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CHAPTER 1

 


As Greg Leadbetter used his well-defined and
well-tattooed arm muscles to smoothly slice through the piece of
wood in front of him, his mind was active. Months had passed since
the night of the gala event that had gone so wrong. On that night,
the Leadbetter gang had planned to steal diamonds. In charge of the
night had been Pete Leadbetter - at that time, the head of the
Leadbetter gang. Greg didn't know who was now in charge of the
family, but he knew it wasn't Pete. It couldn't be since he'd been
shot and instantly killed that night.

Greg moved forward to place another length
of log on the chopping block. It was hard work, living the way he
was, but since he'd left town, he hadn't looked back. He was out in
nature. That was good for his soul. He was living off the grid and
away from everything and everyone. Even the home he'd been living
in until that night, he didn't miss. He knew he didn't have to
worry about that. He'd left his cousin's son, Phillip Leadbetter,
living in it. Even if Phillip went and moved in with his
girlfriend, Phillip would still make sure the house was alright.
Phillip was a Leadbetter, but he was a good man. Not all
Leadbetters were. Phillip was.

Slicing through yet another length of log,
Greg wasn't surprised by his thinking and memories flowing over
him. Although he had no desire to return to the populated town or
the Leadbetter lifestyle, he did still miss a few good people from
his life. His cousin, Mark Leadbetter, had always been more than a
cousin. They'd been friends. Greg hadn't contacted Mark to tell him
where he was, or even tell him that he was okay. That would
eventually change. Even if Mark's daughter, Sasha, had remembered
to pass on the message that Greg had given her shortly after the
gala, saying that Greg was okay and going dark for a while, Mark
deserved better. Greg wasn't ready to make contact yet, but he
would.

Yes, he missed Mark, and Mark's wife,
Stacey. They'd grown up close together. It still didn't feel normal
to not see or talk to them. It equally didn't feel normal not to
have Rhett around. Rhett wasn't a Leadbetter but had been pulled
into the Leadbetter gang by Mark's mother and father when Rhett,
Mark, and Greg had been teenagers. There had always been a close
bond between Mark, Greg, and Rhett. That bond had lasted right
through to their current ages. At the golden age of fifty, Greg had
to concede that he didn't generally feel as old as the number
sounded. He'd always kept fit, as had been the way of the family -
not in a gym-goer kind of way, but more of a naturally rugged
lift-and-cart-heavy-items kind of way, and a punch-up kind of way.
Violence wasn't something that Greg liked, but it went hand in hand
with how the family lived. It had been exciting in his youth. As
he'd grown older, the excitement had worn off. He didn't want to
hurt anyone. He equally didn't want to see anyone he cared about
get hurt - or worse.

Assessing the amount of wood he'd chopped,
Greg looked up at the sky. The sun was high. He knew it must be
about noon. That meant it was about time to quit with the wood
chopping and knock off for the rest of the day. He'd never been one
to sit around for too long. Since arriving at the cabin that he'd
inherited from his mother's family, he'd begun to appreciate the
peace of it. His cabin was remote, with no other home nearby. All
around him were trees. From the cabin's small veranda was a view
he'd grown to love. It was just open enough for him to be able to
see the blue water of the lake below, but also enclosed enough by
trees so that anyone glancing upward from down below wouldn't
necessarily see the cabin. It was a perfect spot for him to be.

After taking time to stack his freshly
chopped wood against the small area of wall that got a few hours of
sun each afternoon, he walked indoors. Before truly relaxing each
day, he liked to make sure he was prepared for the night to come.
In the city, he hadn't taken as much notice of when the sun
disappeared, or how the temperature changed when it did. In his
city home, he'd had electrical heating of one sort or another.
There was no electricity at the cabin. No electricity and no bills.
He'd left much of modern-day living behind when he'd decided to
walk away from the life he'd been living.

Filling a large basket with some of the
oldest and driest chopped wood, he thought about his departure from
his city life and his gang-like family. He'd planned to escape all
of that straight after the gala job. He'd not been sure how the
theft of the jewels would go that night. Pete Leadbetter had been a
criminal of the natural kind. Although Leadbetters had always
survived off theft, they tried to avoid hurting anyone. It had been
a consensus that no piece of jewelry was worth going to prison for.
For the most part, it was a peaceful type of crime - pickpocketing
or small scale theft. The job that had been attempted the night of
the gala hadn't been intelligent or well-planned. Pete had heard
about something he'd wanted to grab for himself, and that had
turned out to be his entire plan - smash and grab.

Greg shook his head as he once again
considered the stupidity of Pete over that night. There was no
possible way that the Leadbetters could have walked away with those
jewels. Greg suspected that Pete might not have been missed by many
in the gang following his death. Pete had formed a pretty solid
reputation for violence and murder. He'd never been caught, but
he'd equally never hidden from his own people and family that he'd
done the horrific things he'd done. He'd used his tales of horror
to intimidate and control others. That had been his way since
they'd been kids. It had been years since Leadbetters had stopped
having large social family gatherings, but Greg could remember them
from his childhood. He could clearly remember how Pete would
torture any dog unfortunate to have been taken along to a
gathering. For his ways of hurting people and animals, Pete had
always ended up getting hurt by one adult or another on those days.
He'd been a kid. That had never been a valid excuse to any of the
grownup Leadbetters. He'd caused pain. They'd made sure he felt it
as a consequence.

Carrying in and unloading the second basket
of firewood, Greg felt the familiar conflicting emotions about
Pete's death. It hadn't come as any surprise. Pete had been a
vicious person all his life. In that regard, some would say that he
deserved to be killed. Regardless, family was family. Greg wanted
to be free from the Leadbetter name and lifestyle, but one of their
own being killed was something that made him consider the value of
his own life.

Preparation for the evening to come
completed, he grabbed a can of beer from the large bucket of cold
water he always kept handy in the kitchen. The cabin wasn't
subjected to external heat for much of the day, but it had been
built to take advantage of a freshwater spring that flowed nearby.
It had taken a while for Greg to get used to washing in the
coldness of it, but he'd persisted in doing that rather than waste
firewood to run a fire and boil water early in the day. He'd never
have thought to take cold showers in the city. He'd grown to like
them at the cabin.

On the veranda, he sat on his favorite
wooden chair. He knew his mother's grandfather had hand-crafted it
from wood that grew near the cabin. It was just one of many items
that had been made rather than bought. Inside the cabin were many
remnants that told the story of what his great-grandfather had been
like as a person, and what he'd been like as a husband and
father.

As he took a well-appreciated sip of his
cold beer, Greg subconsciously glanced to his left. There sat the
matching chair that had been crafted with the same level of care
and love as the one he sat in. Two chairs that had stood the test
of time - that was what Greg believed anything with strength and
heart should be like.

Weeks earlier, Rhett had sat in that other
chair. Greg felt wistful about that. They'd known each other for
much of their lives, seeing each other almost every day for one
reason or another. They'd been friends. The two of them, along with
Mark, had formed an unbreakable bond early on that had served each
of them well in however they'd needed it. Greg had never
anticipated the three of them would ever grow apart.

Thinking about Mark, he knew he missed him.
Greg knew there was no reason why he couldn't go home. He'd escaped
to the cabin purely out of a desire to get away. He could call Mark
at any time, but he hadn't. Mark would know he was okay, thanks to
Sasha passing on Greg's message. The time would come when Greg
would feel the need to be around people again. Until then, he would
stay where he was.

Glancing down toward the lake, he felt tears
threaten. He missed Mark. He missed Rhett. He missed Stacey. He
even missed all of Mark's kids - each of them now a young adult
that he'd watched grow up from birth. He had no kids of his own
that he knew of. Being a part of Mark's kids' lives had always been
something he'd enjoyed. Phillip, David, Sasha, Rex, and Anya were
all good kids, even though they got into trouble. That wasn't their
fault. That was the way of the Leadbetter family. Greg knew he was
fortunate to have them in his life. If anything happened to any of
them, he suspected he'd be as devastated as Mark and Stacey would
be.

He took a deep breath as he felt the tears
subside. He'd go home when it felt right. It didn't feel right yet.
Alone in the cabin that had been left to him was right where he was
meant to be. He'd needed the solitude before the night of the gala.
He'd needed it even more since. There was a part of him that wished
he'd taken women more seriously throughout his life. Every time
he'd gotten involved with someone, he'd tried to make it work. It
had never been a long time before what had seemed like happiness in
love leaned more toward unhappiness. He hadn't worried about the
high turnover of women when he'd been younger. Having reached the
ripe old age of fifty, he did have some regrets in that department.
He currently wanted to be alone. He didn't think he wanted to be
alone forever. The unknown was, who was he supposed to be with?

That question was one that had plagued him
for some time. He'd always been drawn to naturally select women for
partners and lovers. His heart, however - that told him it was
quite possible that his soulmate wasn't a woman at all. Not only
was it a man, but it was a man he'd grown up with and had known for
almost his entire life.

He could still remember the moment that
Rhett had kissed him. The gala night had been crazy in more ways
than one. Rhett had kissed him, and he'd kissed Rhett back. It was
something they'd never done before, but it hadn't felt wrong. It
had felt like something they should have taken some time to
explore. They hadn't. As soon as they'd reached the cabin, whatever
had pushed Rhett to be so bold had then pushed him to retreat. It
had seemed like the kiss had never even happened. That saddened
Greg. He was confused about his feelings for a man, but he still
would have preferred to have explored them. For Rhett, the only
option appeared to have been to turn away and leave. Whether that
was because of embarrassment or regret, Greg had no idea.


CHAPTER 2

 


Rhett woke sharply from the nudge the body
beside him delivered. Turning, he took a moment to look at the
shape in the sunlight filtering through a drawn curtain. He didn't
know who the woman was that lay next to him. He remembered meeting
a few the night before. Which one had taken him back to their
place, he had no idea.

Sitting up with as much subtlety as he could
muster, he hoped he'd be able to slip out of the bed and out of the
room without notice. He didn't get far with that desire as he
realized the nudge hadn't been accidental. A hand wrapping around
his lack of erection made the idea of leaving not so important.

As he felt the hand begin to stroke up and
down along the length of him, he eased back till he was lying down
again. He didn't want to have anything to do with the woman,
whoever she was. Regardless, if she was going to help him with more
escaping from thoughts about someone else, Rhett knew he might as
well lie back and let her.

He quickly grew aroused, just as he always
had when he was with any woman. He'd only ever been with women. He
knew with full honesty that he'd never looked at a guy and desired
him sexually. Why, then, did that moment when he and Greg had
kissed remain so vivid in his head? Time had passed since that
night, and he'd gotten out of there as soon as he could. Greg had
been his friend forever, so of course he would miss his company and
his conversation. The problem was that it wasn't just the company
and conversation that he thought about. It was that kiss.

Annoyed that his thoughts had yet again
returned to a moment that he didn't want them to, he pushed the
woman onto her back and worked his way down her body. Not only was
he attracted to women, but he gained true enjoyment from using his
talents to please them.

Feeling the hips under him begin to move as
he worked his tongue, he smiled to himself without stopping his
effort. He loved women's bodies. They were beautiful, soft, and
incredibly sexy, no matter their age, size, or shape. He'd never
desired anything different - never.

Straight after hearing and feeling the woman
reach orgasm, Rhett moved upwards and plunged into her. If one
thing could turn his mind off from thinking about having kissed his
best friend - a man - it was hard-out thrusting into the moist
warmth of a woman.

After toppling over the peak of pleasure, he
rested on the woman, not bothering to kiss her or tell her he
wanted to see her again. Those formalities, he had no time for.
Whoever she was, she'd served the purpose of providing Rhett with a
bed for the night and taking his mind off someone else. The night
before, it had been the same thing but with a different woman.

The pattern had repeated since he'd walked
away from Greg. Night after night, he'd been drifting. He hadn't
stayed with Greg at the cabin. He didn't want to be there with so
much confusion in his head. He equally didn't want to face Mark or
any other person from the Leadbetter gang. He'd kissed a man. That
was something that he knew certain people in the Leadbetter family
held the highest level of prejudice about. Rhett was confused about
his feelings, but he'd never had any strong feelings about the
sexuality of other people. He'd quietly hated hearing the
prejudicial slurs of the people who had taken him in when he'd been
a teenager. He didn't feel the same way they did. That didn't mean
he wanted them to know how he felt about Greg or the kisses they'd
shared.


CHAPTER 3

 


As Mark Leadbetter looked around the small
family gathering in his home, he felt a mix of emotions. At the
table with him was his wife, Stacey - the only woman he'd ever
loved, desired, and wanted to have as his lover. Also at the table
were three of their children. Sasha, Anya, and Phillip were all
alive and healthy. For that, Mark was grateful. Two of his other
sons weren't there. One, he knew might or might not turn up
anytime. David had gone on the run after the gala night had gone
bad. Nobody had heard from him since. The other son missing from
the table was Rex. Having been shot and killed at the gala event,
Rex would never again attend any event held by the family or anyone
else.

As his thoughts briefly pondered Rex, Mark
quickly refocused. He still had plenty of moments when he had to
sit and let the tears flow as he thought about the son he would
never see again. He suspected the sadness would never go away, but
every day he tried to focus on the positive things in his life.

"You want me to be your bridesmaid?" Sasha
asked after hearing the question Phillip's bride-to-be, Daisy had
asked.

Daisy grinned at Phillip and then turned
back to face Sasha again.

"Phillip and I both want you to be my
bridesmaid, Sasha," she said. "And you, too, Miss Anya," she
continued, looking at the youngest Leadbetter at the table. "If
you'd like to."

Anya smiled and clapped her hands excitedly,
inspiring everyone to laugh at her enthusiasm.

"Yeah, of course, I want to!" she
exclaimed. "Wedding now, and little baby flowers on their way
too?"

Phillip looked at Daisy and saw her knowing
smile. They'd already planned when they wanted to begin their
family, but that plan wouldn't kick in until they were wed.

"Not yet, baby sister," he said, teasing
Anya and knowing exactly how she'd respond.

"I'm not a baby!" Anya said on cue, laughing
with her oldest brother.

Mark looked at Stacey and saw her smile. It
was good to see her happy again. He knew it wasn't a secure
happiness. She had her moments of intense grief, just as he did.
Regardless, they both knew they had things to be grateful for.

"If your wedding is only a couple of weeks
away, what can we help you with to get ready for it?" Stacey asked
as she turned toward the young couple. Seeing her oldest son so
much in love was something that provided her with not only a sliver
of happiness but also hope.

Although she hadn't been born as part of the
Leadbetter family, when she'd fallen in love with Mark, she had
accepted their ways. She'd followed their direction about raising
kids to become pickpockets and thieves, but she'd always worried
about it. The flow-on had resulted in the death of one of her boys
and the disappearance of another. Some days, that was more than she
thought she could bear. With Mark to lean on, she pushed through
each day, focusing on one day at a time.

As she listened to the reply from her oldest
son, she felt Mark's hand reach under the table and seize hers. It
was his way of providing her with strength and reassurance.
Strength to keep going, no matter how hard it felt at times.
Reassurance that he was there with her, no matter what they had to
go through.

"Nothing," Phillip said. "It's only our two
immediate families, so the number of people is small. It's being
held at the beach - just a small ceremony. The only thing we've had
to pay for is the celebrant, and that's already done."

"But afterward?" Stacey asked. "You can
invite people here, and we'll put on food and drinks for
everyone?"

Phillip looked at Daisy and smiled. They'd
already agreed that they wouldn't ask his parents for anything,
given their ongoing grief. They'd equally decided that if his
mother and father offered anything, they would accept.

"We would love that," Daisy said as she
grinned at Stacey and Mark. "If you're sure."

Stacey smiled. She'd lost two sons, at least
for the moment. She needed to feel needed by someone else to fill
the gap that had been left.

"We're sure," she said. "Let me know the
numbers and any particular foods to avoid, and we can do that for
you. It'll be nice to meet your family, Daisy."

Daisy felt happy. She'd met the man of her
dreams, and they were on track to begin a long and happy life
together. Part of that was her dream of becoming a mother. She was
glad that Phillip was equally happy to be a parent. He came from a
family who'd gotten in a lot of trouble with the law, but he was a
good man with a good heart. She didn't doubt that.

"Can we bring guests?" Sasha asked, still
surprising everyone in her family with how much she'd changed.
She'd spent so many years as an angry child and then an angry young
woman. To see her flourish and open up was a constant source of
astonishment to all around her.

Daisy grinned at her and nodded.

"If you're asking if you can bring that
handsome man of yours, then yes, you sure can," she said,
delivering a wink that made Sasha blush.

"Of course, he's welcome, Sasha," Phillip
added.

Sasha was pleased. She'd been spending time
with James Stonewarden for a while. There had been some challenges
between them, but they seemed to get past them. A small part of her
still wondered what he wanted from her, but she was slowly
accepting that maybe he liked her. Perhaps it was just that
simple.

"Thank you," she said to Phillip and
Daisy.

As Stacey looked around the table, she
smiled to herself. She'd recently experienced a loss like she had
never felt before and hoped she'd never feel again. Around that
loss, other things had happened that could only produce joy. Seeing
Phillip and Sasha so happy with the people they'd each met was
something to see.

For so long, Stacey had wished her oldest
child would find love. Now he had. That was evident to anyone who
saw Phillip and Daisy together. In some ways, they were an unlikely
couple, with her being a lawyer and him being a Leadbetter. At the
same time, the two of them together made perfect sense. The same
was true for Sasha and the young man who'd begun to get to know
her.

It was early days for them, but Stacey was
just as confident about that relationship. James had worked some
kind of magic in helping Sasha to be less angry and more open to
people getting to know her. How he'd done that, Stacey wasn't sure,
but in doing so, he'd done something nobody else had been able to.
The process of change had started in Sasha after she'd saved a
young mother and her daughter one night in the local park. Sasha
had connected with young Nicky in a surprising way. James seemed to
have then joined in to contribute to the progression of Sasha's
self-growth. It was something that Stacey and Mark both took great
pleasure in watching. Their always-angry daughter was hardly ever
angry anymore. Nobody from the legal system or the mental health
system had been able to facilitate any change in her. What it had
taken was a ten-year-old girl with no self-esteem, and a pretty boy
who appeared to be from a well-off family. Stacey still shook her
head at that.


CHAPTER 4

 


James Stonewarden loved his part-time work as
a bartender in one of the local nightclubs. As far as work went, it
was pretty good meeting new people every night that he was there.
For a long time, he'd loved it because it provided him with the
opportunity to meet new chicks. If there was one thing that always
made him smile, it was women. He'd loved them for as long as he
could remember. The nightclub had always provided quite an array of
women to meet. At times, he'd likened it to a luxurious breakfast
buffet.

His days of bartending weren't over, but his
enthusiasm for meeting new women was. It surprised even him, but he
was happy. He'd met someone who was in no way like him, but her
uniqueness and rawness had lured him in and made him want to only
spend time with her. It wasn't his usual way to take time to get to
know a woman before anything sexual happened, but he wasn't missing
it. It had proven kind of cool to have a woman want to spend time
with him but not have sex with him. It was a new experience, but he
liked it.

Sasha Leadbetter. If he'd known her last
name from the moment they'd met, he wondered if he would have
continued to want to know her. Her brother had shot at the
supermarket. It had been her brother's bullet that had hit Max and
left him in a coma. That connection between Sasha and James still
freaked James out on occasion. The odds of everything having
happened as it had, and the two of them finding each other, seemed
weirdly remote. But they had, and she seemed into it as much as he
was. It was weird, but it was pretty cool at the same time.

Hearing his alarm go off, James turned over
and looked at the curtains in his apartment bedroom. He didn't need
to set his alarm for work since his shifts usually started around
eight or nine at night. He always got up at the same time,
regardless. Sunshine helped him feel good. He never wanted to miss
it.

Seeing the familiar and welcome glow of
orange seeping through the curtain fabric, he lay back and looked
at the ceiling. He never had trouble finding things to do during
the daylight hours, but he'd woken with a strong desire to see
family. That left him options. He could go home to the Stonewarden
house and see who was there. At most, it would likely be his dad,
Mitchell, and his brother, Max. His other younger brothers, Fitz
and Regan, were hardly ever there anymore. James got on well with
Regan. With Fitz, not so much. Their youngest brother was an
oddball. James had always thought it, even though he was his
brother and he had amazing skills with technology.

James took a moment to think about the
previous year or two. Things had changed a lot in the Stonewarden
family. His sister - the youngest of the siblings - had fallen in
love, gotten married, and was now a mother. How she'd done all of
that so easily was beyond James's comprehension, but he was happy
for her. James had wondered why anyone would want a relationship,
until that day when Max had been shot. That had been a timely
reminder that life could be short. It hadn't changed James
completely, but it had made him begin to appreciate that it might
not be so bad to love someone and be loved in return.

He scoffed at where his thoughts had
gone.

"Enough of that thinking!" he said to
himself before throwing back the bedcovers and jumping out of bed.
"Get on with the day, James!" he went on to instruct himself,
grinning as he dropped to the floor and did his standard fifty
sit-ups and fifty press-ups. When they were complete, he finally
left the confine of his bedroom.

Standing under the hot water, he pondered
options for the day. The feeling of needing to see family was
strong. He wouldn't deny that. He'd go over to his family home and
see if anyone was about. Whether they were or weren't, he'd then
head out to the ranch and see how Charlie was getting on. He
briefly wondered if Sasha would like to go to the ranch. She'd met
Charlie at the hospital when little Caroline had been born. She
hadn't seen any of James's family since. When they hung out, they
tended to do it alone, either out in public or at his apartment. To
many, it would have seemed like a brand new thing, whatever it was
that he had with Sasha. To James, it already felt like a lifetime.
He'd never spent as much time with any woman as he had with
her.

Sasha. She was an individual, alright. He'd
once seen her dressed up with makeup and all the effort other women
indulged in day after day. She'd looked sexy that night, but he had
to admit that he preferred how she looked naturally. She emanated a
very strong 'take me as I am or fuck off' vibe, and he loved that.
He didn't want her to change anything about who she was or what she
looked like. She was raw, and that was incredible.

For a moment, James thought about soaping up
and enjoying himself to another degree in the shower. He dismissed
the idea. Even in that, he knew he'd changed a lot. Instead of
self-indulging in pleasure, he climbed out, dressed, and got ready
for the day ahead.

Before walking out, he again considered
inviting Sasha to go to the ranch with him. He let the idea slide
away. He knew her family was dealing with all sorts of things going
on. He didn't ask her for details, but she'd hinted at a few
things. She didn't need to be bothered at that moment.

Driving over to the Stonewarden home, he
hoped Max would be there. James didn't know if he would. He kept
getting hints that Max was involved with someone, even though
nobody seemed to know who the woman was. All of his brothers kept
their love lives private to a degree. None of them ever brought
their girlfriends to any family-related events, so James was never
sure who was in a relationship and who wasn't. He'd never expected
Max to be. Max was like him - a player.

He chuckled to himself. He used to call
himself a player. He couldn't do that anymore. He was enjoying
getting to know one woman at a slow pace and actually liked the
idea of keeping getting to know her. Maybe they'd go somewhere as
far as romance went. Then again, maybe they wouldn't. With her fear
of sex, it was difficult to gauge what could happen at any time
with Sasha, but James was prepared to wait it out and see what
happened there. He wasn't missing sex. He wasn't missing the entire
lifestyle he'd had. He'd changed. There was no denying that.

"Anyone home?" he called out when he entered
the large Stonewarden home.

"Yep!" he heard Max's voice reply from the
upstairs level.

James bounded up the staircase, unexpectedly
keen to see his younger brother. When he reached the landing, Max
was standing half in and half out of his bedroom door.

"Hey, what's up?" Max asked, partly in a
panic. "Has something happened?"

"No!" James exclaimed. "I just wanted to see
who was here."

"Oh, okay," Max said, retreating into his
bedroom. "Just me! I think Dad's out, but I don't know where."

Before the bedroom door closed, James moved
forward.

"Hey, are you seeing someone?" he asked his
younger brother. "Like, seriously seeing someone?"

Max turned in surprise, grinning.

"Whoa! We don't have talks like that, big
brother," he said, teasing James. "Perhaps what's going on with
you should be the real question!"

He watched James's face as it grew slightly
annoyed at the question having been thrown back at him.

"Nothing!" James retorted.

Max laughed out loud.

"Yeah, sure, James," he said. "If you want
to talk about it, let me know. I'm happy to listen."

James looked at his brother. It had been
difficult seeing Max in the coma after the supermarket shooting.
That period had highlighted to James just how important his family
was to him.

"Nah, I'm going to go and see Charlie," he
said. "Do you want to come along?"

Max shook his head.

"No," he replied. "Thanks, but I've got
plans today. Tell Charlie I'll go and see her tomorrow,
though."

"You got plans?" James asked, seizing the
moment to grin and tease his brother. "Yeah? Who with?"

"Forget it," Max said as he grabbed his
jacket and nudged James toward the door. "You ain't getting nothing
out of me."

James let himself be guided out of the
bedroom and down the staircase. Once outside, he turned to Max.

"Are we going to meet this mystery woman?"
he asked.

Max smiled as he unlocked his Mustang.

"Who knows," he said. "Maybe."

James watched as his brother jumped into the
driver seat, started the grunty engine, and then eased away, giving
a grin and a wave as he did so.

For a third time, James considered asking
Sasha if she'd like to go to see Charlie at the ranch. He pulled
out his phone and was about to send a message before he put it away
again. That could happen another day.

~~~~~

"Hey, Ash," James greeted his brother-in-law
at the ranch. "Is Charlie around?"

Ash smiled at his wife's older brother. He
was still skeptical about any of the Stonewarden men, but he'd
taught himself how to keep quiet about that. It wasn't Charlie's
fault that her family were thieves. She'd been born into it and
intended for it, but she'd walked away from it. That was the only
degree to which he ever wanted to give thought to what the
Stonewardens were.

"Yeah, she'll be down soon," Ash replied.
"Come through."

James followed Ash into one of the small
living rooms in the vast building. On entering the room, his eyes
fell to the tiny human nestled in the arms of Molly Stonewarden -
the great aunt of James and Charlie.

"Aww, now see, little Caroline, that your
Uncle James is here to see you and give you a cuddle," Molly said
to the little one in her arms before giving a cheeky smile to
Ash.

James quickly held up both of his hands as
if to surrender.

"Whoa, I'm happy for her to stay in
your arms," he said. "I don't know anything about holding
babies."

Ash chuckled as he reached out and took
Caroline from Molly.

"Your niece really isn't as scary as you
think, James," he teased.

"Is my big brother afraid of a little baby?"
James heard Charlie call out as she approached the room. He kept
quiet as she moved to him and hugged him. "What's up to bring you
out here?"

James watched Molly leave the room and close
the door behind her. Although he'd been at the ranch a fair few
times, it still didn't feel right for him to be there. It was a
large home made up of weird areas of very old and very new. He
wasn't sure what it was about it, but in some ways, it gave him the
creeps.

"Nothing," he replied as he studied his
sister's face. Since the shooting, he'd watched her mature at an
incredible pace. She'd gone from being an insecure and timid
teenage girl to a confident wife and mother. The transformation
continued to leave him in awe of her, even with her being eight
years younger than him. "I just felt like being around some of my
family today."

Charlie raised an eyebrow, she was so
surprised by his words. James was always nice to her. He wasn't
always so open about how he was feeling.

"Is everything alright with you?" she
asked.

"Oh, yeah, I'm just … in a weird … kind of
mood, I guess," James replied. "How are you going?"

On noticing Caroline had fallen asleep, Ash
stood up with her in his arms.

"I'm going to put her down, and then I need
to go out and give Tom a hand in the stable," he said in almost a
whisper.

Charlie smiled at him. She knew his tactics
in politely extracting himself so she could have one on one time
with whichever of her siblings visited. He loved her and wanted her
to be happy. He didn't want to know too much about any other
Stonewardens in case he heard something he wished he hadn't. She
respected that.

Once James and Charlie were left alone,
Charlie began to apply her friendly, sisterly pressure.

"Now, tell me what's really up with you,"
she said. When she saw his face change to indicate he was going to
try and say there was nothing wrong, she cut his effort short.
"Don't even think about denying it. Is it something to do with that
girl you met, who came to the hospital?"

James smiled. He didn't particularly like
sharing too much about his private life with any of his siblings,
but about love, he couldn't help but respect his youngest. She'd
done the whole love thing so easily, it was almost sickening.

"Nah, I don't think so," he said, not sure
why he was feeling how he was.

"Are you still seeing her?" Charlie asked,
curious. She'd known about the playboy antics of Max and James
since she'd been old enough to understand about boys liking girls.
It had been a surprise to see James with a woman by his side the
day that Caroline had been born. Time had passed since then. James
seeing someone for an ongoing period of time was previously unheard
of. "Are you in lurrve?" she teased.

James grinned at her.

"You can't be serious with that question,"
he said, tactfully not answering what had been asked.

Charlie chuckled. "It's really not that
scary, you know. I recommend it to anyone."

James laughed out loud. "That's because you
found the right one for you straight away! Did you even date
anyone before Ash? You defied the rules of gravity!"

"Come on now, James, that's a bit of an
exaggeration," Charlie replied, laughing with him. "I don't think
any gravity-defying was done! Come on. Out with it. I hardly hear
anything anymore. What's happening with the chicky babe that you
brought for all of us to meet at the hospital that day?"

"I didn't bring her to meet you all," James
said, still smiling. "We were hanging out together when I got the
text saying you were in labor, that's all."

"And?" Charlie pushed.

"And … you're a really annoying
sister, do you know that?" James teased her. "But, yeah, she's
cool. I like spending time with her. It's … different … from what
I've had with other girls. I don't know if it'll lead to anything,
but I'm enjoying her company."

"You mean you're enjoying shagging her,"
Charlie said, being her often blunt self.

"Charlie!" James mock-scolded. "Actually,
she and I have never crossed that line." When he saw the look of
surprise on his sister's face, he found it easier to speak with
sincerity. "It's not something she's … ready for, and I respect
that. I like her company without anything physical."

"Just a friend, then?" Charlie asked.

"No," James replied, shaking his head. "I do
feel … romantic about her. We kiss. We just don't move past
it." He took a moment to understand what had just happened. "How
did we get to this point where I - your 27-year-old brother - am
talking about my lack of sex life with you?!"

Charlie grinned. "Because I have superpowers
in persuasion," she replied.

"Uhuh, and how are things in your marriage?"
James boldly asked, mostly because he wanted to do to her what
she'd just done to him. "All good?"

"Yeah, I don't have anything to grumble
about," said Charlie. "Ash is good to me, and he loves being a dad
- so far, anyway."

"You don't think that will change, do you?"
asked James, curious.

"No," Charlie replied. "But then, none of us
know what's ahead, do we? Anything can happen at any time. But no,
all I see in Ash is happiness."

"Planning another baby then?" James
asked.

Charlie nodded. "We have been talking about
it. He's leaving that decision entirely to me, which is kind of
cool. I'm not ready yet, but it's nice to know that I can decide
whenever I feel like I could handle another one."

"You are happy, though, aren't you,
Charlie?"

"I am," Charlie said in full honesty. "I
love my husband, I love my daughter, and I love living and working
here. Really, I do genuinely just love my life, James. I'm
fortunate. I know that."

"I'm envious of you," James said. "You have
such strength in you, knowing what you want and going after it. I
don't know if I've ever had that kind of strength."

"I think you might be one step closer to
finding a new kind of happiness too, don't you think?" Charlie
asked. "You're spending time with a woman you don't even shag.
That's saying a lot."

"We'll see," replied James. "I still keep
getting hints that Max is involved with someone, but he won't give
me any details. Do you know?"

Charlie smiled knowingly. "Maybe."

"You know? What the hell?"
James asked in exasperation. When he saw Charlie chuckle, he
smiled. "I guess it's your turn to give the goss, then."

"No!" Charlie exclaimed. "Don't even try to
get anything out of me about Max's love life. I don't tell him
about yours, and I'm not gonna tell you about his!"

James laughed but nodded.

"Alright," he said. "He probably isn't
seeing someone anyway."

Charlie didn't respond. She hadn't yet met
the intrigue of Max's love life, but he'd mentioned her a few
times. It was always enjoyable teasing her brothers when she could,
though, especially making James think she knew more than she
did.

"Time's a ticking, big brother," she said to
tease him further. "Time for you to settle down soon, I'm
thinking."

To that, James could only chuckle and shake
his head.


CHAPTER 5

 


Rhett spent another night with another random
woman. The scenery changed, but the feelings never did. He met
someone, he charmed them, he encouraged them to invite him to their
place, and then he had sex with them. There was nothing wrong with
the sex. There was nothing wrong with the women. While he was
intent on staying away from Greg and the Leadbetter family, what he
was doing was working great. He just didn't feel great about
it.

Two weeks on, and he had to accept that he
couldn't go on forever as he had been. He'd been pleasantly
surprised by how many women - young and old - had responded to his
charm, despite his age. It had been a boost to his ego, as well as
a way to hide his true feelings. He suspected there could be more
opportunities with new women, but in his heart, he knew he'd
reached his limit of running away. It was time to get back to real
life.

He had two options. He could get back to the
cabin that he'd known Greg was going to remain in. At least there
they could be mates again without anyone else looking at them and
seeing anything. They could both continue to pretend that the
kisses had never happened. In his analysis of that scenario, he
wondered if Greg would do the same, or if he'd want to talk about
it and explore more.

Rhett felt his body shudder. Although he'd
initiated that first kiss, something about being sexual with a guy
just did not appeal to him. It was a weird place for him to be. He
wanted to explore, but he equally wanted to fight the idea of it.
He wished he could talk to someone about it, but for most of his
life, he'd only been close to Greg and Mark.

He considered his other option. He could go
back to normal life. That would entail going to see Mark and the
two of them getting on with their lifelong friendship. As he
thought about that possibility, he considered the questions that
could be asked. Mark might want to know what had happened that
night, as far as the gala and the getaway went. He'd want to know
where Greg and Rhett had gone. Then he'd want to know why they'd
separated. That would be the crunch question that Rhett was unsure
about having to answer.

Why had they separated? It was his doing.
Greg had offered him a place to stay for as long as he wanted to.
When he'd sensed that Rhett was a bit freaked out about their
kisses, he'd said straight out that they didn't have to talk about
it. Rhett hadn't given the option of staying a chance. He'd wanted
to get the hell away from the cabin, from Greg, and from the memory
of those fucking kisses.

He knew he had to make a choice. He had to
see Greg, see Mark, or keep doing what he was doing. None of those
options particularly appealed more than another, but something had
to be done.

Sitting in an ocean-side park of whatever
small town he'd ended up in, he sat on a bench and looked out over
the water. He sat like that for hours with things churning over in
his mind. After weighing up all of his options, over and over, he
finally reached a decision.

He was going home.
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