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Prologue

Jason Nathaniel
Lee

 


Sometimes the best times
are when we don’t think about anything at all. When we don’t
reflect on all the situations and circumstances we have no control
over. When we choose to ignore all that’s wrong in the world and
simply take a long deep breath, sit back, and be thankful for all
we’ve had during this short time called life, and accept that in
the end, we really have no choice.

Michael Bassey Johnson once said,
“People will walk in and walk out of your life, but the one whose
footstep made a long-lasting impression is the one you should never
allow to walk out.”

With her lips swollen and her cheeks
flushed, long golden hair falls over her shoulders while her blue
gaze flickers with a softness, a gentleness, a longing and desire
that tells me she wants more than I’m able to give her. “Can I
stay? Please? I just want to hear your voice when I wake up. I want
to feel your body beside mine.” Her bottom lip trembles ever so
slightly, the emotion in her eyes fathoms deep.

An impeccably manicured hand glides
over my chest, her squared-off fingernails polished in white. “I
don’t want to go, Jason.”

Guilt balls up in my chest at the
slight crack in her voice. A long silence pulls between us for an
uncomfortable minute while I reach into my mind for something
reasonable to say.

“I’m sorry. I have to be
up well before sunrise.”

Five short hours after I’ve sent Paige
home and had a bastard of a sleepless night, I settle my briefcase
in the seat beside me and reach for the freshly baked
oatmeal-orange cookies that I’ve become way too accustomed to. Fuck
me. I feel like shit. I’ve hurt this woman. Exploited this woman.
I’ve refused her pleas to stay the night a dozen times. I’ve
watched her walk away with tears and done nothing. I’ve ignored her
phone calls and texts for hours at a time. And still, she brings me
home-cooked meals, fresh cookies, and continues to offer me her
body.

With a dark ache stirring in my gut
that I’m trying like hell to restrain, I start the ignition and
turn up the volume to Octane with hopes that the loud blast of
metal music will help subside what I’m feeling. But it does
nothing. Hunger and desire still pine through me like hot wildfire
as my thoughts twist and turn, my mood darkening.

I never planned on my life turning out
this way.

I never planned on being in love with
a man, and a woman, at the same time.

From the first time I saw
his face, I knew I was meant to love him. From the first time I saw
her smile, there was nothing I wouldn’t have given just to keep her
life pain-free. Some might say that loving two people unitedly is
possible, but that being in love
with two is not. Well, I’m here to tell you that
it is.

My future had been all planned. Work
my ass off to make good grades. Work even harder to get that
scholarship and diploma in my hand. “A little bit of advice, son,”
my father once told me over Sunday dinner. “You and only you are
responsible for your destiny. Your future is in your hands. Honor
your God. Pray forgiveness for your sins. Keep your compassion and
goodwill in this big cruel world. Stand up tall and always be proud
of the man you are.”

I did my best to please my father and
live by his words of advice.

Freshman year, I was named
the nation’s top sprinter. In 10.20 seconds, I could finish the
100-meter dash, the 200 in 20.58. Early on as a sophomore, I was
inundated with athletic scholarships all over the nation and
labeled that polite Lee kid
who has legs as fast as a
cheetah. I followed my father’s rules. I
was courteous. I always treated people how I wanted to be treated.
I never judged, never criticized, and did all I could to keep my
faith alive and make sensible choices. Don’t get me wrong. I made
my fair share of mistakes. Vital and foolish mistakes. I turned
down chances for full-ride scholarships to top-ranked colleges all
over the nation. The Air Force tried recruiting me. Abercrombie
& Fitch reached out about modeling. But I gave it all up,
instead choosing to stay where my heart was. Where my soul was.
Where my lifeline was.

But sometimes change
becomes necessary.

Sometimes it’s simply the right thing
to do.

Sometimes change is
the only thing to do.

Loving two people who also love each
other isn’t easy. It can lead to pain. Cause grave suffering. It
can become an endless torture. I loved Keith. I loved Jen. I loved
them both so damned much that after years of worrying,
procrastinating, and living a life walking on eggshells, I stopped
with all the hesitation and ended the proverbial waiting game. I
did what I felt I had to do.

It was on a dark and rainy day, the
weather cold, stormy, and dreary. With splashing water droplets
pummeling against the car windows and thunder rumbling in the sky,
I rolled out of the small town of Springhill, Texas, hellbent on
staying away. Determined and adamant that starting a new life
halfway across the country was imperative and of the essence. This
place had been nothing but a long list of heartache. Longtime
friend Rylee Fisher had committed suicide. I’d hurt the one girl
I’d ever loved, shamed my parents by telling them my sexual
preferences … and fucked up my life in ways that were unfixable.
Accepting this new job position meant a bigger bank account. Better
job perks. A more promising future and all the advantages that came
with being in upper management. But you see, I couldn’t do it. God
knows I tried. With every bit of strength inside me, I tried moving
on, tried living without the holy grail of my world. I mumbled off
every damn prayer that I could to help me stop caring. Yet, every
step I took was heavy. Every word I spoke was empty, every
relationship I attempted meaningless.

Two thousand miles sat between me and
bygone, crucial milestones. First steps being taken. First words
being spoken. First tooth breaking through the skin, along with a
mile-long list of other key beginnings. Wonderous one-time firsts
were being passed over in two little girl’s lives who meant the
world to me—one of which happened to be my own flesh and
blood.

So, no longer could I fathom not
seeing the people who meant the most. No longer would I sit by and
deny myself from the one and only place that was and will always be
my home. No longer would I miss watching my daughter become a young
woman.

Maynard, Massachusetts never could or
would be my future.

When I made that move back to the far
West Texas town, my feelings were no different. My needs hadn’t
changed. The ache, the hunger, and the insatiable desire inside me
were all just as they had always been. But I was no longer the same
man I once was. Time had remade me. The way I looked at the world.
The way I perceived people. I’ve grown harder. There’s a fight
inside me that wasn’t there before. A strength, a power, a need to
preserve and protect. Ultimately, I will do just as my father
always said. Live responsibly. Be courteous. Keep my compassion and
goodwill.

I will stand tall. I will be proud of
the man I am.

And I will not resume a relationship
with Keith and Jen Ryker.




Chapter One

Jason

 


Present Day

There’s not a single
second that I’m not thinking of you in some way.

My pulse is racing, my gut on fire.
Hell, I can almost feel the roughness of his strong hands gripping
my throat just like it was yesterday. I can literally smell her
succulent, honeyed essence like she’s inches from my
lips.

Misery.
This is a misery like none other. Like fiery
demons with horns thrusting from their heads and digging straight
into my heart. Day after day of loneliness. Nights fighting
insomnia. Darkness, pain, suffering—in my own private
hell.

It’s agony. Every day. Every waking
minute. An agony I’d wish on no one. Yet, I wouldn’t change a
thing. Otherwise, my little princess wouldn’t be in my
life.

A beautiful unforeseen gift. My rock.
My reason for staying in one piece.

“Fuck,” I murmur
soundlessly while struggling like hell to shake this darkening
mood.

Keith’s hands are absolutely
everywhere. On Jen’s thigh, her shoulder, her arm, her cheek. Her
eyes sparkle as brightly as the rock on her finger every time he
touches her. His chest tightens each time she smiles. The two of
them are smitten, devoted, entirely in their element, and so damned
in love that it’s near sickening.

Tension beats at my chest.
Jealousy stirs angrily in my gut, a jealousy I no longer have the
right to feel. They’re married. They’re happy. They’re a family.
And I’m simply Uncle
Jason.

I look away and shift back to the
reason I’m here and what really matters. I don’t utter a word.
Don’t move a muscle. I keep silent with my gaze straight ahead on a
group of five-year-old girls, while out of my peripheral, I watch
the man and woman I love love on one another.

For the next hour, I’ll carry on as
expected—playing happy, carefree, jovial, and jaunty Uncle Jason.
I’ll tease. I’ll tickle. I’ll make goofy faces and tell silly
stories. I’ll continue to appear happy about this great love affair
shared between my two closest friends without either of them
knowing just how deeply it’s ripped me apart or that silent screams
remain buried in my chest. That’s what a genuine friend should do.
What a strong and respectable man would do. But soon I’ll leave the
people I love. I’ll return home and spend the next few hours trying
to pick up the shards of what’s left of my heart while relishing in
these moments that are my daughter and carry on with what life has
chosen to give me … alone.

Completely, agonizingly, gruelingly
alone.

“Kaylee M’Lynn, stop
messing with your hair and kick the ball,” Keith yells a good
octave too loud, which gets him more than a few raised
eyebrows.

With a bend of a grin, I fight back
proud laughter at the humorous sight of my little princess on the
soccer field. Standing still. One hand twirling her blonde locks.
The other against her hip. Her eyes are focused on something in the
distance as another ball rolls beside her almost as if it’s
invisible.

It’s a funny thing watching these
girls and all their differences. Like yin and yang, these two are
polar opposites. Rylee is athletic, smart, strong-minded, and more
of a sharp-witted tomboy than not, while my Kaylee is all
gem-studded tiaras, perfect curls, shiny lip gloss, and brightly
painted fingernails.

My little princess.

When I feel a featherlight brush of a
hand over my thigh, my skin ripples with longing, a fire spreading
through my belly. I discreetly draw in air as returning familiar
needs have my body hardening, my jaw clenching, weaknesses
unfolding that I’ve spent years trying to reject. “That girl is
gonna be the death of us,” Jen says with her voice soft, her gaze
sweet, her touch gentle like a delicate hand kneading my cock.
“Somehow, I think we’re all going to be repaid for every single bad
thing any of us ever did before it’s all said and done.”

Keith stares straight ahead, now on
his feet, rivalry bleeding from every pore.

“Babe, sit down. Please.”
Jen blows a falling lock of dark hair from her eyes then slides a
finger over the side of his lean hip, which quickly earns her a
smile. Keith takes a seat and exhales.

“That girl and her damn
hair.” He looks my way with his jaw instantly tightening, his full
lips closing. The spark that was once in his gaze is now a painful
piercing glare as if he can no longer tolerate looking my way. A
look that’s always there when I’m around. One I’m well aware that
I’ve put there. I draw in another deep breath with what feels like
sharp knives severing my insides.

Every day it hurts. Every minute I
feel pain. Every waking moment the endless ache to touch Keith,
hold Jen, and gather my daughter in my arms and tell her that her
daddy loves her gnaws at my gut like mice chewing their way through
wood. But that day will come when Kaylee knows just who her daddy
is. For five years I’ve remained silent and allowed her to live her
younger years carrying the Ryker name. It’s been the right thing to
do. The only thing to do. But soon, the silence will be broken and
her true identity revealed.

As I live and breathe, Kaylee M’Lynn
Ryker will one day become Kaylee M’Lynn Lee.

Keith blinks away with
a fuck you kind
of smirk and I push fingers through my hair with my mind wandering
to a place I’d rather not visit. Harrowing thoughts and memories
thrash through my head like jarring blows, memories that never
vanish, even in sleep. Him and Jen. In bed. Keith fucking her hard
from behind with his face and mouth still damp from gorging on the
sweet prize between her thighs. Jen riding Keith, her lips red and
plump from swallowing every thick inch of his cock. The three of
us. The way we fit together in perfect unison. The way Keith
hardens the instant I come near. The way he shudders and whispers,
“Christ, boy,” as
his lips move up my thighs and over the curve of my ass before he
lays his body over mine and sinks balls deep inside. The way Jen
tastes like sweet honey. The way she whimpers when I push inside
her wet heat and sobs through her climax.

Fucking fuck.
Why is it that the longer I don’t have them, the
worse I ache for them? The deeper I fall in love with
them?

My cock jumps at the thoughts, the
flashbacks, and the memories of that last night together that was
so long ago, but still clear and vivid in my head. Keith coming so
long and hard inside me that ejaculate seeped down my thighs, while
I spilled inside Jen until I was spent, empty, and leaving her full
of my seed … and my little princess.

“She does have a way of
ignoring the fact that she’s supposed to chase the ball and not
simply stare at it,” I respond to a grinning Jen.

Keith answers an incoming call and
says nothing but a quick, “Okay,” before sliding his phone into his
shirt pocket.

“Take care of the girls,”
he orders Jen with an uneasy glint in his eyes. “Jason, you come
with me. The museum is on fire.”


Chapter Two

Jen

 


Shock. Sorrow. Fear. I’m feeling all
those things.

“I can’t believe this is
happening. My God, it’s all gone. Every last bit of it.” My stomach
clenches. I’m shaking so hard that I can barely stay on my feet.
Fresh tears burn my eyes as I watch everything we’ve worked so hard
to achieve vanish. The fire has destroyed the West Texas Heritage
Museum, the walls and everything inside long crumbled with nothing
left but bits and pieces all blackened and charred from the red-hot
flames. Still smoking, still hot with glowing embers, the remains
smell like burning rubber or wire and a nauseating black smoke
hovers in the air. Nothing survived. There are only shards of
glass, scraps of plastic and metal, and the lingering foam from the
firefighters’ hoses.

“Goddamned arson.” Outrage
fills Keith’s expression. His jaw is tight, his eyes churning with
anger. “Who the fuck burned this place down? And why?”

 “Christ, if I know,” Jason responds through gritted teeth, the
three of us utterly shocked by the fire chief’s suspicion of foul
play. Dark circles underlining Jason’s eyes tell me that he’s
stressed or not sleeping well, or a combination of both. For a
second, I have a strong urge to reach out and simply push a hand
through his hair just to feel the warmth of his flesh.

Keith’s body tenses when I brush a
hand against his lower back, which hurts me in ways I can’t even
explain. Riddled with guilt over deciding not to upgrade the
sprinkler system in the building, anger and self-reproach sizzles
in his expression. He blinks down at me then kisses the top of my
head. “I’m so fucking sorry, sugar.”

“It’s not your fault,
babe. We can always rebuild,” I respond while knowing in my mind
that we never will. The past year has been difficult for Keith. The
ranch is thriving. Ryker Prime Beef fills dozens of supermarkets
all over the counties of West Texas. Times have been profitable,
nonetheless tough. There’s a constant need for new ranch hands, the
never-ending problem with destructive feral hogs, the ongoing
responsibility of watching over his aging mother, all while being a
father to two young girls. Stress has brought on strands of gray
throughout his hair and left small fine lines in the corners of his
eyes. But hard work has never been anything but a positive with
Keith. It’s who he is, what he does. It’s what he loves.

There’s only one reason he’s not
himself.

I never expected things to
be easy when Jason returned. Not with the twins. Not with Keith and
I being married. I knew there would be added stress and more
complications. I knew we had to be careful around the girls. What I
hadn’t anticipated was Jason returning with an attitude overflowing
with boldness, control, almost malicious at times, and adamant
about the three of us no longer being the
three of us. Every day that passes without
him grows harder and more painful. Without Jason in Keith’s life,
there’s a big chunk of something missing. Something that no one
else besides Jason will ever fulfill.

That same loss flows inside of me
every day like hot seething lava.

“Might as well go pick the
girls up,” Keith says flatly. “There’s nothing else we can do here
right now.”

“They’re staying the night
with your mom. She insisted, and I thought, under the
circumstances, that it might be best.”

“I’m so damn sorry about
the museum, sweetheart.” Jason’s breath is warm against my skin as
he kisses my cheek. “Call me if you need anything. I’m gonna get
going.” And with that, he says nothing else and takes long strides
toward a newly purchased black Range Rover.

“I love you so much,
Keith.” I give his palm a quick squeeze and look into his solemn
face as he watches Jason walk away, then swallow my own lump of
emotion. “And I know you love me. So, do it. Go after him, babe.
Please. Fight for him. Fight hard. If not for you, then for me. And
us.”

A muscle in his face flexes and sorrow
and gloom flicker in his eyes. It shatters me seeing him this way.
I love him more than anything. I adore this life he’s giving me. I
cherish the way he tells me I’m beautiful every single day even
when I’m running myself ragged with the girls and neglecting my own
appearance. I’m thankful beyond words at the father he’s become and
the man he continues to be. Every waking moment, I long for the way
he touches me and controls me and dominates my body in all the ways
I need. Keith loves me more than I could ever wish for and treats
me like royalty. Just the same, it’s not enough. It never will be.
Despite the heartfelt love we share and a sex life more powerful
than I could ever expect, Keith needs what I cannot and will never
be able to give him.

He needs the same as me.

He needs Jason.


Chapter Three

Jason

 


When I was fifteen, my dad announced
over a dinner of grilled hamburgers and my mother’s tropical fruit
salad, that we were making another move. This time to a small
shit-hole of a town in far West Texas called Springhill.

My dad was a hard-working man—an
oilfield worker. Raised in a family of six in Southeastern
Massachusetts, William Nathaniel Lee decided way before he
graduated high school that the oilfield was the place for him, and
not the cranberry bogs where he’d watched his father and many of
his peers work since he was a young boy. Oilfield work guaranteed
good money and didn’t involve fancy educations or high-powered
skills, just hard manual labor. Dad had gone to work with William,
Sr. many times growing up. He’d seen it all. Grueling hours of
standing in flooded bogs from dawn to dusk, back-breaking physical
work in the cold rain, dealing with insects, weeds, and fungi.
William, Jr., aka ‘Dad’ or ‘Pops’ chose roughnecking over the
cranberry bogs in his early years, earning a decent blue-collar
living for his family. But also requiring moves from city to city,
state to state, following the ever-changing ups and downs of the
oil and gas industry.

Three changes of residency in four
years meant another new address. Another new school. Boxes to
unpack. New people to meet. New churches to join. Leaving was never
easy, but this move had been more than just setting up a new house,
making
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