’s ever complained. Perhaps you’re the terrible lay,” he sneered.

      She winced then sighed in resignation. Yep, it was always the woman’s fault when a guy didn’t know the intricacies of good sex, never mind great sex, which was rare with any guy in general to her understanding. Other women talked. And based on her limited knowledge, it was an extraordinary man who took time to learn erogenous zones and put that knowledge to good use in fantastic foreplay.

      “Yeah, that’s it. I’m the terrible lay. It’s all on me.” She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Sorry you drew the short straw.”

      “I should’ve remembered your only goal in life is to be a ball-buster to every guy you meet.”

      She frowned. Where the hell had that come from? Since when was she a ball-buster? “Now that’s just a blatant lie. Almost as blatant as the lie where you claimed this was going to be the best night of my life.”

      His scowl darkened considerably.

      She could almost feel the black rage radiating off him. Winnie took a step back, worried he might strike her. After all, she didn’t really know him other than by reputation and a sprinkling of dates.

      “Christ, this was the biggest mistake of my life. I wish I’d never asked you out. If I could go back to the second before I bumped into you in the grocery store, I’d go down a different aisle.”

      She hadn’t expected his words to cut so deeply. Perhaps because she’d been dreaming about doing the deed with Zane since high school when she’d cloaked herself in magic and snuck into the locker room to watch him shower. Never had there been a more erotic sight. The water had glided over every sinewy plane of his body that she’d longed to follow with her hands. Since that day, he’d been her secret fantasy. But wasn’t that the problem with fantasies and daydreams? The reality was always worse.

      “And tell me, how much experience do you have anyway? Must be quite a lot to compare to if you thought what we did was so terrible.” His tone was as ugly as his words.

      And the insults kept coming. Not immune to hurt, Winnie struggled to remember that he lashed out because she’d disparaged his prowess.

      “To think, I’ve always thought you might be the normal sister,” he said with a scornful look.

      Her back went up.

      People could say what they wanted about her, but her family was off limits.

      Her rage fueled the magical power contained within her body. The nucleus of her cells fired up, making her insides feel like a volcano ready to blow. How she contained her desire to turn him into a slug was beyond her own comprehension.

      “You wish we’d never gotten together?” she asked with cold fury.

      “Yes,” he spat.

      She stepped up to where he stood. “Done,” she snarled.

      Hands shaking, Winnie fastened the buttons of her blouse as she left the clearing and headed through the woods, toward her home. Today had been a massive mistake, but she intended to rectify that as soon as she got to the attic of their house. There had to be a spell in the family grimoire to wipe this day from existence.

      “And, Win?” Zane called.

      She spun back to glare at him across the distance. “What?”

      “When you realize what you could’ve had, don’t bother calling me. I won’t pick up.”

      Without bothering to answer, she fled. As she ran through the woods, a sob caught in her throat. Goddess, if there was a way to make him forget, she’d make it happen.

      Once she’d reached home, she jogged up the steps and headed straight for the Thorne spell book. As she thumbed through the pages, she happened upon what she’d been looking for and tapped the page. “This should work nicely.”

      “What should?” A statuesque blonde woman appeared in the doorway and caused Winnie to scream. “Why are you so jumpy, child? Are you up to no good?”

      “No, Aunt GiGi. I… well, you…” Winnie detected amusement in the other woman’s bright violet-blue eyes. “Okay, I was up to no good.”

      “Wonderful!” GiGi clapped her hands. “How can I help?”

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to do things for personal gain? Why would you want to help me?”

      “Are you gaining anything from the spell you’re intending to cast?”

      “Not me personally. I was going to wipe Zane’s memory.”

      Perfectly arched brows shot up, and her aunt silently studied her.

      Sweat pooled under Winnie’s breasts and in the small of her back. No way she could bluff her way out of this one. She went with the truth. “Zane said he wished he’d never asked me out.”

      “You’ve only been out four times. It’s a little early for a lover’s spat.”

      “We, um, we… today, we decided to… um…”

      “Are you trying to find a way to say you had sex with the boy?”

      “Yes,” she expelled on an exhaled breath.

      GiGi smoothed a hand over Winnie’s hair. “While young, you are both consenting adults.”

      Winnie screwed up her face.

      Tone hard, GiGi asked, “It was consensual, correct?”

      “I didn’t put a spell on him to do me if that’s what you’re asking!” Winnie retorted.

      GiGi lost the cool composure she’d always worn like a cloak about her. Tears streamed from eyes crinkled with laughter. The sound of her merriment echoed off the wooden rafters. When she could finally draw a breath, she said, “I was talking about him forcing you, child. Not the other way around.”

      Heat flooded Winnie’s face, and she ducked her head. Uh, yeah, maybe her mind had gone there because plenty of times over the last four years she’d thought of conjuring a spell to attract Zane’s notice.

      “You liked this boy, didn’t you?” GiGi asked. The humor was replaced by a gentle understanding.

      Tears stung Winnie’s eyes. “I thought I loved him. But he wasn’t who I thought he was.”

      Her aunt heaved a heavy sigh full of understanding. “They never are, dear. Show me the spell you intend to use to wipe his memory.”
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      Zane continued to pace the clearing long after Winnie ran away. Man, he’d screwed up. Because he cared what she thought, because he’d wanted the sex between them to be off the charts, he’d had an adverse reaction to her honesty.

      The act itself had been sadly lacking on his part. He couldn’t hold on once inside her warm, tight passage. As a result, he’d come without getting her off. The person Zane most wanted to satisfy was the one person he hadn’t. Normally, he was a considerate lover.

      He also regretted saying Winnie was easy. She’d told him he was only the second guy she’d been with, and he believed her. But after his poor performance, he’d hoped that, in her innocence, she wouldn’t know any better. That she’d be happy with his pathetic sex.

      Her words had stung his pride. Mainly because he’d intended to make it up to her when he caught his breath. She hadn’t given him a chance.

      Zane scrubbed his face with his palms. He needed to apologize. Winnie didn’t deserve his ugliness. Maybe if he confessed he hadn’t lasted because the feel of her combined with the sight of her beautiful, taut body had him ejaculating faster than he could blink, she’d understand.

      A scrap of material caught his eye. He bent to pick up the lacy thong, the exact color of her ice-blue eyes. He intended to keep the little triangle of material. It would be his private trophy to take out when no one was around. It would help him remember and savor the delicious feel of her in his arms. With a quick check of the area, he stuffed her panties into the inside pocket of his jacket.

      As he took a step in the direction of the Thorne estate, a wave of dizziness struck. He balanced himself with a hand against the closest tree.

      What the hell was that?

      He shook his head and straightened.

      Another step brought another wave of dizziness.

      After five more steps, he forgot why he was heading toward the property bordering his family’s.

      He spun about. Why the hell had he entered the woods?

      The world started to whirl, and he collapsed on his ass. Bile rose up into the back of his throat, and he expelled the contents of his lunch next to the old oak where he’d carved his and Winnie’s initials after their first date.

      Winnie. He needed to remember something about Winnie.

      Zane raised a shaky hand to his brow.

      Like a kaleidoscope of reverse images, the day’s events replayed backward in his mind, each memory blurred and faded into obscurity. Fear clawed at his insides and ripped him up as, one by one, the last two weeks disappeared from his mind.

      A half hour had passed before he could gather the strength to stand. He glanced around the woods, worried as to why he might be out here to begin with.

      A marking in the bark of a nearby tree snagged his attention. Zane staggered over to the mighty oak and traced the letters there. Who had carved his and Winnie’s initials? Was this his cousins’ idea of a joke? Had they drugged him and done this, knowing he had the major hots for Winnie Thorne?

      “If you fuckers are out there, I swear I’m going to kick your asses!” he hollered.

      Not even a rustle of leaves answered him.

      “Coop? Keat?”

      Nothing.

      His eyes returned to the initials surrounded by a heart. The tickling in the front of his brain worried him. It was as if his mind struggled to recall something. But what?
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      The sign read, Zane Carlyle, Attorney at Law.

      Well, if that wasn’t a clear indication Zane had returned to town and planned to stay, Winnie didn’t know what was.

      Working up her nerve, she pulled open the door and stepped into the small reception area. A perky redhead sat behind a chrome and glass desk. It appeared to be the only piece of furniture Zane had updated so far, probably the only modern thing this musty, old office had seen in close to fifty years.

      Before either woman could speak, Zane came from his office with his headful of pale, sun-bleached hair buried in a file. He maintained a longer style that made Winnie heave an internal sigh. Something about the way his hair fell just so over his brow made her want to run her fingers through those glorious locks.

      “Penny, get me McMasters on the line. He…” Whatever else he’d intended to say was lost when he saw her. “Winnie.”

      His gaze swept her jean-clad form and lingered on her breasts before he frowned and busied himself with his file. “Uh, what are you… can I… is there something I can help you with?”

      If she didn’t know better, she’d say she’d flustered him. A quick glance at his assistant told Winnie that Penny found his behavior odd as well.

      “It’s my understanding that you are taking over Mr. Peterson’s clientele.” She shrugged and threw up her hands. “I was one of his clients.”

      Zane pinched his nose as if the idea of working with her was bothersome to him. “I see.”

      A frisson of hurt ran through her, but she shoved it aside. He wouldn’t be the only person in Leiper’s Fork to find the idea of doing business with her abhorrent.

      “Look, if it’s a problem, I can see about hiring an attorney out of Nashville. It’s no big deal.”

      “It’s no problem,” he said sharply as he rushed forward and tossed the file folder down on the desk. “Or it shouldn’t be. Peterson’s filing system left a lot to be desired. Penny and I are still trying to find a client list.”

      In the two times Winnie had visited the law firm of Peterson & Peterson, she’d noted the stacks of boxes lining the walls. She’d assumed Robert Peterson had been in the middle of organizing, but perhaps she’d been too generous in her thoughts.

      “I have a few minutes now, if there was something specific you wished to address.”

      “I don’t want to take you away from…” Winnie gestured to the file folder and noted Penny observing the two of them with avid interest.

      “He’s got nothing on his schedule for another thirty minutes,” Perky Penny provided.

      Zane took hold of Winnie’s arm.

      The resulting zing of electricity startled them both.

      As he stared down where his hand clasped her elbow, he frowned. “Have we ever…?” With a shake of his head and a bemused smile, he said, “Forget it.”

      Winnie was shaken down to her pinky toes. The only time he’d ever grasped her arm was to help her from the car on their first date—eight years ago. He shouldn’t have even a shadow of a memory from that time. First chance she had, she would consult with Aunt GiGi. Maybe spells had a shelf life, and if that was the case, she was in deep doo-doo.

      “I was just about to grab lunch. Care to join me?” he asked.

      His sunny smile chilled her and made her uncomfortable. They’d been here before. But at that time, she’d been foolish enough to believe he was after something more than a quick, unsatisfying lay. For his sake, she hoped, after all this time, he’d improved in the sex department.

      Winnie offered a tight, polite smile in return. “I don’t want to keep you from your lunch. I can return another time.”

      “I’m only running right next door to Monica’s Cafe for soup and a sandwich, but I’d love the company.”

      How could she refuse without sounding churlish? She must’ve hesitated too long because all his open friendliness disappeared.

      “You know what, it’s okay. Penny can schedule an appointment for when it’s convenient for you.” He picked up the McMaster’s file and tapped it on his opposite hand. “Let her know what you require.”

      Until he rescinded the invitation, Winnie hadn’t realized how much she wanted to spend time with him. She’d gone for eight years effectively suppressing all thoughts of Zane and how he’d made her feel leading up to that horrible day in the clearing; treasured and wanted. Something she hadn’t felt since then and hadn’t realized she missed until now.

      “Okay,” she blurted.

      “Fine. Just give her your number and⁠—”

      “No. I mean, okay, I’d like to have lunch with you.”

      The intensity in his dark, chocolatey eyes sharpened—became deeper—as they studied her. It seemed as if he concentrated on memorizing her features. A bright, engaging grin burst across his face and stunned her into silence. “Awesome.”

      She wanted to bask in the warmth of his wide smile. If there was one thing she remembered about him, it was that Zane hadn’t met a stranger. One and all took to his open, cheerful personality, herself included.

      “Have you had Monica’s tomato basil soup? No? You’re in for a treat.” He directed the wattage of his smile at Penny. “Should we bring something back for you?”

      “Cheesecake.”

      “You have to eat something more substantial than dessert, Pen.”

      Penny shrugged and laughed. “You know my motto.”

      “Life’s uncertain; eat dessert first,” Zane and Penny quoted in unison.

      Zane sighed his disgust. “I tried.”

      “And I love you for it. Best Boss Award goes to…” She tapped out a drum roll, smiled, and turned back to the monitor in front of her. “Well, look at that. Your next appointment canceled. Take your time, kids.”

      Penny couldn’t have been more than twenty-three or four in Winnie’s assessment. Her use of the term “kids” caused both Winnie and Zane to roll their eyes and chuckle, as she’d no doubt intended.

      After Zane and Winnie were ensconced in a booth at Monica’s Cafe, he spoke. “It’s been a long time.”

      “It has,” she agreed as she fiddled with the edge of the worn menu.

      He ducked and captured her eyes with his inquiring gaze. “You seem nervous. Do I make you nervous, Winnie?”

      Goddess, yes!

      But she didn’t dare tell him. She’d learned her lesson about telling men the truth the day in the meadow.

      “Do you intend to split your time between here and Nashville, or are you back in Leiper’s Fork permanently?” she politely asked in an effort to avoid his question altogether.

      His lips twitched. “I’m here permanently. Are you seeing anyone?”

      The speed and bluntness of his question stole her breath away. He couldn’t be serious, and yet, the determined glint in his eye said his interest was genuine.

      If she lied, he’d find out the truth. The size of their town didn’t allow for secrets, minus the one major secret the Thornes had managed to keep hidden for a few centuries.

      “No.”

      “Excellent.”

      Her eyes darted around the crowded room as she looked for an escape. No way did she intend to have a repeat of their aborted romance. She needed an excuse—STAT!

      “I definitely make you nervous,” he teased. “The next logical question would be why?”

      “Not at all. I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Odd. The Winnie I used to know as a kid never lied.”

      Irritation spiked her temper. Who was he to determine if she was lying or not? “You want the truth? Fine. I get the impression you are deciding whether to ask me out or not. Don’t bother. I’m not interested.”

      A twinkle lit his eyes. “Is that so?”

      She jerked her chin up. “Yes.”

      “Like I said, the Winnie I used to know never lied.” He surveyed the menu. “What looks good?”

      

      Zane could feel Winnie’s anger as she sat and simmered.

      Once, the thought of angering Winnie would’ve had him bending over backwards to soothe her ruffled feathers. Now, her temper amused him. Picking a fight went against his nature. Other than the courtroom, where he relished a battle of wits, he preferred peace and an easy existence.

      Yet the way Winnie’s icy-blue gaze darkened to smoke made him wonder what other emotion might cause the unusual change in eye color. Passion?

      As he fantasized about kissing her delicate mouth and running his hands over her creamy skin, Zane’s focus on the menu morphed into an image of him and Winnie naked in the grass. He could almost hear the crinkle of autumn leaves beneath the purple blanket they lay upon. Her long black hair a halo around her as he pumped into her tight, hot body.

      Sweat beaded on his brow, and he shifted in his seat. A surge of desire hit him below the belt. Where the hell had that vision come from? He could almost smell the musky scent of sex in the air.

      “Are you all right, Zane?” Her husky voice only fueled his need.

      Heat started on his neck and worked its way up, adding color to his face and highlighting his cheekbones. “Uh, yeah. I think I’ll have the tomato soup and grilled cheese combo. How about you?”

      He nearly smacked himself on the forehead. Damned if he didn’t sound inane. But whenever she turned those probing eyes in his direction, he would lose his train of thought and get lost in her gaze.

      “Sounds good. I’ll have the same,” she agreed without a glance at the menu.

      While he didn’t want to cut their lunch short, he hated that she seemed to find dining with him distasteful. “You know, if you didn’t want to have lunch with me, you could’ve just said so. I’m an adult. I can take it.”

      Her mouth opened and closed around the words she couldn’t seem to form. She cleared her throat once before reaching for his hand. When their fingers connected, he once again felt the current pass between them.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be,” she finally said.

      Her honesty shone bright and clear.

      “Good.” As she moved to pull away, he captured her hand more fully. “Because I like you, Winnie Thorne.”

      A flash of an unnamed emotion clouded her features before she shoved it away and smiled. “I like you too, Zane Carlyle.”

      An attractive waitress showed to fill their drinks. After an unsuccessful attempt to flirt with Zane, the woman took their order and disappeared in the sea of lunchtime diners before either of them spoke again.

      “We established I’m not dating anyone,” she said. “How about you?”

      He lost the battle to suppress his happy grin. “Nope.”

      “You seem ecstatic to be single. Should I be concerned?”

      “I’m ecstatic you asked. It means you’re open for something more,” he returned.

      Winnie rolled her eyes. “You are such a player.”

      “No. Never that, Win.”

      Her eyes lost the amused light, and she frowned.

      “What did I say?” he asked as he interwove his fingers through hers. “Obviously, I’ve upset you.”

      She shook her head. “Someone I knew once upon a time used to call me Win. That’s all.”

      The day lost a bit of its shine. Winnie appeared to be pining for a lost love. It bothered him because it meant he didn’t stand a chance with her. He’d heard the rumor that Thornes only loved once. It had never been proven truer than when Winnie’s sister Summer hooked up with Zane’s cousin Coop after what seemed like a lifetime. It was proven again when her other sister Autumn had mended fences with the love of her life, Keaton.

      Zane dropped Winnie’s hand and fiddled with the napkin-wrapped silverware in front of him. “Did you love him?”

      “I don’t know. I liked him a lot.” She shrugged in what Zane recognized as the trademark move for her family. “I think we were both immature at the time.”

      Zane studied her as she sipped her water. She’d avoided his eyes when she talked about her mystery man, a clear indication she lied. Winnie either cared about the loser more than she let on, or she found this discussion embarrassing for some reason. Although he was grateful she didn’t totally dodge the question, he didn’t like that she couldn’t meet his gaze. If he intended to pursue her, he wanted complete honesty between them.

      “I think you more than liked him,” he blurted.

      Winnie shot him a sharp glance, but any retort was lost as their server returned with the meal. In an attempt at stealth, the woman slid a slip of paper facedown next to his plate, then she brushed a hand along his wrist.

      “Seriously?” Winnie asked, reaching over to snag the offending piece of paper. She read what was written there and flipped it to face Zane before she crumpled it up and tossed it onto the serving tray. “He’s on a date,” she snapped.

      He compressed his lips to stop his bark of laughter. Winnie’s jealousy delighted him for reasons he would explore later.

      “Don’t you dare laugh,” she warned under her breath as the server hurried away.

      “I can’t help it. You’re so fierce.”

      “I’ve got your fierce,” she muttered as she picked up her spoon.

      “I bet you do. I look forward to seeing more of it.”

      “You wish.”

      “Yes. Yes, I do,” he said with a deep chuckle.

      He watched her from beneath his lashes as they ate. More than once their eyes connected and caused a fiery blush to color her cheeks.

      “Um, Zane?”

      He shot her an encouraging smile.

      “Do you, um… do you ever… feel certain things?”

      Because laughter threatened to choke him and he shouldn’t add food to the mix, he carefully laid down his spoon and crossed his arms. It took him another moment or two to ask, “What things?”

      Her dark frown indicated she wasn’t as amused as he was.

      “Never mind.” Winnie picked up her sandwich and commenced eating.

      Zane had the distinct impression she did it to prevent herself from cussing him out.

      “I’ll be serious, Win. Go ahead and ask.”

      For a moment, she continued to chew, eyeing him over her grilled cheese. With great care, she set the half sandwich down and wiped her fingers off. “Magic.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She cast a wary glance around them and leaned in closer. “Magic.”

      “What about it?”

      “Do you ever feel it?”

      “Are we talking in the bedroom?” he teased, finally understanding where she was heading with their conversation, but feeling the need to toy with her at the same time.

      “Zane,” she growled. “You said you’d be serious!”

      He lifted his glass of water to hide his grin. Her heightened color was a thing of beauty and made him want to continue teasing her.

      “You’re being an asshat!”

      “I feel you are being unjust, Win. I simply asked for clarification.”

      “Forget I asked.”

      “Oh, no! Now you have me curious. You can’t back out now.”

      “I’m not getting into this with you. Obviously, you think it’s a joke.”

      Abruptly, he stood. “Come on.”

      Winnie stared at his outstretched hand like it was a snake ready to strike.

      Without a word, he reached for her and tugged her upright. When she fell into him, he wrapped his arms around her. A wild sense of déjà vu struck without warning, and his grip on her tightened.

      A flash of her laughing up into his face flitted through his mind, but when he struggled to recall the incident, his mind went blank. Dizziness assailed him, black spots danced about his vision, and he swayed.

      Winnie’s concerned voice seemed to come from far away. “Zane? Are you okay?”

      The noise of the diner came back in a snap.

      “I don’t feel well, Win. I need to go.” He ran a shaking hand through his hair.

      “Stay here. I’ll pay the tab.” She patted his chest. “Seriously, don’t move.”

      He nodded and sank back into the booth as she rushed to the counter.

      Off and on through the years, he’d had dreams of him and Winnie. Other than his wishful thinking, he’d never lent any credence to the scenes that played out in his mind. Now, he had to wonder if perhaps there was something more to it.

      An instinct told him that she had a secret. Her face had been exceptionally pale, and guilt weighed heavily upon her features. And as Winnie stared at him in the mirror over the counter, Zane decided it was time to find out exactly what she was hiding.
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      By the time they returned to Zane’s office, he seemed to have shaken off whatever he’d experienced at Monica’s Cafe. For that, Winnie was grateful. However, she continued to be concerned by his suspicious attitude since his episode. From the moment he had recovered from his dizziness, his eyes held a speculative gleam. It was as if Zane knew Winnie was responsible for stealing his memories, though how he could remember anything about that time was a complete mystery. She and GiGi had been thorough in their spell. Unless, as she was beginning to suspect, the original spell had been faulty or was wearing thin. In that case, she was in for a world of trouble.

      Winnie left him in Penny’s care and beat a hasty retreat. Any magical discussion could wait until another day. She glanced back through the glass door to find him watching her retreat. The purposeful expression on his face caused her nerve endings to go haywire. If Zane ever discovered her duplicity, there would be hell to pay.

      In an attempt to appear casual, she smiled and gave a finger wave.

      She needed to gain his trust and had hoped a business discussion would put him at ease. Instead, they’d bypassed business altogether and now, his trust would be hard earned. But somehow, she needed to rope him into the plan to go after the Uterine amulet her uncle needed to revive her mother. A family meeting was in order. Perhaps her sisters had an idea as to how to persuade him to help.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that all about?” Penny said with a nod toward the door Winnie had escaped through.

      “I’m not sure, Pen, but I intend to find out.”

      “You think she’s up to something? Some spy mission for Mr. Peterson’s son?”

      They could speculate all day, but an odd feeling whispered that the answers to her strange behavior rested with Winnie herself. “Doubtful.”

      “You like her,” Penny crowed. “I can tell, boss.”

      “Who I do or don’t like is none of your business,” he said reproachfully as he picked up the McMasters file he’d left on her desk earlier.

      She shook her overly bright red head and laughed. “Yeah, tell me that again when you’re having me send her flowers or make dinner reservations at some swanky restaurant in Nashville.”

      Heat crept up his neck and into the tips of Zane’s ears.

      As young as she was, Penny was remarkably astute.

      “I don’t need any crap from you, Pen. We have a ton of work to do.”

      “Yes, sir.” Her upper body snapped to attention, and she saluted him.

      “Not funny.”

      “It’s a little bit funny,” she argued with a cheeky grin.

      The phone rang and cut off his retort.

      “Mr. Carlyle’s office… yes… yes… one moment, sir.” Penny put the phone on hold and frowned in his direction. “It’s Mr. Alastair Thorne. He said it’s important he speak with you right away.”

      Curious as to why Alastair Thorne would be calling, Zane had Penny send the call to his private office line.

      “Mr. Thorne?”

      “Mr. Carlyle, I’ll cut right to the chase. I need you to come to Thorne Manor immediately. There’s a situation.”

      “What situation? What’s happened? Is Winnie okay?”

      Zane could swear he heard an amused cough from the other side of the connection.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, son. How soon can you be here?”

      “I can leave now.”

      “Brilliant. Bill me for your time. I’ll see you in twenty minutes.”

      “Mr. Thorne—” Zane didn’t have a second chance to ask what the “situation” happened to be before the line went dead. He stared at the receiver for a good five or more seconds, wondering what the hell the call had really been about before he placed the receiver in the cradle.

      “Penny, cancel any remaining appointments for today. I’m heading out to Thorne Manor.”

      “Oh, did you find out what was happening with Winnie?”

      He frowned his irritation. “No. Can you do as I ask for once and not be a pain in my ass?”

      Penny popped the gum she’d started chewing since taking the call from Alastair. “It’s a good thing I like you, boss. I wouldn’t put up with this attitude from just any employer.”

      He stared at the floor until he quelled the desire to strangle her. “I apologize for any attitude you perceived on my account.”

      She grinned and popped her gum twice more in rapid succession. “I accept your apology. You’d better go. You don’t want to be late.”

      Zane showed teeth in a purposeful attempt at a smile. “Right.”

      “Oh! Wait! This came while you were at lunch.” Penny rushed around her desk to retrieve a brown, nondescript box from a nearby credenza.

      “What is it?”

      She shrugged and handed him the unopened box.

      “Uh, Pen, since when haven’t you opened mail addressed to me?”

      Her confused gaze focused on the box. She looked as stumped as he was. “I don’t know.”

      With great care, he opened the edges. When nothing untoward fell out, he reached in and pulled out the item of clothing inside.

      “It’s my old leather jacket!”

      “Oh-kay.” Penny rolled her eyes and went back to her desk—her curiosity for the box’s contents having fizzled out.

      “I haven’t seen this thing in years, Pen.” Zane turned the box over and inspected the outside for a return address. Odd how happy holding the jacket made him. “Who could’ve sent it to me?”

      “It’s a mystery.” Penny’s dry voice lacked the zest of a genuine response.

      “Whatever. I have to go.” But before he could leave, the urge to try on his old coat overwhelmed him. Zane shrugged out of his suit jacket and replaced it with his
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