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Stacey

No one told me it gets darker out of the city than in. Like, pitch-black dark. I can barely even see my hand in front of my face, which is not a good thing when I’m sitting in a broken-down car in the middle of a country road. At midnight.

My two sisters said shifting to the country would be good for me. They said it would offer a fresh start, where I could forget all the shit that went down in the city and begin to move forward with my life. It all sounded very reasonable, and since moving here to this small rural oasis in the south-eastern part of Australia, I’ve finally been able to breathe once again.

I like the name of my new home. Peaceton. The town has a serene vibe that speaks to me in terms of what I’m looking for, and I haven’t regretted my decision once in the four months I’ve been living here. Till this moment.

A street light or two would be nice. I check my mobile phone for the tenth time in three minutes and there’s still no signal. Plenty of battery, mind you, because I never leave home without making sure my mobile is fully charged. The sensible one, my family call me. Always organized. Always prepared. Only, sensible does one no good at all if there’s no phone signal. Apparently, my car broke down in a dead zone.

Awesome. So, I can sit here moping, or... Or what? What does one actually do in the country in this situation? It’s too dark to identify any recognizable features so I’m not even sure how far I am from home. Close, I think, but...how safe is it to get out and walk? Are snakes more likely to come out at night? Are there dingoes—wild dogs—in this region? Are there...serial killers waiting to descend?

My heart is beating way too fast and I can’t seem to draw in a proper breath. I’m pondering my best course of action in an attempt to rein in my too-vivid imagination, when a dark SUV drives past and then slows to a stop. The brake lights flash red, then the reverse lights come on and back up toward me until the vehicle sits idling right in front of mine.

Relief rushes through me, followed closely by trepidation when both the driver and passenger doors open and I realize the only weapon I have, if they turn out to be crazy nutters, is my handbag. Mind you, that’s a pretty heavy-duty weapon. I flick on my headlights so I can see them a bit more clearly than my intermittent hazards allow.

A tall, lanky guy gets out the driver’s side, and a slightly shorter but more heavily muscled man alights from the passenger side. Two guys, coming to my rescue. Two really fucking sexy guys, heading my way. My clit, a part of my body I thought long-dead, flickers to life with a throb. I hope they’re here to rescue me. I hope they’re not serial killers.

I crank my window about an inch and wait until they’re both standing in front of it before I speak. “Hey.” Yeah, I know. I’m not a great conversationalist at the best of times. This is not the best of times by a long stretch. 

“Hey yourself,” the lanky one answers in a lazy drawl, and even though he’s now out of the reach of my headlight beam so I can’t make out his features properly, there’s no mistaking the humor lacing his words. “Looks like you might need a bit of assistance.”

I nod, realizing too late that they probably can’t see my response in the darkened interior. “Yep. I definitely could use some help.” Boy, my woman bits are really making themselves known all of a sudden. There’s a steady throbbing between my legs and a pleasurable ache low down in my belly that I haven’t experienced in a long time. I clear my throat. “I don’t know much about cars, but I braked for that curve back there, and as soon as I took my foot off the accelerator the engine spluttered and died. Thank goodness I managed to steer it over here to the side of the road before it conked out altogether. Um...do you guys know much about cars?”

It annoys me that I sound like a stereotypical female, but the reality is, learning about car engines is not something that will ever be on my to-do list. I’m praying it might be an easy fix. I can’t afford a big repair bill right now.

The muscled one lets out a snort. It sounds like he tried to muffle a laugh but didn’t quite succeed, and my brows come together as I shoot him a look. “We know a bit.” His voice is deeper than the driver’s. There’s a harsh edge to it that intrigues me. Are they local? Have I met them? They seem somewhat familiar.

“You’re not out of gas?” At my negative response the driver nods at his companion, who heads back to their vehicle to retrieve what looks like a tool kit from the trunk. “Pop the lid and we’ll take a look.” 

I do as they suggest, and after a few minutes of me sitting in the car staring blankly at my raised engine hood and hearing muffled bangs and mutters coming from somewhere in front of me, the muscled one is back at my window.

“It’s no good. We’re not going to be able to get you going tonight, but we can give you a ride home if you like, and help sort it out in the morning. We’ll probably need to order in a part.”

Home? How do they know...

“It’s Stacey, isn’t it?” Muscle man tips his head to one side as he queries me. “The soap woman.”

The soap woman? I leave that one alone for now and squint into the dark. “Do we know each other... Oh! Are you my new next-door neighbors?”

The relief that floods my whole body has me sagging back against the seat. Until this second, I hadn’t realized how on edge I was at the thought of being completely alone and helpless, if these guys turned out to be untrustworthy.

The taller, slow drawl guy is back too, and right on cue, the moon pops out from behind a cloud so I can see them a lot more clearly. Holy heck, they’re both so good-looking. Two sets of high cheekbones, shadowed eyes, and wide, sensuous lips are revealed under the moon’s silvery light. A double whammy of sex appeal where I least expect to find it. And yet each guy is quite different from the other. The one who got out of the passenger side is definitely heavier-set, with a tough edge lacking in the driver. His strong jaw hints at stubbornness, and those wide shoulders and narrow hips would look perfect at a weight-lifting event. The driver is attractive in a long, lean kind of way. Despite his slighter build and laid-back air, he seems like the more commanding of the two. I don’t know why, but I get the impression he’s the one in charge. His darkish hair is ruffled from whatever he did under my car hood, and my fingers itch to reach up and smooth out those wayward locks. As if he senses my desire to touch him, one corner of his mouth lifts in a quirky grin.

“Depends how you look at it,” he answers. “We were there before you, so I guess you’re our new next-door neighbor.” I can still hear amusement in his tone so I’m positive he means no offence.

I hesitate, perhaps a moment too long for their liking. The bulkier one reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a wallet. “I’m James, and this is Teale Townsend.” He gestures to his friend. “Here’s my driver’s license if you want to check our address.” 

He slides the plastic tab into the one-inch window gap and I shine my mobile light onto it. James Castell. His photo and the address match, but I don’t really need it at this point. I recognize both of them now, even though the moonlight is still dim. I’ve seen them coming and going, albeit from a distance, between their house on the hill and a large garage built off to one side of their property. Now I understand why James laughed when I queried their car expertise. My guess is these guys run an auto shop. I couldn’t have gotten luckier tonight if I’d won the lotto.

My little cottage is set back from the road and there’s a couple of hundred meters between my place and theirs, but I’ve often watched them out of my kitchen window, wondering if they’re in a personal as well as business relationship. Looking at the ease with which they stand together now, arms lightly touching as they wait for me to gather my bag and keys and open the door, I’m guessing yes. Pity. Why are the sexy ones always off-limits?

My clit hums again at the thought of watching these two go at it. An image of the two of them, sweat-streaked, naked, and rutting hard and fast, pops into my head and my breath hitches in my throat. What is wrong with me? It’s been a while since I’ve had sex, I have to admit. Even before I found my husband in bed with the housekeeper, our relationship had been in decline for months. All in all, it’s probably been over two years since anyone got near my hoo-ha. Maybe I’m just sexually frustrated. I hope they can’t sense it. 

I force deep breaths, in and out, trying to get my recalcitrant body back under control, and hand James back his license. “Thank you so much, both of you. I’d love a ride home if it’s not too much trouble.”
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Chapter Two
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Teale

James and I have been watching her on and off in the four months since she moved here. Not in a creepy way, mind you, but just keeping an eye out for a window of opportunity to head on over and introduce ourselves. So far that opportunity hasn’t arisen. I did make one attempt, about a week after she arrived, when I took across a batch of James’ famous chocolate muffins. Boy, can that man cook. Lucky for me, cos I’d burn water if I tried. Unfortunately, our new neighbor wasn’t home at the time, or maybe she just didn’t want to come to the door. Word around town is that she’s a bit of a recluse. Something bad happened in the city and she came out here to hide away.

Madge at the grocery store on Main Street says Stacey’s not too social when she comes in for supplies. Apparently, she just wants to be left alone to get on with her soap-making business. Hearing that, we didn’t want to encroach on her space so we never actually got around to meeting her in person.

There was something about her, that first day she arrived, that I can’t even put my finger on. I was out in the garage, working on one of our client’s cars, when I felt her presence. I can’t explain it any different than that. She was just there, in our sphere all of
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