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Prologue
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Ryan had to hide a smile as the woman in front of her averted her gaze. Amelia Rose-Brier was stunning with her strawberries and cream skin and copper red hair pouring over her small shoulders. 

She was delicate boned but not thin. She had a curvy body that had evoked more than one night of illicit dreams since Ryan had met her a few weeks ago.

“So, you decided to venture out with Miss Genny to pick up a few treats from the Farmer’s Market,” Ryan commented, and Amelia looked at her again, her green eyes the color of jade.

Amelia nodded. “I wanted to get some cherries and peaches.”

“You know, the best peaches I ever had, came from a small orchard not too far from here. They grow the most delicious cherries and strawberries ever too. They hothouse grow the berries in the winter, but they are still great.”

“Really?” Amelia asked and those pretty eyes lit up.

“I’ll show you,” Ryan said. “So, how’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in the restaurant for a few days.”

Amelia’s face was a mask of surprise now. “I wasn’t feeling well,” she said. “I think I got too much sun.”

“Red, you really should wear a hat to cover that pretty skin in summer.”

“I normally do,” she said. “But I forgot it. I was out with a couple of the girls from the inn.”

Ryan nodded. “So, you’re better now?”

Amelia smiled, showing genuine pleasure that someone cared. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Good to hear,” Ryan murmured. “Why don’t you just get your fruit from the inn’s kitchen?”

“We don’t have a lot of peaches, so I leave them for cooking and for the guests.”

“Makes sense,” Ryan commented. “So, cherries? A favorite treat for you?”

“I love them, yes. What about you?”

“I’ve had my share.” She gave Amelia a wink. “Some are sweet. Some are tart. Which one are you?”

Amelia gave her an uncertain look and colored.

Ryan chuckled. “Here we are,” she said. 

“Hey, Ryan,” one of the women at the stand drawled. “Come by for some peaches?”

“I believe I might have three or four,” she said. “Amelia, this is Bobbi-Sue. Her family runs Old Brier Farms where this fruit comes from.”

“Oh. Hi.” Amelia’s voice was a little cool, but Ryan had come to realize that she wasn’t cold at all, just shy and uncertain.

“Hi, Amelia,” Bobbi-Sue replied and then turned an angry gaze on Ryan. “Are you kidding me?” She dropped a hand on her hip, her gray eyes growing stormy.

Ryan shrugged. Bobbi-Sue had been trying to get in her pants again for months now. She hadn’t bought Ryan’s no was as simple as she wasn’t into casual sex anymore. Bobby-Sue wasn’t looking for a wife just Miss Right Now.

“Right. I knew it wasn’t that simple.”

Ryan snorted. “Baby, I say what I mean and mean what I say when it comes to most things.”

“Sure, whatever. Amelia, what can I get you, honey?”

“Um, a half-pound of cherries, same of strawberries and four peaches.”

Bobbi-Sue smiled. “You’ll never buy another peach from the store after you’ve had ours. My daddy knows peaches and cherries.”

“I’m looking forward to trying them,” Amelia said. 

Bobbi-Sue got Amelia’s order packaged, and Amelia paid. “Enjoy, Amelia, and come back, ya hear.” Bobbi-Sue gave her a big smile. 

“Thanks.”

“Amelia. Come over here.”

“Thanks, Ryan. Thank you, Bobbi-Sue.” Amelia slipped her bag into the canvas bag on her shoulder.

“You know, Amelia, there’s a booth called Nan’s. Check it out. Nan brings some of her best lingerie out here.” She winked. “Ryan will love you in it.”

“Yeah, I would,” Ryan agreed giving Amelia a slow smile, and she colored. 

“Excuse me,” Amelia mumbled and hurried over to Hope, one of her co-workers from the inn.

“Got your peaches all bagged. I can’t believe you’re fooling around with that ice queen. She’s not even your type. I bet she makes you wish she was me,” Bobbi-Sue said keeping her voice low.

Ryan grunted and pulled out her wallet. She gave Bobbi-Sue a bill. Keep the change and pick up a clue.” Ryan walked away shaking her head. The woman thought she was the shit, but Ryan could do without her brand of sweetness. 

Bobbi-Sue couldn’t keep her panties up, when she wore any. She was willing to spread her legs for any woman willing to go down on her. She was also a big fan of menages or multiple partners at once. Not Ryan’s cup of tea. On top of that, Bobbi-Sue preferred women with money to spend on her.

Ryan wasn’t all about going broke over a piece of tail that couldn’t keep her legs together. But now Amelia—Her gaze wandered to the retreating form with the gentle swaying hips.

Damn she had a great ass.

“Ryan Baptist,” Genevieve Honeywell said her name in a chiding tone, and Ryan jerked her gaze from Amelia’s very shapely ass. 

It was only 9, and the August morning was sunny and H.O.T. Most people arrived at the market as soon as it opened to get a jump on the heat and the crowd.

“Ma’am,” Ryan answered turning her gaze on the older woman. Miss Genny Honeywell came bustling over with a bag in hand. 

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with you,” she said. “I really need a favor.”

“Oh?” Ryan asked with a frown. What could the woman possibly need from her? Miss Genny was rumored to be one of the most successful and wealthy business owners in town. 

She owned an inn that seemed to be doing well, despite the damage the pandemic had done to some businesses in the hospitality industry.

She was also owner of Avon Del Park with its natural beauty and expanse. Entrance into the park was free, but there were tour packages as well as event packages and a small trailer area where campers could park a trailer for a night, a week or put down stakes for longer. 

That came with a cost especially since there were hookups for running water, propane tank rentals, and a lounge for cooking that boasted two small kitchens with dining areas. There was also Wi-Fi access. 

“Can you come over tomorrow? I need to discuss business with you.”

“What kind of business?” Ryan worked in investments at the local bank, but she was an MBA with a doctorate in accounting. She had extensive experience in finance. “If you have problems with your account—”

“Can you do an audit?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, but I’d suggest hiring—”

“I want to hire you,” Miss Genny insisted. “Can you come by in the morning? And keep this just between us.”

“I can come by around eight,” Ryan replied. “I can’t do the job, but we can discuss what the problem is and schedule the actual audit for the weekend.”

Miss Genny put her hand on Ryan’s arm. “Thanks, Ryan. Meet me at the front entrance.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she replied wondering what could possibly be going wrong for the other woman to want an audit. 

“And stop watching my niece’s backside,” she said sternly. “She’s not on the market.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ryan said with a grin. “But she’s too pretty not to at least check out.”

Miss Genny frowned, shaking her head. “Ryan, no. She can’t be seen cavorting around town on a handsome butch’s arm being the talk of the moment.”

“We’d hardly be cavorting,” Ryan balked. But she knew the other woman was right about one thing. 

Her niece would be the next big topic of conversation. She was a new girl in town, and even now almost two months later men were still falling all over themselves for a date with her. In part, Ryan knew that was because Amelia had been so elusive or rather unavailable. 

She was never without Miss Genny except at Willow Inn, the inn owned by Miss Genny. There, Ryan had dined with her several times finding Amelia sitting by herself in a shady corner looking so alone it had made her heart ache.

“Just promise me you’ll not make any moves on her,” Miss Genny said.

Ryan looked past her to where Amelia stood with her back to them as she chatted with Nan at Nan’s booth. Amelia was gorgeous in her simple top and shorts with legs that seemed to go on for miles despite the fact Amelia couldn’t be more than five-foot-seven which was just three inches shorter than her.

The sun played through her fine hair making it look like copper set on fire. Amelia turned then, and their eyes met. The connection was a punch to the gut that had Ryan sucking in a breath as tingles rippled down her arms.

Amelia’s lips parted slightly, the pink of her gloss making them appear wet. 

Wet and kissable.

The things she could do with that body...

“It’s not that I don’t think you’re good enough for her, it’s complicated,” Miss Genny said in a quiet tone.

“Understood,” Ryan answered tearing her gaze from the green one that practically held her ensnared by the desire that flashed in those eyes. “But you can’t stop me from looking,” She winked at the other woman.

“You’re such a guy, Ryan Baptist,” she said in mock irritation before striding away, going to join the owner of the small but very successful law firm. 

Ryan shook her head. Miss Genny was something else. Some people didn’t like her, but most people didn’t know her the way Ryan did. 

Miss Genny and Ryan’s mother had been friends, and that warmth had been transferred to Ryan and held even after Ryan’s mother’s death. So, Ryan wouldn’t make any moves on her niece, at least not this week.
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Three Weeks Later.

Amelia Rose-Brier glanced around the old barn that had been renovated and turned into an event hall of some kind. The music was turned up but not blaring and everyone was decked out in an array of clothing styles from the simple jeans and cowboy boots to the dressier dress.

She was right at home in the simple dress she’d bought with its rounded neckline and just above the knee length skirt.  

She hadn’t made many friends in the nearly four months Amelia had been here in Avon Del, so she’d had to go shopping alone which was the actual story of her life. At home, she didn’t have any real friends, so she spent most of her time alone. 

Coming here had been a respite from the fake life she’d been trapped in, and Amelia was falling in love with the simplicity of Avon Del despite not having seen much of it. Then, again, she’d been working hard for her aunt at her inn. 

Her Aunt Genny had asked Amelia to come down to help her out in July, and Amelia had grown to love working at the inn more each day. But she couldn’t stay indefinitely, and she knew it.

“Good evening, ladies,” Alston Barrett said. “Can I get you two some punch?”

Amelia turned her gaze on the older man with golden skin and sandy hair whose hazel eyes shone with warmth. He wore a button down with tie and slacks looking just as handsome in his relaxed garb as he did in his suit. 

“Not just yet,” Genny answered. 

“Well, how about a dance then?” he asked, and Amelia glanced around wondering if either of the ladies she knew was here. 

“Amelia, I think Hope is over there with Kailey,” Alston said. 

Her gaze swung to his. “Oh, thanks. Aunt Genny, do you mind?”

“No. Go ahead,” she said with a smile. “Have some fun. You deserve it. You worked hard this week.”

This week she’d put in long hours cleaning rooms and helping with a party. Amelia was enjoying working for her aunt even though her job wasn’t sexy. She was here to help and enjoy some time away from the rigorous social life her mother had imposed on her.

Amelia spotted the two women she’d become friendly with. One of them worked at the inn and had introduced her to the other. 

As she crossed the room, she caught sight of the very handsome Ryan Baptist clad in worn jeans and a black button down with short sleeves. Her hair, shoulder length dreadlocks were pulled back from her face calling even more attention to copper eyes set in a coffee with cream face. 

There was just so much to love about her. 

Ryan was in great shape, a great dresser, and Amelia liked the clean citrus scent of her. They’d shared more than a couple of long looks over the summer, and Ryan had seemed to be going out of her way on Mondays and Wednesdays to show up at the inn’s restaurant when Amelia was on duty serving. 

They’d even shared a table a few times during the crowded lunch hour on Amelia’s day off. They had talked, getting friendly enough for Amelia to say hello to her when she saw her. Those sparse moments had sparked attraction in Amelia that she had no idea what to do with.

Ryan’s head turned then, and their eyes met. Amelia’s heart started to beat fast and her skin heated, her cheeks getting hot. Ryan gave her a nod, and Amelia looked quickly away and hurried over to the two women.

“Hey, Amelia,” Hope said with a smile. “Nice dress. Is that one of the ones you picked up at Nan’s a few weeks ago?”

She’d bought several things from Nan’s on impulse. Amelia knew she’d never wear them, but she had been caught up in a moment. A moment of foolish stupidity in thinking one of those sexy dresses would inspire Ryan to ask her out.

And she couldn’t even go out with her not the way she wanted. Her mother wouldn’t find it too distasteful for her to be seen with a woman who was a friend. And that was all she could call any relationship she might want with another woman.

“Yeah.”

“It’s gorgeous,” Kailey said. “She always gets the best stuff in. It’s just kind of pricey, but your aunt can afford it, right?”

“I guess.” She shrugged. 

Kailey reminded her of some of the women her mother insisted she spend time with at home. They were social climbers who only seemed to care about money, social status, and the right last name.

“Glad you came,” Hope said. “You look great and there are plenty of guys here who want to dance with you, and probably a handful of women too.”

She gave Hope a startled look. “Women?” 

“Yeah,” Kailey said with a grin, and she caught her hand. “The gay community here isn’t that big, but it’s alive. In fact, none of us have any problems strutting our stuff on the dance floor at public events.” 

“True,” Hope agreed with a smile. “There’s one lez club here called Girl Anonymous. It’s really cool.” 

“I’d be there right now if it wasn’t for the five-dollar fee which is going to support the food drive.”

“How?”

“Well, the money collected will be used to stock the pantry. Pretty much every business in town does some kind of event or participates in one that raises funds for the food bank and the shelter.” 

“Oh.” Amelia nodded. 

“The club is discreet,” Hope told her. “I don’t hang out there much, but Kailey goes a few times a week.”

Lesbians? 

Amelia didn’t have any lesbian friends at home. She was too afraid someone would find out, and she’d lose her job.

The school where she worked was conservative. They’d find a way to fire her without using her sexual orientation. Not only that, but word could also get back to her mother who was threatening her every other day with loss of her inheritance if Amelia so much as looked at a woman too long.

She didn’t know if she feared losing her inheritance or her job most.

“And I’m going over tonight too,” Kailey remarked. “Want to come?” She gave Amelia’s hand a shake before releasing it.

“Not a good idea for me.”

“Your aunt won’t mind. She knows we’re lesbians,” Kailey said. “Come on. One of you has to come with me.”

“Not me,” Hope said. “So, I guess you’re on your own.”

“Well, you two stay here then,” she replied. “And keep pining Hope because that woman is never going to give you the time of day. Not that she’s worth it or have you forgotten she’s one of the dirty dykes.”

Hope sighed. “I know what people call them,” Hope muttered. “But they don’t know them.”

“Who could really?” Kailey demanded. “They walk around here like they’re god’s gift especially Ryan. It’s like she thinks she’s too good for us just because she went away to college.”

“K—” 

“Hell, she couldn’t even hack it,” Kailey cut in. “Ryan was some kind of Wall Street whiz until it all got to be too much for her, and she came running back home broke with her tail between her legs, and so did her friends.” She finished with a look of cold glee.

Amelia’s gaze slipped from Kailey to travel across the room to where Ryan was chatting with a group of women.

“Why do they call them dirty dykes?” Amelia asked curiously. 

“They like to share their women,” Kailey said. “I mean, they’re so butch, they wear strap-ons sometimes. Ryan’s probably wearing one tonight, but it’s not like she’s going to use it.”  

“Maybe they just don’t want to go out with you,” Hope said coldly.

“Get real, Hope, Ryan is never going to give you the time of day and neither is Charlie, but you can hang around here all night if you want. I’m going to have some real fun. Amelia?”

“Not tonight,” she said.

If the club was known as a lesbian hangout, she couldn’t go. What if her mother found out? She had threatened to get her fired more than once if she heard she’d been to any lesbian club or out with any woman.

It kept her isolated and right where her mother seemed to want her. Unable to have the life she wanted.

“Too bad,” Kailey said. “See you at work tomorrow.”

“Have fun.” Hope gave her a wave. “She can be a bit jerky sometimes. Ryan Baptist, and Charlie aren’t really that bad. They just aren’t interested in her.”

“That happens,” Amelia commented, and Ryan looked her way then and her pulse rushed.

“And it pisses her off that it’s happening with them,” Hope murmured. 

“Why is she so interested in them?” Her skin heated as Ryan’s gaze left hers to slowly slide down her as if she was undressing her with her mind.

“Rena, one of Ryan’s friends owns her own business and makes a pretty penny from what I’ve heard.” Rena was caramel skinned with short black that gleamed in the light. “Charlie is just hot. She’s an insurance adjuster or something. Ryan works at the bank, but she’s clearly hot.” 

“True,” Amelia commented breathlessly, nipples peaking from Ryan’s gaze, it was like a caress over her bare skin.

“She hasn’t seriously dated anyone in almost a year though, and she’s brushed Kailey off more than once.”

“Oh. For Bobbi-Sue from Old Brier Farms?” She tore her gaze from Ryan’s as her clit firmed and her juices gathered wetting her panties. God the woman was going to make her come just from looking at her. 

Hope laughed. “Bobbi-Sue hasn’t been in the picture for a long time. She cheated on Ryan more than once, and Ryan finally broke up with her.”

Bobbi-Sue had been a little catty when she’d run into her at Nan’s.

“I’ll be right back,” Hope murmured.

Once Hope was gone, Amelia threw another glance Ryan’s way, and Ryan winked at her. Amelia quickly turned away and made her way over to the bar to get a cup of punch. The cute kid serving gave her a smile. 

“Hi, Amelia,” he said.

“Hi, Freddie.” The kid worked at the inn in the dining room. Now that school had started, he was there only a few hours a day.

“Punch, soda, or wine?” he asked. “Or beer?”

“Punch,” she said. 

He filled a small cup with a ladle. “Since this is the first time you’ve been out at a party, lots of guys are scoping you out,” he said. 

“Oh, really?”

“Really.” He grinned. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t leave with a phone full of numbers.”

“Hey Freddie.”

“Hey, Ry,” he answered warmly. “I’m surprised you didn’t take off yet.”

“It’s going to be a short night for me, buddy,” she told him. “I have to work half a day tomorrow.”

“Banker’s hours,” he said in a teasing tone. “Gives you plenty of time to raise some hell with the rest of them.”

She laughed. “Just get me some punch, kid,” she ordered lightly.

He handed her a cup. “You met Miss Genny’s niece?” he asked. 

“Course,” she said. “Hi, Amelia.”

“Hi.” She gave Ryan a smile.

“Thanks, Freddie,” Ryan said. “Come on Amelia let’s go hold up a wall until someone asks you to dance.”

“I’ll have a break in ten minutes,” Freddie said. 

“You’re too young to be hitting on her, kid,” Ryan said. “Save it for the girls your own age.” 

“You’re such a killjoy.”

“Saving you the embarrassment,” she said. “You should shalom me.”

He laughed. “You just want her for yourself.”

“No law against spending a few minutes with a pretty girl. Get back to work,” she said and took Amelia’s elbow and led her to a corner of the barn where two other women were seated on bales of hay.

“Hi, Amelia,” Elise Banks said giving her a smile.

She’d met Elise at the inn.

“Hi.”

“This is my wonderful honey, Rena. Rena this is Amelia.”

“Who doesn’t seem to get out much,” Rena commented, her brown eyes cool enough to make Amelia shiver.

“Ree,” Elise said in a chastising tone. “She was only supposed to be here helping out for the summer.”

“That wasn’t stopping her from taking in the beauty beyond the inn’s borders,” Ree said and took a drink from the bottle in her hand.

“Ree, chill,” Ryan ordered.

“Addy does all the work,” Ree commented.

“I think that’s why my aunt asked me to stay,” Amelia said. “Addy can’t do it all. My aunt said the assistant manager up and left town without any word. She asked me to take the job.”

“That’s great,” Elise said. “How long are you staying?”

“Till the end of the year,” Amelia answered. “She said she’d hire someone by then.”

“There are a few people who will be glad to take that job,” Elise said. “Miss Genny pays pretty well I hear.”

“I’ve heard that too,” Amelia replied. She was getting paid now that she’d decided to stay. She had declined but her aunt had insisted.

“Saw you hanging with Kailey and Hope,” Ree said. “Be careful with Kailey, she’s a bit of a gossip.”

“Ree,” Elise chastised. Kailey’s okay. She’s just a little upset that my baby and this cutie—” She ran a hand up Ryan’s arm. “won’t go out with her.”

“Hope mentioned that,” she said with a frown noticing the way Ryan took Elise’s hand. “Uh, so why is the dance being held here?” Amelia tore her gaze away from their joined hands, fighting jealousy.

“It’s just the place most of the dances are held,” Elise answered. “There was a fire at the Hall last year and it’s been rebuilt, but everybody got used to this place. Lot of us pitched in to renovate it for a wedding, and it just kind of became the place to hang out.”

“Oh.” Amelia struggled to tear her gaze from the joined hands, something inside her wanting to rip Elise apart for making a simple gesture look so intimate.

“It’s kind of like that old line shack out near the lake,” Ree said. “Kids love to sneak up there and get up to no good.”

Amelia smiled. “Make out.”

“Right.” Elise laughed. “That’s why they call it Make Out Woods.”

“Are you serious?”

“Sure,” Elise responded. “There are various hideaways up there—some even the new generation don’t know about, where you can make out or even get naked.”

Amelia blushed. 

Elise grinned. “We could have a full-scale sex party. You want to ride up there and check out the moon? There’s a great view.”

“To the woods?” Amelia asked skeptically.

“City girls,” Ryan muttered giving her a teasing look and her skin heated. 

God. She had to get this under control. It wasn’t like she’d never been with a woman before. Just not in months, but she wasn’t a virgin.

“Come on,” Elise said. “You can ride with us. Ryan can take you home after. Right, Ry?” Elise leaned into Ree as she gave Ryan’s hand a light tug.

“Sure,” Ryan said. “I won’t be long though.”

“Come on, Ry,” Elise murmured. “We might skinny dip in the creek.”

“Go ahead,” Ryan replied with a grin. “But I don’t think Amelia’s taking off a shoe let alone her dress.”

“She might,” Elise said. “It’s still a pretty warm evening, and I bet she’s wearing some pretty lingerie she’d love for us to ogle.”

Amelia’s cheeks heated, and Elise laughed. 

“Look at those pink cheeks. I hit the nail right on the head. Come with us.”

“I—Hope—”

“She’ll be fine,” Elise said. “We can invite her next time. Go tell Miss Genny you’re going for a ride. We’ll take good care of you. I promise.” She grinned.

“I—”

“It’s just a little outing,” Elise cut in. 

“Okay,” Amelia agreed carefully, her gaze going to Ryan. What harm could there be in a little trip?

“Meet us in the parking lot, Ry,” Elise commanded. 

“Why not,” Ryan said.

They walked across the room, Amelia’s heart hammering. She was actually going to be in a park in the dark with Ryan Baptist?

And her friends. One of which seemed like she would climb all over Ryan if she got the chance. Maybe this was a bad idea.

The last thing she wanted was to watch Elise making out with Ryan, and why wasn’t Rena upset?

“Hey, Miss Genny. Hi Mr. Alston.”

“Ryan, you look quite handsome,” Alston said. “Did you pick up a raffle ticket?”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a smile. 

“Aunt Genny, Elise invited me to hang out with them for a little bit.”

“Elise and Rena?” she asked carefully.

“Yes.” Amelia nodded, catching the worry in her aunt’s blue eyes. However, she decided not to ask. She was going to be here until the end of the year. She needed to make a few more friends than Hope and Kailey.

“I can drop Amelia off at her place after,” Ryan said. “We won’t be long. I have to work in the morning.”

“Ryan,” her aunt said. “Excuse us for a minute?” Her aunt motioned to Ryan.

Amelia frowned. Now, she was really concerned. Was her aunt going to warn Ryan off and why? 
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“Ryan, this isn’t a good idea,” Miss Genny said coldly. “Amelia’s not like some of the other girls you three have played around with. She has no idea that—”

“Miss Genny, Elise invited her, but nothing’s going to happen.”

“Right. Elise is known for luring other girls into your menage or orgy web.”

Ryan laughed. “She’s a grown woman, Miss Genny and if she says no, nothing will happen, I can promise you that.”

“It better not, and you three better not talk this all over town,” she said angrily. “She’s not—she couldn’t deal with that.”

“We never talk,” Ryan told her, allowing a chill into her voice. They were always discreet. It was the townspeople who imagined they knew what went on between the three of them, well, four and other women.

Ree and Elise enjoyed a menage, but it never meant anything. Yeah, women misread Elise and got hurt, but she wouldn’t allow Amelia to be one of them.

“Promise me, you’ll take care of her,” Miss Genny demanded.

“Promise,” Ryan agreed. And she would. 

“Don’t forget to stop by for that talk,” Miss Genny said. “I’m eager to know what you’ve found.”

Ryan nodded grimly. She had done the audit last week and gone over her findings last night. She’d been too busy to work on the side project with her boss thrusting another colleague’s work off on her. The job had involved a trip out of town for a week.

“I’ll give you the run down then,” Ryan said. “And nothing will happen Amelia—”

“I want her to ride with you,” she interjected. “Do whatever you need to, say whatever makes sense to avoid her being alone with them. Elise’s reputation is even worse than the three of yours.”

Ryan nodded somberly. Elise was bi-sexual and already had quite a reputation even before they’d become friends with her.

“Will do. I’ll come over around one. I can grab some lunch,” Ryan said. “I hope you’ve ordered some pies from Bailey’s because your cook can’t make a potato pie for s—for a song.”

Genny waggled a finger at her. “Ryan Baptist,” she said in a chastising tone. “You just take care of my niece. She’s sweet, and she deserves someone to care about her not get her head all messed up over nonsense.”

“I’d never mess her head up over nonsense,” Ryan said with a grin.

Genny waggled a finger at her. “Not just you, but Elise.”

“I’ll take care of her,” Ryan promised. She wouldn’t allow Amelia to wade into the deep waters of one-nightstands and flings with Elise and Ree. Not tonight. If that’s what Amelia was after, she’d have to do that on her own. 

Miss Genny gave her a satisfied nod and led the way back to where Amelia was watching them, looking more than a little mortified. Alston gave her a smile. 

“Don’t be too late, Amelia,” Genny said. 

“I won’t,” she murmured. 

With a wave they were heading from the barn to the parking lot. Music was playing and a group of kids were hanging out laughing and talking. Amelia thought she picked up the distinct smell of weed.

Ryan took her elbow and steered her further away and Amelia was glad. She hated the smell of that stuff. 

“Kids being kids,” Ryan said.

“You got high when you were their age?”

“I did some pot,” she said. “But most kids have tried it at least once.”

“Not me,” Amelia admitted. She’d never been drunk either. Never been in trouble with the cops. Never even broke curfew at home or at boarding school.

“Hey, guys,” Elise said. “I was about to message you to see what was taking so long.”

“Miss Genny,” Ryan said. 

“Ride with us Amelia,” Elise said with a smile.

“We’ll meet you there,” Ryan said. “Miss Genny’s orders.”

Elise laughed. 

“Come on, sweetie.” Ree opened the door for her, and Elise climbed in.

Ryan led her to her truck. This was going to be an interesting hour or so.
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“This is me,” Ryan said stopping at a pick-up truck. She unlocked the door and pulled it open for Amelia. 

“Thanks.” She climbed in and Ryan was in on the other side within seconds. 

She started the truck and backed out. “Nothing wrong with that,” Ryan said at last. “Good girls don’t put a toe out of line.”

“That’s kind of insulting,” Amelia commented, brows knitting on her forehead. 

“Yeah? Why? You got caught smoking cigarettes?”

“No.” She made a face.

“Drunk or sneaking out?”

“No.”

“Stretched out on the bed with a girl between your legs learning some night moves?”

“Night what?” Amelia asked with a frown.

“Experimenting.”

“My mom caught me kissing a girl once.” And that had been the beginning of the emotional reins her mother kept on her. 

Ryan laughed. “What happened?”

“I got sent to a gender affirming camp for six weeks.”

“That was extreme,” Ryan said. 

“It wasn’t a nice place,” she murmured. “They called it a Christian camp, but they expected me to have sex with a couple of men. I refused despite their threats to tell my mom I was fooling around with one of the girls there.”

“Were you?”

“We were all too afraid to do anything,” she said softly. “I never gave my mother any reason to doubt I’d changed, but because I wouldn’t date, she stayed on my case. Fixed me up with boys and then men.”

“You haven’t come out to her?”

“She knows I’m not straight, but she refuses to accept it, and she refuses to allow me to be who I am.”

“How’s she doing that?’ Ryan asked, confusion in her tone.

“I could lose my job at the school where I work if they find out I’m a lesbian. It’s a conservative school. The headmaster thinks if any kid expresses or appears to be gay that it’s his duty to jerk them back in line and make sure they understand they’re going to hell.”

“That is shit,” Ryan muttered. “I despise people like that. There are more than enough around here in the two churches, but they can kiss my ass.”

Amelia laughed. 

Ryan grunted. “Your mother has issues, baby.”

“She has issues with me that’s for sure,” Amelia murmured. 

“You’re here until the end of the year, right?” Ryan asked as she pulled into a parking lot and found a space before cutting the engine.

“Yes.”

Ryan released her seatbelt and shifted in her seat to face Amelia. Amelia studied her, thinking Ryan’s brown eyes reflected light as if they were backlit. She pushed the thought away as a sign of having read way too many romances about werewolves.

“You’re too pretty to waste your time on a man, baby,” she said softly. “I’m not going to tell you to throw your life away. Only you know your circumstances. But if I were you, I’d have some fun before I went back home. Enough to last me through the cold days ahead.”

“Kailey offered to take me to a club, but if my mom finds out...”

“You don’t have to be public,” Ryan said. “There’s nothing wrong with having a secret lover as long as she’s down with it.” Ryan climbed out of the truck and came around to her side and opened her door.

Amelia got out and leaned against the door after Ryan closed it. She looked up at her but noticed the silence all around. Well, the absence of humans. 

She looked up at the sky and could almost see the moon through the heavy branches of towering trees.

“Let’s go,” Ryan said. “The view’s this way.”

Amelia followed Ryan into the trees. Ryan put a hand on her back making her shiver.

“Careful, there are a few down limbs.”

“Thanks.”

As they made their way through the trees, Amelia picked up faint sounds of laughter. She was suddenly in no hurry to see the moon or Elise and Rena. 

They walked for several minutes before Ryan stopped and pointed.

“There,” Ryan said. 

Amelia looked up, gaze filling with the sight of the moon and the silver flecks dotting the midnight-colored canvas. 

“Beautiful,” she breathed as she leaned against the trunk of a tree.

“The cover of night can be a lonely woman’s best friend,” Ryan murmured, and Amelia looked at her.

“Are you applying for the job?” she asked quietly not bothering to deny she was lonely. 

What would be the point? 

Ryan might not know she was so lonely she cried herself to sleep at night from the desperation, the anger with herself, and the unhappiness. However, Amelia knew it was all over her face sometimes even when all she wanted to do was hide.

Ryan lifted her brows, a question clear in her brown eyes.

“The job of being my secret lover.”
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Chapter Three
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Ryan leaned close to her putting a hand on the trunk of the tree giving Amelia a good whiff of the clean scent of her.

“I can be discreet, but do you really want to play with me?”

“You think you’re out of my league?” Amelia challenged.

“I might be.”

“Maybe I’m out of yours,” she said. “Maybe you don’t think you can handle me.” 

Ryan laughed, her eyes alight with humor, but there was a subtle challenge in her depths that made Amelia want to accept that dare even though she knew Ryan was right. 

Ryan was out of her league. She didn’t have half the experience with women or relationships she might have had had she been brave enough to defy her mother.

“You might be in some ways,” Ryan murmured leaning a little closer. “But if you want to play, I’m game. I just want to know one thing. What are you trying to prove?” 

“I don’t have to prove anything except that I can live on my terms,” Amelia told her. “After talking to my mother today, I realized I was tired.” Tired. Angry. “Mostly, I’m afraid of never experiencing real love.” The kind she read about in books and heard in songs. “I want a life that makes me happy.”

“And a fling with me could be that first start.”

“Ry—”

“I don’t mind helping you find yourself,” Ryan cut in, no recrimination in her tone. “But just make sure you know what you’re doing and why.”

“You’re the one who said I should have some fun before I left, so maybe I want to do all the things I probably will never get to do.”

“I’m game,” Ryan said with a shrug. “I don’t mind helping a damsel in distress.”

“This damsel wants to be kissed. She wants a girlfriend even if it’s-it’s—”

“Not as organic as it could be,” Ryan said when she broke off.

Amelia nodded, lowering her gaze expecting Ryan to laugh at her.

“Hey,” Ryan said, gripping her chin and lifting it. “Amelia, look at me.”

Ryan’s fingers were soft on her skin, and Amelia met Ryan’s gaze, fear a tight knot in her stomach.

“Yes?” Her voice was quiet, uncertainty playing through her.

Ryan’s thumb moved gently on her chin, caressing. “Being lonely and wanting someone who wants to focus on you isn’t a crime.”

“Can you do—I mean—” She broke off again, her cheeks on fire now.

Ryan gave her a wicked grin. “Yeah.” She nodded and lowered her head.

“Don’t just humor me.”

“I have no intentions of that,” Ryan told her, her lips against Amelia’s.

“I mean it,” Amelia said breathlessly. “I want to be enjoyed, to enjoy.” 

She wanted to release the passion smashed down into a box inside her. The passion that made her want to catch fire and burn uncontrolled. 

Their lips met in a soft kiss that had Amelia’s stomach quivering. Her hand moved to rest on Ryan’s hip. It had been so long since she’d actually kissed a woman let alone had sex that her entire body seemed to come alive in a big yawning sigh.

Her skin warmed, her heart beat faster. Amelia parted her lips, and Ryan’s tongue swept inside, gliding along her own in a sensual slide that made her wet and her nipples harden.

Amelia strained closer and the pent-up need inside her became a flame that burned through her common sense. Her other hand glided up Ryan’s back to her nape. Her fingers stroked before pushing into the dreadlocks. 

The kiss became heated, turning Amelia’s skin into a living flame as her juices dampened her panties and the hard points of her nipples pressed painfully against the cups of her bra. 

Ryan’s lips moved from hers to the corner of her mouth to her jaw. Her tongue licked along Amelia’s throat, and Amelia caught her breath, the hunger intensifying in her. 

Ryan claimed her mouth again, the kiss demanding, but Ryan’s hands rested on the tree rather than on her making Amelia want to scream. 

Touch me, she begged silently. I need your touch.

Then, Ryan’s hands were on her hips, sliding down to her thighs. Ryan plundered her mouth, the kiss drugging even as Ryan pushed the skirt of her dress up and pushed her hand inside Amelia’s panties. 

Ryan’s fingers whispered over the plump lips of her pussy drawing a moan from Amelia as she shivered. Ryan slipped a finger past her labia, the tip tracing a path from her clit down to the opening of her body to slip into the slick humid depths.

Amelia creamed, her body already preparing itself for the delicious penetration to come as Ryan’s lips moved on her neck, kissing her. She sucked, the sensation an erotic pull that made her blood quicken. Ryan could hear it rushing in her ears, feel something inside her scratching at her mind to be free even as Ryan pressed her finger deeper into Amelia’s pussy. 

Amelia moaned, the rapture of the caress making her wetter. “Ryan.” Ryan’s name came out a needy plea.

Amelia knew she should stop this. They hardly even knew each other, and this wasn’t a proper first date. However, having sex here was an illicit and forbidden act and the very thought of public sex made her wetter. 

She wanted to do everything...everything she had ever wanted but wouldn’t out of fear.

Ryan drew her finger out and pressed her thumb against Amelia’s clit, drew it around and barely grazed it before sliding two fingers into the tight sheath sending pleasure ricocheting through her. 

The caress created a wave of heat over her skin that caused sweat to dew her forehead.

I want you.

“I want you too, baby,” Ryan murmured in her ear and nipped Amelia’s ear lobe and drew her fingers out only to glide them back in while her thumb worked her clit in wicked circles.

A needy sound escaped Amelia, her eyes closing, her body arching into the caress, the need a powerful ache. Ryan thrust her fingers in again and ground the heel of her hand against the tight knot of Amelia’s pleasure button as she found a steady rhythm.

“Oh god,” Amelia breathed as she put her hand on Ryan’s. “Ryan.”

“Look at me, Amelia,” Ryan ordered. “Share your passion with me.”

Her lashes fluttered up and her gaze met the dark chocolate of Ryan’s. The dark pools held her ensnared and her entire world was centered right here, right now in this moment where time stood still, and pleasure was a beautiful melody.

“That’s what I want,” Ryan murmured. “to see those pretty eyes all dark with heat.” Ryan’s fingers drove into her, and Amelia moaned, her nails digging into the back of Ryan’s wrist. 

Ryan’s fingers were deft in their movements taking control of her body leaving Amelia mindless.

“Your cat is so tight around my fingers, begging to be taken, baby,” Ryan murmured thickly.

Amelia could only feel, catch fire.

Ryan’s touch was masterful, her clit a pulsing knot, and she put her hand on Ryan’s, her nails biting into Ryan’s skin. Amelia couldn’t stop the rake over the back of Ryan’s hand or the urge to mark her that seized her in a tight grip.

“Damn the smell of your pussy is so sweet,” Ryan crooned. 

“Ryan,” she cried. Her fingers were so good inside her, Amelia didn’t want it to end.

Mewling, Amelia’s head rolled from side to side on the tree’s thick trunk and then her body pulled tight, the pressure on her clitoris unbearable and her nails locked in Ryan’s wrist as she came with a low gasp.

The tide of pleasure swept her away, drowning out all sound. The scent of blood was faint and something inside her lifted its head as the fires of desire continued to consume her.

Then, Amelia’s knees weakened, and she slumped against the tree. Ryan curved an arm around her, pulling her against her, and held her as she drew her fingers from her tight clench. 

Breathing hard, Amelia rested her head against Ryan’s shoulder taking pleasure in the warmth and strength of her. The scent of her was incredible now, it made her want to wrap herself around her like a blanket. 

That had been the best orgasm she’d ever had, and it wouldn’t be the last with Ryan if she had anything to say about it.
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Chapter Four
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The next morning, Ryan walked into her kitchen with a smile, Amelia flitting through her mind. She was a beautiful woman, and Ryan suspected there was more to her than the shy woman she saw. 

She put her phone on the table and then started coffee and sat down at the table with her paper while she waited for it to perk. She read the first page, and the chatter about the success of the event last night. As she moved on to another story, her phone rang snagging her attention. 

She picked it up. A glance at the display, and Ryan just stared at the unrecognizable number. 

“Hello?”

“Hello, Ryan,” a calm voice murmured in her ear. 

“Hello, Uncle Mihai,” she said evenly. The older man was her father’s best friend. She’d met him before her mother’s death. 

Her father had been part of her life before he was killed. After his death, his best friend, Uncle Mihai Lupu, had spent time with her on and off.

“How are you?” he asked, the Romanian accent no longer noticeable.

“I’m fine, and how are you?” she asked. “You sound a bit subdued.”

“It’s hot here in this part of the country for fall.”

She smiled. “I suppose it is. Do you need something?” Mihai was a vampire who rarely came out in the light despite having an amulet that allowed him to walk among humans without suffering burns. 

She got up to pour herself a cup of coffee as she waited for his response. Ryan added cream and a pinch of sugar before going back to the table.

“I need to see you,” he said. “I’ve heard you were seeing a Thistle-Rose.”

“No. She’s just Miss Genny’s niece.” She stirred the hot brew.

“She’s not just Genevieve’s niece,” Mihai replied softly. “She’s a Rose-Brier.”

“Uncle Mihai, what are you talking about? Amelia isn’t like us.”

“Us?” His voice held a hint of derision. “You’re one of them, and I’m one of us.”

She rolled her eyes. “My father—”

“Your mother is the reason you’re one of them.”

“Did you call just to try to make me feel inferior?” she asked coldly. “or do you have an actual reason.”

“Come see. I’m at the covenstead.”

“I—” Her other line rang. “Uncle Mihai—”

“Come to me later,” he told her. I must sleep now. The sun is draining me.”

She sighed and ended the call.  “Hello?” she asked absently. Ryan couldn’t imagine what Mihai wanted to see her about.

She was even more confused as to why he called her about Amelia. She was human not a vampire like them. She would have noticed that last night, but Amelia had been all soft and needy woman against that tree.

Damn, but she’d smelled so enticing Ryan had thrown her resolution against casual sex to the wind.

“What’s going on?”

Ryan swallowed the sip of coffee as she sat at the table positioned next to a wall in her medium-sized kitchen. 

“Just having coffee, what’s up with you?”

“Chilling,” Rena Ellwood, one of Ryan’s oldest friends said in her ear. “What are you doing today?”

“Uh, why?”

“I was wondering if you’d like to come over for dinner today and bring Amelia of course. Charlie’s coming. She’s supposed to be bringing a date.” 

Charlene Thomassin, Charlie, was a close friend of theirs

“I—”

“I’m just throwing some steaks on the grill, uh, Charlie’s bringing the drinks. You can get dessert.”

“I’ll ask if she wants to come,” Ryan said.

“I’m sure she wants to come,” Rena said in a teasing tone. “Looks like you had her coming pretty hard last night.”

“Rena.”

That hadn’t been the plan, but then they’d had that conversation. And the scent of her had been incredible. Not the perfume, that had been nice too, but the natural smell of Amelia’s skin. It had been like-like pheromones. 

An inescapable lure she couldn’t resist. 

Rena’s laughter cut into her thoughts. “When did you start fooling around with her?”

“None of your business,” Ryan replied lazily. Since she’d started looking for someone special, she’d given up casual sex, but last night she hadn’t been able to help herself. 

She’d told herself that slip had happened because it had been more than six months since she’d enjoyed a woman. It wasn’t that Ryan had high standards. It was more the fact she didn’t want sex to muddy the waters of a relationship.

“Doesn’t matter, Miss Genny is going to break that shit up. I don’t think she thinks anyone around here is good enough for the princess.”

“What?” Ryan asked incredulously.

“Yeah, it’s like she’s been deliberately keeping anyone who might be interested at bay.”

“Maybe it’s not Miss Genny.” Genny had warned her off a couple of times, but what ultimately did or didn’t happen between her and Amelia was Amelia’s decision.

Rena snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m sure Rapunzel’s let her hair down a few times but if you think you’re anything special, think again.”

“Stop being such an ass,” she responded coolly. “Amelia’s okay. She’s just a little shy.”

More like afraid to live, but if she wanted to come down from the tower or invite her in, Ryan was more than happy to spend time with her. She wasn’t under any illusions about where this might go.

She was certain Amelia would be heading home at the end of the year to do exactly as her mother wanted. She wasn’t the first woman Ryan had met who wanted to have one last fling before she settled down with a man to raise a couple of kids. 

Even today, it took courage to be who you were in a world where different really wasn’t appreciated. They were just lucky that here in Avon Del being gay, while frowned on, didn’t get them hurt. It might get them ridiculed by some, but it didn’t put them in real danger. 

“Well, if you like her, it’s cool,” Rena said. “Elise likes her, and no she’s not interested in sleeping with her. We’re putting that on the back burner.”

“Really? Why?”

“We both want to settle down, have kids,” she replied quietly, and Ryan could hear the longing in her friend’s voice. “I mean, we still plan to swing once in a while, but we want to spend more time getting to know each other. The menages and stuff are getting in the way.”

“It’s about time,” Ryan said with a smile. She had nothing against a menage. They were fun, but polyamorous relationships weren’t for her.

“Maybe we’re just growing up or some shit.”

Ryan chuckled. “Maybe.”

Elise and Rena had been dating since she and Rena had moved back here five years ago. They’d gone to college in Atlanta and had both gotten jobs right out of college in New York. Charlie had come home after college, but the three of them had stayed in touch.

“So, come by around three. Elise is looking forward to getting to know Amelia. She said she thought you two looked cute together.”

Ryan snorted this time. “I’ll let you know if we’re coming.”

“Try to,” Rena said. “You know how much I like touching base with you and Charlie once a week.”

“Yeah. Okay. Later.” She ended the call with a jab of her finger and smiled. 

Elise had been good for them both when they’d returned from New York, and Ryan still thought of her as a friend. However, she wasn’t sure Elise was the exact right person to settle down with. Ryan didn’t think she had it in her, but she’d never tell Ree that.

Ree hadn’t had the same kind of loving family as she and Charlie. Ree’s parents had engaged in polyamorous relationships and had three other children. Ree had been raised with them all, but not in the most conventional way. 

She, Charlie and Rena had been brought together by their witch mothers. Their mothers had been part of the same coven and had all ventured into the subculture of vampirism. As a result, each of them had come into contact with night walking vampires. 

They, as children, had been introduced to the vampire coven and gotten to know the subculture in the area. They lived on the fringes of that culture now, none of them having had a desire to live within the bounds of it full on.

Ryan sighed. She could be wading into trouble with Amelia. But today she wanted to see her, so she would. Ryan was certain Miss Genny would warn her off again. However, it was up to Amelia whether she stayed gone.
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Amelia set her teacup down and glanced at her tablet. She was going out to take a few pictures today. She had a few ideas about how to help her aunt increase business, but she needed to see more of the land before she finalized her proposal. 

She had come to love working at the inn and was thinking about asking her aunt for a more permanent job. 

“Good morning, Amelia.”

“Morning,” she said looking up when her aunt came into the breakfast room.

“I guess you had fun last evening,” she commented, sitting down at the table and pouring herself a cup of tea from the pot on the trivet on the table.

“Did I wake you?” she asked. The house had felt empty when she’d come home last night at ten. Amelia had been more attuned to her environment than she ever had been. 

Not just the sounds, but the energy or lack thereof. She’d always been able to sense some things, but last night she had just known she was alone.

“No.” Her aunt gave her a smile as she added a splash of milk to her tea. “I’m just surprised you went with them. I know your mother has plans for you.”

Amelia took a sip of her tea. “I don’t think I’m interested in her plans even though it might cost me my inheritance.”

“Oh? What are you thinking of doing?”

“I like it here. I know it’s only been a few months, but Avon Del feels like home.”

Her aunt smiled. “You’re welcome to stay. I love having you here. In fact, I could use you through next year. I’m thinking of taking an extended trip to Europe. You’d be in charge.”

“Are you—That would be fantastic,” Amelia burst out. “I would love that.”

“But there’s a catch.”

“What is it?” Amelia asked warily. There was always a catch and it always involved sacrifice on her part.

“You’d have to stay on the full year,” she said. “I mean, that would give me time to train your replacement when you decided to leave.”

“That wouldn’t be a problem,” Amelia answered. Moving here was her chance to find her own place in the world and escape the bonds weighing her spirit and slowly destroying her emotionally.

“As to Ryan, I won’t interfere if you’re going to be seeing her, but I would advise you to use discretion.”

“I know Mom would have a fit, but—”

“Sweetheart, you’re at liberty to live your life as you see fit because when it all comes down to it, it’s ourselves we have to be at peace with not the world around us.”

She nodded. “Thanks, Aunt Genny. Mom thinks I should marry Greg Lorkin.”

“The Lorkins are an okay family,” she said. “A bit on the snobby side, but they’re right where your mother’s family wants you to be.”

“In every way,” Amelia responded quietly. “Greg is a doctor. He graduated from Princeton in the top fifteen percent of his class, he’s going into private practice with a couple of other doctors in plastic surgery.”

“Can he give you the life you want?”

Amelia frowned, slowly shaking her head. Marrying him, living the life her mother had planned for her would destroy what was left of her will, shattering her spirit.

“Grandfather always seemed so nice, but I have to wonder if he’d be like Mom.”

“My father wouldn’t shun you because you’re gay, Amelia. He’d love you for who you are just as I do. I know the will has handicapped you, and if the money means as much to you as it does to your siblings and your mother and grandmother, then, you’re going to have to make some decisions fast.”

“I know.”

“You need to be prepared to accept them and live with them.”

She nodded as she caressed her teacup. “I want to wake happy, Aunt Genny. I don’t want to wake up on the verge of tears and go through my day just waiting for it to be over.”

If not for her job in the school’s library, she would anyway. The job gave her something apart from the life she despised, but it had become just another handcuff tying her to a world she didn’t want to be apart of.

“Why would you?” she asked curiously. “Marrying Greg Lorkin could only afford you with privilege.”

“Money, wealth buys a whole lot of nice things, but the things won’t make me happy. They’ll keep me busy. I’ll be a popular society wife, but I won’t have any friends.”

“You have friends.”

“Not real ones,” she murmured. And certainly, no lover whose very name in her thoughts set her on fire like Ryan’s did.

She wanted more of her. She wanted to be tied to her, owned by her, enjoyed by her.

Amelia wanted to spend every moment with Ryan that she wasn’t working. And last night had been like a door unlocking and swinging open revealing a room full of potential. 

The ring of the bell had her tensing. 

“I see,” her aunt murmured. “And friendships are important more so than the charities you’ll work on? More so than the lives you’ll be able to touch?”

Before she could answer, the butler came in. “Miss Honeywell.”

“Yes, Bentley?”

“Ryan Baptist is here for Miss Amelia.”

Amelia smiled. “Tell Ryan I’ll be right there,” Amelia said. “Excuse me, Auntie.” She was out of her chair and hurrying out of the room. Her heart was thumping loudly in her chest as her blood rushed in excitement.

When Amelia stepped into the foyer, she smiled at the sight of Ryan standing there glancing around. She was clad in casual khaki pants and a short sleeved button-down. Her hair—her hair was soft though she wouldn’t have expected that of dreadlocks.

Her mother had always made fun of people with dreadlocks saying they were nasty and hard.

Ryan’s hair was soft and almost looked like spiral curls. She had the shoulder length locks pulled back today with a band.

“Hi,” Ryan said moving to her. “Don’t you look pretty.”

Amelia smiled shyly. She wore a simple dress having gone to morning mass with her aunt. She hadn’t changed out of anything but her shoes. 

“Hi, Ryan,” Amelia said. “We went to mass this morning.”

“Ah, mass,” she said. “So, what’s going on the rest of the day?” Ryan slipped one hand into her pants pocket making her look not only relaxed but sexy.

“Uh—” The sound came out breathless. “Lunch with one of my aunt’s friends.”

“You want to cancel to hang with me and have an early dinner with me and my buddies?”

“Dinner?”

“At Ree’s,” Ryan said taking her hand. 

“I—” She broke off remembering last night. Elise made her a little nervous with her too handsy behavior.

“Hey, you’re safe with me,” Ryan told her. “Nothing ever has to happen you aren’t ready for, okay?”

Amelia nodded. 

“Baby, when I ask you a question, I expect a voiced reply,” Ryan told her quietly, her brown gaze compelling.

“Okay,” Amelia said nodding. 

“Do you understand that nothing has to happen you don’t want?”

“I understand,” she said softly as she averted her gaze. There was something so dominant about Ryan that both compelled and overwhelmed her at once.

“Look at me,” Ryan commanded giving her hand a shake. 

Amelia met her gaze. 

“Are you okay with last night?”

“I’d never say you raped me,” she replied. “I know—I’m okay with it.”

“You know what?” Ryan queried. “You can say whatever’s on your mind with me. I’m a big girl. If I don’t like it, I can deal.”

“I was just going to say that I know it was probably nothing to you, but it was fantastic.”

Ryan laced her fingers through Amelia’s. “You were amazing, Amelia, and I can’t wait to spend more time with you in bed and out.”

The words surprised her, and Amelia looked away. The intensity in Ryan’s gaze too much. 

“So, how about dinner, and before that?”

Amelia met her gaze. “I’d like to spend the rest of the day with you,” she said.

“Great. Is Miss Genny here?”

“Yeah. Why?” Amelia asked carefully.

“I’d like to ask her something.”

“She’s in the breakfast room.” She turned and led Ryan to the breakfast room which was right off the kitchen. 

Her aunt was still there with her tea only she had her phone before her and was texting.

“Aunt Genny?”

“Is everything okay with Ryan?” she asked. “You have to be careful being seen with her. There isn’t anyone here your mother knows, but she might have hired someone. I’m trying to talk her into letting you stay for the rest of the year and next year.”

“Oh. She probably won’t agree, but I’ve already made up my mind,” Amelia said, moving further into the room, Ryan still holding her hand. 

“Morning, Miss Genny.”

“Ryan,” she said giving them a startled look. 

“I like that dress on you,” Ryan said. 

Genny narrowed her eyes on her. “You’re such a guy, Ryan Baptist,” she said wagging a finger at her. “What are you up to? Only a well-trained man no matter his age gives a compliment when he’s trying to win a woman over.”

Ryan laughed. “What can I say. Daddy raised me right,” she said. 

“Yes, he did,” she agreed. “Your father is a good man. So, what are you up to?”

“I was wondering if you minded us taking out one of your paddle boats and cruising the canal.”

“We?”

“Charlie said she’d meet me at the dock if you gave permission. If not, we’ll have to head back to my place and go out on the lake.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Genny said somberly. “You three can take a boat out. Amelia’s never been out on the canal. Amelia, go change. The paddle boat isn’t conducive to that dress.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said. “I won’t be long, Ryan.”

“Take your time,” Ryan replied. 

Amelia exited the room after a quick look at her aunt. She hoped Ryan would still be there when she got back. However, she had a feeling her aunt was about to send Ryan packing.

****
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Have a seat, Ryan,” Miss Genny said, and Ryan took the chair opposite the older woman.

She had a feeling this was where Genny read her the riot act.

“I’d like you to come work for me,” she said. “I need someone reliable who won’t rob me blind.”

“What about Leah?” Leah was her current accountant and business manager.

“After going over the results of the audit, I’ve decided to fire her and considering how much money she’s cost me, I’m going to prosecute.”

“That’s too bad for her.”

“If the theft wasn’t as sophisticated as it was, and she hadn’t—The amount of money is too great for me to ignore.”

“No, I understand, I didn’t mean you shouldn’t prosecute her,” Ryan said. “She stole greater than a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and she was in the process of trying to sell part of your property. I found the communications as well as the forged documents that—”

“You didn’t mention that before.” 

“I didn’t have the proof until last night. It came in after I dropped Amelia off.”

She nodded, her face hardening. “I’ll have her investigated to
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