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Chapter 1

	The Stud of Ballycarrick

	The regulars at Molloy's could set their watches by Pony Mahony's arrival. Every Friday evening at half-seven, the door would swing open and there he'd be, all sixteen stone of him filling the doorway like he owned the place. Which, in a way, he did. Not literally, of course. But in Ballycarrick, Pony owned something far more valuable than property: he owned a reputation.

	"There's the man himself!" shouted Declan from the corner, raising his pint.

	Pony grinned, that wide, confident smile that had charmed half the women in County Tipperary. He was forty-three but told everyone he was thirty-eight. His black hair, slicked back with too much gel, was starting to thin at the crown, a fact he carefully concealed by never bending forward. The belly that hung over his belt like a promise he'd break tomorrow didn't seem to bother him one bit. Why would it? The women still came.

	They always came.

	"Lads," Pony announced, making his way to the bar with the swagger of a man who'd never been told 'no' and meant it. "Who's buying the Stud his first pint?"

	The nickname had started as a joke fifteen years ago, but Pony had claimed it, owned it, made it his brand. Now nobody in town called him Patrick anymore. He was Pony. The Stud. The legend.

	Mickey Molloy, who'd been pulling pints in this pub for thirty years, already had a Guinness settling on the bar. "On the house, Pony. But only the first one, mind."

	"Ah, you're a saint, Mickey. An absolute saint." Pony settled onto his usual stool, the one with the best view of the door. Never knew when a bit of fresh talent might walk in. "So what'd I miss this week?"

	"Nothing half as interesting as what you're about to tell us, I'd wager," said Tommy Flynn, pulling up a stool beside him. Tommy was twenty-six, married two years, and still looked at Pony like he hung the moon.

	Pony took a long pull of his pint, letting the moment stretch. He loved an audience. "Well now, lads, let me tell you about Wednesday night."

	The group leaned in. They always did.

	"You remember Siobhan Carey? Runs the hair salon on Church Street?"

	"The blonde one?" Declan asked. "Married to that fella from Nenagh?"

	"Separated now," Pony corrected, his eyes twinkling. "And she asked me to come round to fix her sink. Now, I'm no plumber, but I know my way around pipes, if you take my meaning."

	The table erupted in laughter. Pony let it wash over him, feeding on it like oxygen.

	"So there I am, under her sink, and doesn't she come into the kitchen wearing nothing but a towel, fresh from the shower. 'Oh Pony,' she says, all innocent like, 'I didn't realize you'd be finished so soon.'" He paused for effect. "Well, I told her I was just getting started."

	More laughter. Tommy nearly spat out his drink.

	"And?" Declan pressed.

	Pony tapped the side of his nose. "A gentleman never tells, Dec. But let's just say her sink wasn't the only thing that got a good seeing to."

	The truth was far less impressive, Siobhan had indeed asked him to look at her sink, he'd tightened a loose fitting, she'd paid him twenty euro and offered him tea, which he'd declined but why let facts ruin a good story? The important thing was the telling. The way the younger lads looked at him with a mixture of envy and awe. The way even the married men shifted in their seats, living vicariously through his tales.

	"You're an animal, Pony," Tommy said, shaking his head in admiration. "How do you do it?"

	"Confidence, Tommy boy. Confidence." Pony gestured grandly with his pint. "Women can smell fear like dogs. You walk up to them like you already know they want you, and half the battle's won. The other half is just not giving a shite if they say no."

	"Doesn't your one from Clonmel still be calling you?" asked Mickey from behind the bar.

	"Ah, Niamh? Sure, she texts me every week. But I told her, I'm not a one-woman man. I'm a free spirit. Can't cage a wild horse." He patted his considerable stomach with both hands. "All this? This is prime Irish beef, lads. Would be a crime to limit it to just one plate."

	The door opened and three women in their thirties walked in, local teachers by the look of them. Pony's attention snapped to them like a predator catching a scent. He straightened on his stool, sucked in his gut, and ran a hand through his hair.

	"Watch and learn, boyos," he murmured.

	He caught the eye of the redhead in the group and gave her his most charming smile, the one that crinkled the corners of his eyes just so. She glanced away quickly, said something to her friends, and they moved to a table on the far side of the pub.

	"Playing hard to get," Pony said, undeterred. "They all do at first. Makes the chase more interesting."

	Tommy was watching the women with a mixture of nervousness and fascination. "You're really going to go over there?"

	"Not tonight," Pony said, draining half his pint. "Let them see me here, holding court. Let them wonder. Plant the seed, Tommy. Plant the seed. They'll be thinking about me all weekend, guaranteed."

	The evening wore on. Pony held court for another two hours, telling story after story, each one more embellished than the last. The conquests, the close calls, the jealous husbands he'd narrowly avoided. In Pony's world, he was irresistible, unstoppable, a force of nature that no woman could resist for long.

	"The trick is," he was saying, his words slightly slurred now from his fourth pint, "you got to make them feel special. Like they're the only one. Even when they're not." He winked at Tommy. "Treat every woman like she's a queen for a night, and she'll make you feel like a king. That's the Pony Mahony guarantee."

	By the time he left Molloy's at eleven, walking with that same confident swagger despite the alcohol, Pony Mahony felt on top of the world. Why wouldn't he? He was the Stud of Ballycarrick. The legend. The man every woman wanted and every man wanted to be.

	He had no idea that his reign was about to end.

	No idea that tomorrow morning, he'd walk past the bookstore on Main Street and see her in the window, the woman who would become his obsession, his downfall, his destruction.

	But tonight, Pony Mahony was king of his small Irish kingdom, and that was enough.

	That was everything.

	

	 


Chapter 2

	The New Arrival

	Saturday morning in Ballycarrick moved at the pace of molasses. Shopkeepers swept their storefronts, old men gathered outside the bookies, and mothers herded children through the weekly errands. Pony Mahony nursed his hangover with a breakfast roll from the deli and a can of Club Orange, walking down Main Street with his usual swagger only slightly diminished by the pounding in his skull.

	He was mentally replaying last night's performance at Molloy's, already improving the stories in his mind for next week's retelling when he stopped dead in his tracks.

	The bookstore.

	He'd walked past Cassidy's Books a thousand times without a second glance. Books weren't his thing. But this morning, the window display had been changed, and behind the glass, arranging a stack of paperbacks, was the most beautiful woman Pony had ever seen.

	She couldn't have been more than twenty-eight. Dark hair that fell in waves past her shoulders. Delicate features, almost elfin. Skin like porcelain. She wore a simple green dress that somehow made her look both elegant and approachable. As she reached up to adjust a top shelf, the morning light caught her profile, and Pony felt something shift in his chest.

	Want.

	Pure, undiluted want.

	He stood there on the pavement like an idiot, breakfast roll forgotten in his hand, staring. A few passersby gave him odd looks, but he didn't care. He couldn't look away.

	The woman turned, as if sensing his gaze, and for a moment their eyes met through the glass. She gave him a polite, uncertain smile, the kind you give strangers then returned to her work.

	That smile. Christ, that smile.

	Pony's hangover evaporated. Suddenly he was wide awake, energized, alive. This was it. This was the one. Not like the others, the bored housewives, the lonely divorcées, the girls looking for a bit of excitement. This was a woman worth pursuing. A woman worth winning.

	He needed to know everything about her.

	Pony walked to the pub, even though it wouldn't open for another two hours. Mickey Molloy was out front, washing the windows.

	"Mickey!" Pony called out. "The bookstore. Who's the new girl?"

	Mickey glanced up, squinting in the sunlight. "What new girl?"

	"In Cassidy's. Dark hair. Gorgeous. Can't have been working there long or I'd have noticed."

	"Ah." Mickey set down his cloth. "That'd be Mrs. Brennan. Her and her husband just moved here last month. Renting the cottage out past O'Brien's farm."

	Mrs.

	The word hit Pony like a slap, but only for a moment. He recovered quickly, his mind already adjusting, recalculating. Married women were nothing new. Half his stories involved married women. The ring on the finger just added spice to the chase.

	"Where's the husband from?"

	"Dublin, I think. Or maybe Cork? He's some sort of doctor. Works in the city mostly, from what I hear. She wanted small-town life, so they compromised, she moved here, he commutes."

	Perfect.

	Better than perfect.

	An absent husband was practically an invitation.

	"What's she doing working in the bookstore?" Pony asked, trying to sound casual.

	"Old Cassidy's hip gave out. Needed help running the place. She apparently loves books, was looking for work. Seems like a nice quiet girl. Pretty too, I suppose, if you like that sort."

	"What sort?"

	Mickey shrugged. "The untouchable sort. You know the type, looks like they'd shatter if you breathed on them wrong."

	Pony grinned. "Every woman's touchable, Mickey. Just takes the right man to do the touching."

	"Pony, don't"

	"Relax. I'm just being friendly. Welcoming our new neighbor to town." He clapped Mickey on the shoulder. "You worry too much, old man."

	He walked back toward Main Street, his stride purposeful now. Through the bookstore window, he could see her more clearly. She was organizing the children's section, kneeling down to arrange the lower shelves. Even from here, even doing something so mundane, she was captivating.

	Pony caught his reflection in the bakery window across the street. He straightened his jacket, sucked in his gut, and ran his fingers through his hair. The gel from last night had left it looking a bit greasy, but he'd make it work. Confidence was everything.

	He crossed the street and pushed open the bookstore door.

	A small bell chimed overhead. The shop smelled of old paper and vanilla, someone had lit a candle on the counter. Shelves lined every wall, packed tight with books. Classical music played softly from a speaker somewhere.

	The woman looked up from the children's section and smiled. "Good morning. Can I help you find something?"

	Her voice was soft, educated. Dublin accent, maybe, or somewhere close to it.

	"Actually, yeah," Pony said, stepping further inside. "I'm looking for a good book. Something exciting. You know, thrilling."

	"Well, you've come to the right place." She stood, brushing dust off her dress. "What kind of thrillers do you like? Crime? Psychological? Horror?"

	"Whatever you recommend." He moved closer, invading her space just slightly. Close enough that she'd notice him, smell his aftershave. "I trust your judgment."

	She took a small step back, subtle, but Pony caught it and gestured toward a shelf near the front. "We've got the new John Connolly just in. Irish author, brilliant crime writing. Or if you want something more psychological, I'd suggest"

	"I'm Pony," he interrupted, extending his hand. "Pony Mahony. I've lived here my whole life. You're new, right?"

	She hesitated before shaking his hand. Her grip was brief, polite. "Yes, I'm Clara. Clara Brennan. My husband and I just moved here."

	"Ah, your husband." Pony made a show of looking around the empty shop. "He not helping you today?"

	"He works in the city. He's a surgeon." There was pride in her voice. A warning, too, though Pony chose not to hear it.

	"Surgeon, eh? Impressive. Must keep him busy. Long hours?"

	"Sometimes." Clara's smile had become more fixed, less natural. "So, about that book"

	"Must get lonely," Pony pressed, leaning against the counter. "You here all by yourself in a new town. Not knowing anyone."

	"I'm quite all right, thank you." Her tone had cooled considerably. "The book?"

	"Right, right." He glanced at the shelf she'd indicated without any real interest. "This John Connolly fella, does he write anything about romance? Because I'm more interested in that sort of thing lately."

	"Romance is on the back wall."

	"Maybe you could show me?" He gave her his best smile, the one that usually worked. "I'm terrible at finding things on my own."

	Clara's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "The sections are clearly labeled. Romance is in the far corner. If you need help, just call."

	She turned and walked toward the back office, effectively dismissing him.

	Pony stood there, stung but also intrigued. She was playing hard to get. They all did at first. The good ones always did. But he could see it in her eyes when he'd first walked in, that flicker of awareness. She'd noticed him. They always noticed him.

	He grabbed a random book off the thriller shelf, didn't even look at the title and brought it to the counter. Clara emerged from the office, all professional courtesy now.

	"Just this one?"

	"For now," Pony said. "I'm sure I'll be back soon. I go through books fast."

	He'd never finished a book in his life.

	"That's twelve fifty," she said, ringing it up.

	He handed her a twenty, making sure their fingers touched during the exchange. She pulled back quickly, counted out his change with mechanical efficiency.

	"Enjoy your book, Mr. Mahony."

	"Pony," he corrected. "Everyone calls me Pony."

	"Mr. Mahony," she repeated firmly.

	He took his change and the book, heading for the door. Before leaving, he turned back. "I'll see you around, Clara. Small town like this, we'll be seeing a lot of each other."

	She didn't respond, already busying herself with straightening the counter.

	Outside, Pony stood in the morning sunshine, the book tucked under his arm like a trophy. His mind was racing, planning. This was going to be different. Clara Brennan was different. She had class. Dignity. Standards.

	All things that could be overcome with the right approach.

	He'd won over tougher women before. Hell, the chase was half the fun. And something about the way she'd looked at him, that mix of wariness and politeness told him she was aware of him. You couldn't be aware of someone unless you'd noticed them. And noticing was the first step.

	Pony Mahony walked home with a spring in his step, his hangover completely forgotten.

	He had a new project.

	A new conquest.

	And he always, always got what he wanted.

	

	 


Chapter 3

	First Contact

	Pony returned to the bookstore on Monday.

	He'd spent Sunday constructing the perfect strategy. Not too eager, that would seem desperate. But persistent enough to show he was serious. He'd showered, shaved, and put on his best shirt, the blue one that used to fit better five years ago but still looked decent if he kept his jacket on.

	The book he'd bought on Saturday sat unopened on his kitchen counter. He'd bring it back, say he'd finished it already, that it was brilliant. She'd be impressed by how quickly he'd read it. Then he'd ask for another recommendation, maybe suggest they grab a coffee to discuss it.

	It was foolproof.

	The bell chimed as he entered Cassidy's Books at half-ten. Clara was behind the counter, typing something on an old computer. She looked up, and Pony could have sworn he saw her smile falter for just a fraction of a second.

	"Mr. Mahony," she said. "Back so soon?"

	"Told you I go through books fast." He set the thriller on the counter with a confident thunk. "Finished it yesterday. Couldn't put it down."

	Clara glanced at the book, still pristine, the spine uncracked. "That's... impressive. It's quite a long novel."

	"What can I say? When something grabs my attention, I'm all in." He leaned on the counter, lowering his voice to what he imagined was an intimate tone. "So, what do you recommend next?"

	"Well, if you enjoyed Connolly, you might like"

	"Actually, I was thinking maybe we could discuss it over coffee? There's a lovely café just down the street. The Copper Kettle? Do you know it?"

	Clara's expression remained pleasant, but her eyes hardened. "I don't discuss books over coffee with customers, Mr. Mahony. But I'm happy to recommend something else here in the shop."

	"Come on now, it's just a coffee. Nothing scandalous about two people having a chat."

	"I'm working," she said simply. "And I'm married."

	"Sure, but your husband's away, isn't he? What harm is there in a friendly conversation?"

	"Mr. Mahony"

	"Pony," he interrupted with his most charming grin. "Please."

	"Mr. Mahony," she repeated, her voice firmer now. "I'm here to help you find books. That's all. Now, would you like another recommendation or not?"

	Most men would have retreated. Pony doubled down.

	"You're even more beautiful when you're being stern, you know that?"

	Clara's face flushed, but not with flattery. "That's inappropriate."

	"I'm just being honest. There's nothing wrong with honesty between adults."

	"There is when one adult is clearly not interested and the other refuses to respect that." She picked up his returned book and scanned it back into the system with sharp, angry movements. "Here's your refund. Seven days is our return policy, and you're well within it."

	"I don't want a refund. I want another book." He paused. "And I want to get to know you better."

	"Those two things are unrelated, and only one of them is going to happen." She moved away from the counter, creating physical distance between them. "We have a good thriller section. Feel free to browse."

	Pony watched her retreat toward the back office. He should leave. He knew that. But something about her resistance only made him want her more. The way she held herself, all prim and proper. The way she thought she could just dismiss him.

	Women like Clara needed to be shown what they were missing.

	He didn't browse the thrillers. Instead, he wandered slowly through the shop, picking up random books and putting them down, making sure she could hear him moving around. After ten minutes, she emerged from the office with a stack of new arrivals.

	"Found anything?" she asked, her tone professionally neutral.

	"Yeah, actually. You."

	She froze mid-step, her expression darkening. "Excuse me?"

	"I found you. In this dusty old bookstore in this dusty old town. You're like a diamond in a coal mine, Clara."

	"Mrs. Brennan," she corrected sharply.

	"Mrs. Brennan," he echoed, enjoying the way her name felt in his mouth. "See, I'm a gentleman. I can be respectful."

	"Respectful would be accepting my clear boundaries and leaving me alone."

	"I'm just trying to be friendly. Welcome you to the community."

	"You're trying to be something, but friendly isn't it." She set the books down on a nearby table with more force than necessary. "Mr. Mahony, I'm going to be very clear with you. I'm not interested in getting coffee. I'm not interested in getting to know you better. I'm not interested in

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




