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Chapter One

 


Rafael looked out the limo car window as
they drove down a dusty gravel road. The fields and trees on both
sides of the road brought a lot of color and definition to the
area, and he would have liked it if it hadn’t been so isolated.

His friends and business partners, Darian,
Gage, and Kaleb, were in the car with him, along with their women,
Larkin, Brylee, and Aleena. They were in the area looking for a
location to put in a strip mall. He turned to study his friends and
their littles.

The way the couples interacted with each
other made him slightly envious. He could tell the guys loved their
littles by the way they touched and looked at them. And their
littles worshiped their daddies and did whatever they could to
please him.

The last few relationships he’d been in were
disappointing. All the women he’d met were high society, high
maintenance, and snobbish, and he was bored or pissed within the
first few weeks with them. He wanted what his friends had, but he
didn’t think it would happen in the circles he ran in, so he
concentrated on making more money. It was the only thing that gave
him pleasure anymore.

“Do you mind if I stop at the widow
Coleman’s place to check on her?” Tony asked. He was the man that
had been showing them some land the men might want to invest in. So
far, it didn’t look promising because the land wasn’t near a city
or even a large town.

They pulled into a long driveway and up to a
weather-beaten two-story white house. The area was organized, but
he could tell these people were poor by how the machinery and truck
looked. Everything was ancient and rusty.

They all got out and looked around. The
place was extremely quiet except for some birds and what he guessed
might be chickens. The air felt fresher than it did at home until
he got a whiff of the animals. He could honestly say he’d never
smelled anything so potent in his life.

Rafael looked around. He’d never been on a
farm like this in his life. In fact, he’d never been around animals
of any kind because his father forbade him to have one. His father
had been a harsh cold man, and he couldn’t remember ever seeing him
smile.

Tony walked up to the house and knocked. He
did it a few more times, and no one answered.

Depending on how old she was, she might not
have heard him knocking. Another thought popped into his head that
maybe she’d hurt herself, but Tony didn’t seem alarmed.

“I’ll go check the barn,” Tony said.

“Daddy, can we go with Tony? I want to see
the chickens?” Larkin asked.

“How about we all go?” Darian said.

Rafael followed the group into a barn, and
although old, it was clean and tidy, like the yard. He wondered if
the old woman got help because she surely couldn’t keep the place
up herself. Even if she was fairly young, the place looked large,
and they found more and different animals the longer they looked
for the widow.

Through the barn, there were a few
fenced-off areas that housed the animals. The animals were
well-behaved because they weren’t squawking or making any
noise.

“Mara,” Tony yelled. “How often have I told
you that you can’t take a nap on a horse? You’re going to get
stomped.”

Rafael came around the corner to see what
had upset Tony, and his eyes widened. This couldn’t be the widow.
She didn’t look like she was out of high school. She also looked
like an angel with her long, light-blonde hair and big eyes.

“That’s the widow?” Larkin asked.

“Yes. It’s a long story,” Tony said.

The woman sat up on a large horse with no
saddle or reins, so he didn’t know how she controlled the
thing.

She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Tony,
Charlie would never stomp me.” She leaned forward to hug the
horse’s neck. “Would you, Charlie?”

Rafael was amazed when the horse whinnied as
if it was answering her.

“Oh, can I pet it?” Brylee asked.

Mara nodded. “Sure. Have you ever been
around a horse?”

Brylee shook her head.

“I want to pet it, too,” Aleena said.

“I don’t think I want to,” Larkin said.
“It’s very big.”

Mara smiled. “I’ll help you. I promise
Charlie is the perfect gentleman. Right, Charlie?”

Rafael smiled, and the girls laughed when
the horse nodded its head. Hell, could the thing understand her and
communicate with her?

Tony had opened the gate as the horse came
forward. He was worried when the girls got too close, but their men
seemed calm but watchful.

The woman slid off the horse’s back, and he
was amazed at how small she really was next to the horse. She
wasn’t any bigger than the girls standing by her. He wondered why
the thing didn’t run off. It just followed the woman out of the
paddock and stood patiently beside her.

Mara reached out for Larkin’s hand. “It’s
okay. Come a little closer.”

Rafael watched Larkin timidly walk to the
widow. The woman took her hand, and they petted it together.

“Oh, he’s softer than I thought he’d be,”
Larkin said.

Mara grinned. “He is. Isn’t he
handsome?”

Tony snorted. “And we wonder why he and the
others are so spoiled.”

Mara giggled. She stood with her hand on the
halter as all three girls petted and talked to the horse.

“Can I sit on him?” Brylee asked.

“No, baby. Not today,” Gage said.

The girls walked back to their daddies.

“What do you need, Tony?” Mara asked.

“You know I worry about you, girl. You can’t
take care of the whole farm by yourself.”

Rafael looked around. He couldn’t see the
whole area, but it looked pretty large. “How many animals do you
have here?”

The first time the girl faced him and looked
him in the eyes, he felt like someone had kicked him in the chest.
She had the face of an angel with her long-blonde hair and
bright-blue innocent eyes. When she smiled, he saw the two dimples
on her cheeks, which made her seem even younger and sweeter.

“I have a cow, four horses, one donkey,
three goats, ten chickens, twelve cats, and my dog, Tiny.”

Jesus. “How old are you?” Rafael asked. He
looked around and had yet to see a dog.

The woman looked surprised. “I’m
twenty-three. How old are you?”

Tony snorted.

“I’m thirty-five.”

“Okay.” Mara smiled and turned back to Tony.
“I think I’m doing pretty good.”

“You are, but how long can you keep this
up?” Tony asked.

She shrugged, and Rafael saw something close
to despair before she turned away. Now, what was that about?

“I don’t think we should talk about it in
front of the visitors,” Mara said as her attention was on the horse
that stood by her.

Tony sighed. “Do you want me to bring dinner
by later?”

She shook her head. “No, thank you. I do
need your advice, though.”

Tony scowled. “Is your sister or Franklin
bothering you again?”

Mara nodded.

“I’ll come back as soon as I drop these guys
off.”

“Okay, thank you.” She turned to the girls.
“I’m glad you could stop by today. The only visitors I get are Tony
and a few others. I like meeting new people.”

“It was nice meeting you,” the girls
said.

“I hope I’ll see you again,” Mara said. She
grabbed onto the horse’s halter. “Come on, Charlie.”

Rafael watched her lead the horse back into
the paddock.

“Let’s get you all back to the airport,”
Tony said.

The group settled into the limo. Rafael
looked back at the farm, more disturbed than he thought he should
be for a woman he didn’t know.

“Tell me about her story,” Rafael said
abruptly, ignoring his friend’s chuckles.

The older man wiped a hand down his face in
frustration. “I was best friends with Mara’s father and promised
him I’d care for her after he died. She lived with her mother and
sister, who are bitches with a capital B.” Tony looked at the
girls. “Excuse my language, ladies.”

They giggled.

“Mara has always been a sweet girl, and she
has difficulty standing up for herself or saying no to people. A
guy named Joseph Coleman got her to marry him by a judge before I
heard about it. He was in his late forties and married her to care
for him and his mother, who was also a B and terminally ill. She
spent the first two years doing everything, from taking care of his
bedridden mother, to the house, caring for him, and even most of
the farm because he worked at the bank in town. She wouldn’t let me
help her get a divorce. I would have said her living anyplace was
better than her own home, but I was wrong. Her husband’s place was
abusive.”

“Why didn’t the authorities get involved?”
Darian asked.

“They tried, but she always denied it.”

“Why?” Aleena asked.

“I think part of it was she had nowhere else
to go besides her mother’s. I tried to get her to move in with my
wife and me, but she wouldn’t do that either. Her mother-in-law
died about two years after she moved there, and then her husband
died in a car accident about seven months later. Neither had a will
or other relatives, so the farm and everything went to her.”

Tony shook his head. “I thought she’d
finally find some peace. I thought she’d get rid of the animals,
and she did for the most part, but then she started bringing abused
or injured ones home. Add to that, a realtor started harassing her
to sell because he knew he could make a lot of money from it.
People around the area are always looking for acreages and will pay
good money for them.”

“Jesus, that poor girl,” Kaleb said.

“That’s not the end of it. Mara’s sister,
Judith, thinks she should sell it and give her half the money.”

“Why?” Darian asked.

“Who knows the woman’s reasoning, but Mara
has held strong so far. I think that has to do with the animals.
I’m trying to help as much as possible, but she sometimes makes it
hard.”

Rafael had so many ideas racing through his
brain, but he needed some time to think about them.

“I feel so bad for her,” Larkin said,
looking up at Darian. “Isn’t there anything we can do, Daddy?”

Darian nodded.

Rafael cleared his throat. “I’ll take care
of it.” He ignored the smirks on his friends’ faces. He turned to
Tony. “Give me a few days, and I’ll get back to you.”

“I’ll take any help I can get. The woman is
as sweet as can be but as stubborn as her donkey.”

The group shook hands with Tony, got settled
in the private plane, and took off. Rafael watched the girls get
settled in the back, where there was a table they used for playing
cards.

“What are you thinking of doing?” Gage
asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Do you think you’ll take her as your own?”
Kaleb asked.

“I’ve got a lot of thinking to do. I don’t
want to jump into anything that might hurt either of us.”

“Well, if you don’t want her, I’ve got
several men I’d like her to meet. Every one of them would love to
have a woman like her,” Darian said.

Rafael nodded. He was confused at the anger
that built in him over the idea of another man touching her. “I’ll
get back to you.” He didn’t like that he was already possessive of
her and needed answers to some of his questions before
deciding.


Chapter Two

 


Mara walked into her house after doing the
chores. Her body was dragging, and all she wanted to do was
sleep.

“It’s about fucking time,” Judith, her
sister, said.

Mara saw that she had helped herself to the
only food Mara had in the house, which was very little.

She sighed. “What are you doing here?”

“We’re going to talk about this damn house.
You can’t live here and take care of everything. Just move home so
we can sell the place.”

“For one thing, it’s my house, not yours,
and I would rather live on the streets than go back home. Now, for
the last time, get out of my house and stay out, or I’ll call the
sheriff.”

Judith laughed. “Like he’d do anything. I’ve
been fucking him for the last few months.”

Mara’s mouth dropped open. “But he’s married
with two kids.”

Judith rolled her eyes. “So.”

Her sister was now the town whore.
Wonderful. “You still can’t come in here whenever you want.”

“Sis, I can do whatever I want.”

Mara’s teeth clenched together. “Get
out.”

Judith smiled. “No. We’re not done talking
yet.”

Mara sighed and opened the back door.
“Tiny,” she yelled.

“You fucking bitch,” Judith said and stood
when her dog walked into the kitchen.

Mara petted the dog’s head. He was one of
the strays that had shown up at the farm one day. Mara had
instantly fallen in love. To say he was big was an understatement.
The top of his head was at her waist. She had no idea what kind he
was, but she guessed from the look of him he had some wolf and
German shepherd in him.

The first time she laid eyes on him, she
couldn’t believe the bad shape he was in. He was very thin and
looked like he’d been beaten or had fought a few times. Add to
that, she thought he had mange because his skin and fur were a
mess. She spent hours getting him better and teaching him to trust
her.

He hadn’t let her near him for a few weeks,
so she had to deal with his issues from afar. She’d hidden his
medicine in treats and meat she made for him. He’d let her get
closer every day. When he’d finally given in, she’d struggled to
get him bathed the first time to get his skin condition under
control.

What had come to her emaciated and rough
looking was now a large male dog with a beautiful tan and black
fur. His body was strong and filled out, and he followed her most
of the day. Although she wouldn’t see him for a few hours some
days, he always returned to her. He was why she wasn’t afraid to
stay in the house by herself anymore.

“Get out and stay out or I’ll let him have
you,” Mara said. She almost smiled when Tiny growled, and Judith
squeaked and raced out the front door.

Mara sank to her knees and hugged the dog
for a long time. “Thank you, my friend,” she murmured.

Tiny licked her face making her giggle.

“Let’s make dinner. I’m not sure what my
sister left for us to eat, but we always have eggs and milk from
the cow.” She liked that she could take care of herself for the
most part. She sometimes got sick of eggs, but they were a good
source of protein, and she always added spices, whatever veggies
she had, and cheese to make them taste better.

Mara pulled a large piece of meat from the
freezer and stuck it in the microwave to thaw before she started
cracking eggs in a pan.

When the microwave dinged, she unwrapped the
meat and handed it to Tiny. “There you go, my friend.” At first,
she’d tried cooking the meat, but he seemed to like it better, a
bit frozen and raw. She was lucky to get the deer meat from the
local butcher. He always gave her the bones and the meat they
couldn’t use and even some of the hearts and livers of the deer,
which were good for Tiny.

She set a plate down by him with some eggs
before she sat at the table and ate her own. She didn’t take long
to eat and wash the few dishes she used.

“I’m going to shower, and then we’ll go to
bed,” she said to Tiny as he continued to gnaw on the bone.

Mara made sure to lock all the doors and
windows before stripping and stepping into the shower.

Her thoughts went to her late husband. Even
though they weren’t a traditional couple, she still called him
that. He was much older than her and as gay as a person could get.
He’d wanted to marry her for several reasons. One was to keep his
reputation clean because if the town found out he was gay, he would
have been crucified, tarnishing his family’s name. Even though it
was the twentieth century, people tended to be old-fashioned in the
country and in the middle of the Bible Belt.

One of the other reasons was his mother. He
needed someone to care for her while he was working at the town
bank. Both he and his mother had been stern and negative people.
They always had to complain about something. Her husband, Joseph,
was bitter and sometimes took it out on her. Mara had gotten used
to it for the most part. She’d just remind herself it was better
than living with her mother and sister. It helped tremendously
having the animals to take care of. They were her refuge.

One good thing that came from her sacrifice
was that Joseph had money to last for the rest of her life, so she
wouldn’t have to get an ordinary job and could save as many animals
as possible. It had always been her dream to set up a rescue for
animals that had been abandoned or abused in any way.

If her mother and sister ever found out
about the money, she’d be harassed even more than she already was.
She was glad she’d taken Tony’s idea about having a will for
herself. If something happened to her, half would go to Tony and
the other half to the American Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) in the area.

Tony didn’t want to talk about her dying or
giving him part of the estate, but she told him it was “just in
case.” He deserved the money for taking care of her, and he’d be
the one to sell the farm. He’d also have to get the animals to the
ASPCA. It would be a hard, time-consuming job, and he deserved to
be paid.

Later that night, she stared up at the
ceiling in her bedroom. Her thoughts turned to the group of people
that had been there earlier that day. She would have liked to get
to know the women better. They seemed very sweet, and she had
prayed for friends for years, but that hadn’t been possible with
the situation she was stuck in. The men had been intimidating and
handsome—one in particular. His eyes seemed to see inside her heart
and soul, and he made her feel shivery inside her body.

Her thoughts splintered when Tiny’s head
popped up at the foot of her bed. She could tell he heard something
and tried to listen. It sounded like something scraping and
thumping against the house, and she tried to remember whether a
tree or bush was close enough to make the sound, but she knew there
wasn’t. Someone was trying to frighten her again, and she guessed
her sister had something to do with it.

When Tiny started growling, she sat up and
got out of bed. The dog only growled like that if there was a human
nearby.

Mara pulled the drapes over, enough to peek
outside. All she saw were shadows which made a shiver run down her
spine. They could hide anywhere on the farm, and she’d never know
if she was in danger until it was too late. She hated feeling
scared all the time. She couldn’t remember when she felt truly safe
since her father’s death when she was ten.

She snuck around from room to room, peeking
out the windows to see if she saw anything. After a few minutes,
she heard a car start, but it sounded like it was down the road a
bit.

When she got back to bed, she sighed. She
was so tired but couldn’t seem to settle down. She knew she was
unlikely to get much sleep, but she was getting used to it. It was
amazing what a person could do being sleep-deprived.
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