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I have created the character of Mason Regero several years ago. Though a lot of my readers have been requesting that I write his own novel, I couldn't. I was always having a problem creating the woman who would match his one of a kind personality.

That woman must be extraordinary and she must be able to capture him and make him forever faithful to her.

It took me some time to create her. But when I did, she began making cameos on my other novels. To those who have read my novel Blackthorn Academy - Sentinels, you already had a glimpse of this woman. She is none other than the mother of Jian Regero, the resident headmaster of Blackthorn Academy.

So now, here is Mason Regero's story and the woman who captured his heart. By the way, if you belong to my long time readers and you have read some of the printed books where Mason was featured, forget that. This novel reboots everything you knew about him. This also serves as some sort of prequel for Blackthorn Academy. The Mason Regero series happened between the late 1990s up to the early 2000. This means that the stories in Blackthorn Academy happened sometime in 2030.

Arielle Alia
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CHAPTER 1
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Jean found herself rooted on the spot upon stepping inside the horses' stable. She often found Old Man Ondoy, a former army sergeant, inside the stable taking care and feeding the horses. Ondoy was almost in his eighties, but he was still reliable and was good with the horses.

But today, the old man was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Jean found a tall man brushing the mane of Jewel, her favorite mare.

Jean could only see the man's back as he continued grooming the horse, but she was certain this was the first time she had seen him. He was a tall man with straight, dark hair reaching down to the back of his neck. Most men in Rancho Pawid barely reached Jean's 5'8 height. The only men in the ranch who towered above Jean were her Uncle Leon and Mr. Concio, the head of security. But Jean was sure the man before her was taller than the two.

If Jean would make a guess, the man was probably more than six feet tall. But the man's height wasn't the only things that caught her eye. He stood with an air of confidence. His wide shoulders and V-shaped torso reminded her of those strong action heroes she often saw in movies. He looked like an outdoorsman with his tanned skin. She couldn't help but compare it with the pale skin of her cousin, Macky, who would have to stand under the sun for several hours before he could even manage a light tan.

The man was wearing a regular sleeveless shirt, which gave Jean full view of his muscled biceps as he brushed Jewel's coat. Faded jeans and flip-flops complemented his shirt. His clothes were similar with what the other regular workers in the ranch often wore, but Jean could feel the man's strong personality emanating from his simple get up. He seemed built to last and could thrive in whatever hardships life had to offer.

Jean found herself staring continuously at the man. Studying him. If she would be asked to describe what kind of man he was just by looking at him, the words strong and sturdy immediately came to her mind. He moved with ease and confidence, his stance perfectly balanced. Her eyes began to scrutinize his legs. If the man was wearing shorts, Jean suspected those legs would also be well muscled like his arms. The man's physique reminded Jean of athletes.

"Is there something you want, Miss Jean?" asked a deep and husky voice.

Jean raised her gaze and was met by two dark, amused eyes. She felt her face grew hot as she realized what she had been doing. Did the man catch her inspecting his body?

"You know me?" she said.

"I always make sure to know who my bosses will be whenever I apply for a job. So, is there something I can help you?" The man's words were respectful, but the tone of his voice was not. He was taunting her as if he was the boss and not her. Jean also noticed that he was speaking more like an educated person than a simple ranch hand.

Jean frowned. She didn't like the man's attitude!

"What are you doing here?" Her voice rose. "And where is Old Man Ondoy?"

"In the hospital," he answered matter-of-factly.

"What happened to him?" she couldn't help but feel concerned. Ever since she arrived at the ranch, Old Man Ondoy was the only one she could call her friend. The old man was also the one who taught her everything she knew about horses and horseback riding. It was through the old man that she discovered she had a natural instinct about horses and riding them. 

"He had trouble breathing. But the doctor said it was due to too much work. He is almost eighty years old, and he shouldn't be working here in the stable. At his age, he should be resting or at least doing jobs more appropriate for his age."

"Is he alright?" asked Jean. Even if Jean wanted to visit the old man in the hospital, her uncle would never allow her to leave the ranch.

"He is getting better and would soon be discharged. He won't be coming back to the ranch though. I heard he would be living with one of his sons after getting out of the hospital. By the way, I am Beltran. Mrs. Mendoza hired me to replace Ondoy. And I could do a much better job than him."

The man's words were full of arrogance! Despite this, Jean couldn't take her eyes off him. Even while his back was turned away from her, his physical assets already impressed her but looking straight at him, she found plenty more to praise.

The man's shirt clung to his body, clearly showing his flat stomach which Jean suspected to have washboard abs. She rarely saw a man this fit in real life. Most men in the ranch were either bone thin, flabby or fat! He also sported a beard but despite the face hair, Jean could clearly see the handsome face of the arrogant man standing before her.

He had square jaws, a straight nose and those eyes... Those eyes never showed any fear or any humility. His teasing dark eyes could make a woman swoon, not that Jean would be swooning anytime soon.

Jean wanted to order Beltran to get a shave and comb back his hair that had fallen down his face, slightly hiding his eyes. She would also make him get rid of those sideburns. She wanted to tell him that his hairstyle had already gone out of fashion!

"Are you going for a ride, Miss Jean?" he asked.

Jean heard the question. But she found herself still too busy appraising one of the best male species she had laid eyes on. He didn't look like an ordinary ranch worker or a stableman. There's something in the way his eyes shone and the way he carried himself. He looked like a man who never followed rules and was used to giving orders to others. But people who take care of horses, according to Old Man Ondoy, always needed to appear in command in order to properly control the horses.

"Are you really qualified to take care of these horses?" she asked suspiciously.

"I am not like Old Man Ondoy who just takes care of horses. I am a horse trainer. I train horses to run in races."

Jean was surprised by this.

"We only have three horses in the ranch. And not one of them would ever become a racehorse. If I am not mistaken, horses that join races are thoroughbreds or Arabian stallions." If there was any creature in the stable that could be called a thoroughbred, Jean was sure it was the man standing before her. Despite his arrogant attitude, Jean couldn't deny that Beltran was a fine specimen of the human male species.

"Your uncle had bought several racehorses. In a day or two, they will be delivered here so he had asked me to come today to get this stable ready for them. This stable would no longer be almost empty. All ten stalls would finally have horses."

Racehorses cost a lot of money. Millions! Where did his uncle get such money? Her uncle had always ranted about how his business was losing money because of the current oil crisis in the world, and that the ranch was too expensive to maintain.

"How old are you?" Beltran suddenly asked.

Jean was startled by such a question, but she stared straight into his eyes. She wanted to look him in the eye, but she suddenly found her eyes glancing at his mouth. He had a strong mouth. A stray thought suddenly entered her mind. Was that mouth capable of giving a good kiss?

"Twenty-one," Jean answered.

Beltran slightly nodded his head.

"Can I then make a request, Miss Jean?"

"Request?" Jean was puzzled by this man's questions.

"Can you stop undressing me with your eyes?"

Jean was shocked and mortified. She felt her face grew hot. How dared the man tell her that! Yes, she was indeed guilty of undressing him with her eyes, but it wasn't deliberate! And he had no right to just humiliate her! No gentleman would ever embarrass a woman like that! Beltran was the rudest man she had ever encountered in her whole life!

Her eyes widened when she noticed a grin spreading on the man's face! He was having fun at her expense!

"How dare you!" she blurted. "You don't know me! And I am not like those low-class women you know!" she snapped.

The man ignored her words. He began walking toward her. Despite her irritation, Jean couldn't help but noticed how Beltran walked like a real man. There was no hesitation on his steps, and his movement was full of confidence.

"If you are not going to stop undressing me with your eyes, Miss Jean, I might be forced to show you what you really want to see," he warned.

Jean suddenly found herself glancing at the man's groin!

"Okay then, I'll show you!" He began unbuckling his belt.

A part of Jean wanted to continue looking. But her embarrassment forced her to back away and ran out of the stable. She grimaced when she heard his laughter behind her.

"That man is definitely crude!" she hissed. He totally humiliated her! Although she didn't have the power to fire him from his job, she would make sure to teach him some manners in the upcoming days! She would teach him lessons he would never forget! This ranch might not be hers but she also deserved to be respected! And she would force Beltran to respect her!
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Riding Jewel around the ranch was part of Jean's morning ritual. But because of her meeting Beltran, Jean wasn't able to have her ride today. Still fuming and severely mortified by Beltran's words and behavior, she sat herself on the table to have her lunch. Mrs. Mendoza, her governess and unofficial security guard, noticed her bad mood.

"Didn't you enjoy your ride this morning?" she asked.

"If you were in my place and for eleven years have been imprisoned in this ranch, would you enjoy going horseback riding in the four corners of your prison?" she retorted.

"Your uncle is just protecting you. That is why he has kept you here in the ranch. He had promised your mother that he would always keep you safe and away from the dangers of the world. And this ranch is the safest place for a young and innocent woman like you, Jean. Have you forgotten that your mother was robbed and killed by street gangs? Would you rather share that same fate?"

Bittersweet memories from the past flooded Jean's mind.

She was only ten years old when her mother, Merced, was brought to the hospital after being stabbed. She lingered for several days before finally succumbing to death's call. During those days when her mother was still fighting for her life, she began telling Jean about her estranged family. It was also during that period that Jean first met her Uncle Leon.

Uncle Leon was her mother's half-brother. His sudden appearance in the hospital where her mother was confined surprised and worried her mother. It became clear to Jean that her mother and Uncle Leon were not in good terms.

"You don't have anything to worry, Merced," Uncle Leon assured Jean's mother as she lay on the hospital bed. "I have set aside whatever misunderstandings we had in the past. I came here to help. Before our father died, he told me to find you and make amends. I am so sorry I came too late."

"I don't need your pity or help, Leonardo," said Merced though her voice was weak.

Uncle Leon approached Merced's bed. He also gave Jean a glance before looking back at his half-sister.

"I have talked to the doctor, Merced. They told me about your condition. Whatever hate you feel for my family or me should be set aside. We are siblings. We have the same blood running through our veins. And I am now here to help, to take care of your daughter, Jean, once you are gone. I know that her father is already dead and there's no one to take care of her."

"You seem to know a lot of things about me," said Jean's mother with suspicion.

"As I told you before, our father requested me to find you, take care of you. I have been looking for you all these years, Merced. And all the information I have on you was provided by the detective I hired to find you."

"You didn't have to do this, Leonardo, even if our father asked you to. He's been dead for five years, and he would never know what you did," Merced remained suspicious.

Uncle Leo scowled before letting out a sigh.

"The truth is, my looking for you was part of the condition of his last will and testament. I would not be able to get my inheritance unless I find you."

Jean's mother chuckled despite her condition.

"You haven't changed at all, Leonardo."

"I am just trying to do my duty. And I am here to tell you that our father never forgot you, he had also left you some money."

"Do you think that I would accept his money after he had turned his back on me?"

"Merced, stop being so proud. Think of the future of your daughter. If you are going to accept father's money, that money would also go to Jean Claire."

Merced became quiet for a while.

"Could you give me and my daughter a moment, Leonardo?" she said after a while. "I want to talk to her."

Uncle Leon left the room. When he was gone, Jean's mother motioned Jean to come near the bed. Her mother took her hand and held it tight.

"Listen to me, Jean. You need to be strong because I might not be able to be with you much longer."

"Mom," tears welled up in Jean's eyes.

"No tears. You shouldn't shed tears on my fate. You must learn from this. You must always learn from the lessons that life teaches us." Merced took a deep breath. She looked in pain. "Leonardo was right. He is the only one you can depend on right now. We have to accept that fact. But the moment you grow up, make sure that you get your inheritance and choose the life you want to live. You must be the one to decide your fate, Jean.

"Don't trust your uncle or his family. Leonardo had always been a selfish bastard. He would only be nice to people who are of use to him. And I am afraid that the reason he is going to take care of you is because of the money that you will inherit."

Jean's tears started falling, but she nodded. She would never forget what her mother told her today.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3


[image: ]


Ever since her Uncle Leon brought Jean to Rancho Pawid, she had never been allowed to leave the place. The ranch became her sole world.

She wasn't even allowed to study in a regular school. Uncle Leon always told her that it was too dangerous for her to go out into the world. That it was much better for her to be home schooled by tutors. Uncle Leon's wife, Aunt Yolanda, hired tutors for Jean.

At first, Jean accepted these reasons. But as she grew older, she began to suspect that her uncle and aunt had a far different reason for keeping her locked up in the ranch.

It became clear to her, as she grew up, that she was imprisoned in the ranch so the couple could control her life. They wanted to brainwash her into becoming their obedient pet. They needed her to believe that she would be in grave danger the moment she left the ranch. And that her safety and happiness could only be possible if she continued to remain compliant to them.

Her uncle and aunt wanted her to remain docile and obedient. They wanted to turn her into a weak and fearful woman. But Jean was never like that. And no matter what her uncle and aunt said and did, they couldn't shape her into the submissive servant they wanted her to be. Jean was like her mother. Independent, strong and always had a mind of her own. She only made the couple believe that she was a good and obedient girl in the beginning to gain their trust and find out the truth. She discovered early on that being obedient would also get her what she wanted like TV, books, desktop computer and access to the internet.

All those things enabled her to have a glimpse at the outside world. Although most of the news on TV was about rape, murder, robbery and other crimes like what her aunt and uncle had been telling her, she was also able to discover through the internet that most of those were isolated incidents. And that even the numerous deaths and crimes that were the staple plots of television dramas were not based on real life but were simply the product of the imagination of writers.

Despite the dire stories and warnings of her aunt and uncle about the dangers and crimes pervading even on their town of San Mateo, Jean discovered through research in the internet that those were mostly lies and exaggeration. The town of San Mateo was a quiet and peaceful place. Murders and troubles only occurred during election periods brought about by warring political clans.

Jean was brought back to the present by the voice of Mrs. Mendoza.

"You should stop thinking of your situation in the ranch as some sort of imprisonment," said Mrs. Mendoza. "Your uncle only wants you to be safe."

When Uncle Leon first introduced Mrs. Mendoza to Jean four years ago, her uncle told her Mrs. Mendoza would be her companion and governess. But as time passed by, she realized that the latter was in reality, her own strict caretaker. Mrs. Mendoza, like everyone else in the ranch, acted as Jean's warden. Everybody was watching over her. Making sure that she never left the ranch.

Mrs. Mendoza was always at Jean's side. She always made sure that she could never leave the ranch and that she didn't interact with people who visited the ranch without her uncle's approval. Mrs. Mendoza had also begun to regulate even Jean's internet usage. She couldn't enter chat rooms, send e-mails or have friends in the internet. Whenever Jean was on the internet, Mrs. Mendoza was behind her back, supervising her. Telling her when a website was not appropriate for her, blocking and even deleting her communication with other people even when they were on the other side of the globe!

Usually, Jean would just let Mrs. Mendoza's comments pass. But her irritation caused by Beltran's arrogance and rudeness was transferred to her caretaker. Her pent up frustrations of being imprisoned in the ranch for years finally exploded!

"If the world outside this ranch is too dangerous, then how come Uncle Leon and Aunt Yolanda lives there? If this ranch is the safest place in the world, then how come, they rarely stayed here?" she challenged her. "And my cousin, Macky, who is much younger than me is currently enrolled in a university!" her voice rose. "Let's stop this nonsense, Mrs. Mendoza! I am no longer a child who could be made to believe such stupid lies. I already know the real reason my uncle wants me to stay imprisoned in this ranch.

"He doesn't want me to fall in love with any man! He doesn't want me to have a boyfriend because he wanted me to remain pure and virginal so that when he finally decides to sell me, he can demand a high price!"

"Jean Claire!" Mrs. Mendoza looked scandalized by her outburst.

"It's the truth! And he already did that when I was only seventeen years old. He tried to force me to marry Lambert, the son of one of his business friends. But Lambert backed out when I beat him up and broke his nose. If Lambert didn't became scared of me, that marriage could have gone through. Uncle Leon took me in so he could use me to further his own selfish plans!"

"Where have you been getting such crazy ideas? You have been watching too much telenovelas on the TV!"

"I don't watch those stupid dramas! Their stories are full of crap! They are created by stupid and conceited scriptwriters that threat audience like some morons who would simply accept their illogical stories full of crying, adultery and amnesiacs!"

"If you are going to continue talking like this, I will be forced to cut off your cable and internet access!" warned Mrs. Mendoza.

When Jean was still a child, every time she would get into trouble or become stubborn, her uncle and aunt would punish her by taking away her TV, her internet and even burning her books. When she beat Lambert, she was punished with six months without TV, books, internet and with the arrival of Mrs. Mendoza. Even her tutors stopped coming. She almost died of boredom during that time. Because she had nothing else to do, she asked Old Man Ondoy to teach her how to use a folding knife to defend herself.

When Jean discovered that Mrs. Mendoza was afraid of horses, she used that to get rid of her, at least for a while, whenever she would ride Jewel around the ranch.

During her morning rides, Jean began to study every part of the ranch. She began planning her escape. She knew that the money her mother had inherited was put in a trust fund. She would be able to get that money once she turned twenty-five. But she could no longer wait for that time to come. She would escape this ranch as soon as possible, live her life the way she wanted to and later collect her trust fund the moment she turned twenty-five.

"The next time you start behaving like this again, your uncle would hear of this!" Mrs. Mendoza continued her threats.

Jean controlled herself. She forced herself to remain quiet. She focused her attention on eating her breakfast. She had become more determined to get out of the ranch. Before she reached her twenty-second birthday, she would make sure she had already escaped from this prison. She already had a plan and she was just waiting for the right time to leave the ranch.

If Old Man Ondoy was still working in the ranch, Jean knew she could ask his help. But he was no longer in the ranch and there was no one else she could trust or would help her escape. Everyone working in the ranch was afraid of her uncle. Damn it! If only that arrogant Beltran didn't replace Ondoy. Her plan could still work.

The face of Beltran suddenly appeared in her mind. Despite her irritation, she couldn't deny that he remained one of the most handsome and masculine man she had ever met. This was her first time to actually meet a hunk since she only got to see them in movies and TV. And those actors more often than not had questionable preferences. Some of them were even more vain and prima donnas than women. Their skin were often more flawless than their so-called female love team.

Maybe if she got to meet and interact with a lot of virile and gorgeous men, Beltran wouldn't have such an effect on her. She might even ignore him.

If only Lambert, the boy her uncle once tried to force into her, looked a lot like Beltran, she wouldn't have beaten him since she could have found him interesting. Or maybe not. Though she didn't protest and kept quiet after her Uncle Leon
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