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Chapter 1. One Thing at a Time Here

The way Jensen’s lips felt moving along my shoulder, placing the sweetest, gentlest kisses, caused my entire body to break out in goose bumps, regardless of the water temperature around us. Slowly, his arms encircled me, his hands resting softly on my belly, right over our baby, and I melted into his embrace. He turned his hands skyward and took mine in them, our fingers interlaced as he lifted our left arms from the water. The feel of his thumb stroking the back of my hand caused the goose flesh on my arms to return, and I turned my head into his neck, giggling softly as I did.
Then, out of nowhere …
“Marry me, Madison.”
We’d only known each other just shy of three months and been together marginally less than that. Admittedly, there had been something between us ever since that first day on the ranch when he rode up on his motorcycle. I should have known it the second I fell from my horse that first time, but it took two more times before I knocked my attitude completely loose and was able to see him for who he really was, instead of the cocky bastard I assumed him to be.
 He took such good care of me in the days that followed my accident, and I started to see him in a whole new light. Our pasts weren’t all that different in some regards. While Jensen had found himself in a heap of trouble after avenging his sister, we’d both been hurt by those we thought we loved. This abuse of our trust followed us into our budding relationship, but we were trying to work through it. Together.
Finding out we were pregnant came as quite a shock, and definitely forced our fears to the surface where they festered and waited for the worst possible time to erupt. We’d literally just addressed these fears and insecurities a couple hours ago, and now he was proposing marriage …
Were we ready for that? 
I inhaled sharply as his whispered words reached me, holding my breath and pressing my face farther into the crook of his neck. It would be a lie if I said I hadn’t thought about how he’d ask—when, where—and there was nothing I wanted more than to say yes, but we were already going through so much so fast; was this really the right time?
“Madison?”
Swallowing thickly, I pulled my face from his neck, not quite ready to look at him yet, because my heart was screaming YES! while my brain was trying to remain logical. 
“Yeah?” I whispered against his skin.
I felt his body tense behind me, and when I looked up into his eyes I saw nothing but joy and excitement. “Yes?”
Shit. I should have known he’d misinterpret me. 
Pulling myself up, I turned in the tub so I could look at him, displacing some of the water over the edge with a splash. Jensen moved his leg from behind me when I sat sideways and hugged my knees to my chest. The porcelain of the tub was cold against my back compared to Jensen’s body, but I needed to face him as we talked this out.
“Jensen, I love you …” I started.
He smiled that sexy crooked grin and reached out, grabbing my calf to pull me back to him—probably to celebrate what he thought was my acceptance to his proposal. “I love you, too.”
“Wait …” I whispered as he began to scoot me across the tub toward him. The look of rejection in his eyes made my stomach lurch and my heart ache, but I had to be a big girl, and we were going to talk about this. No more dancing around topics. No more avoidance. “I love you. So much, but I don’t think that now is the right time for us to get engaged.”
“Madison—”
I quickly interrupted, trying to explain myself better, because I knew I was doing a poor job of it. “I’m so excited to be having this baby with you—so much that it’s all I can think about lately … But I don’t want to be that girl who agrees to marry someone just because they found out they were going to be parents.”
The dejected look on Jensen’s face disappeared, and he smiled. He ran his hand up over my leg again, awakening my desire for him. “Is that why you think I’m asking?”
Shaking my head, I smiled back. “No, I know you’re asking for the same reasons I want to say yes. The reason I’m telling you that we should wait is because I don’t want everyone else to think that’s why we’re getting married.”
Jensen’s smile fell again as he interjected. “So, you’re afraid of what others might think?”
In a move that made more bathwater spill over the curved edge of the antique tub, I moved to kneel before him, cradling his face in my hands. “I know it shouldn’t matter what other people think, baby, but we haven’t even told anyone about the baby. Let’s take that step and enjoy that for a little. I want the excitement to be about the baby for a now.” Jensen looked ready to object again, so I brought a hand to his face and smiled. “And when I walk down that aisle toward you, I don’t want one single person to be thinking we’re doing it because of our situation.” My stupid hormones took that moment to wake the hell up, and a tear fell from my eye as I envisioned myself in a white gown and Jensen in a black tux, waiting for me. “I want them to know that it’s because we love each other.”
Nodding, he seemed to understand, his hands moving to my hips, and our eyes locked. “Ask me again a little further down the road, okay? When we’re sure our motives won’t be questioned.”
“Okay. I’ll wait.” Jensen sighed, bringing his hands up to cover mine before pulling them from his face and staring at his thumb moving over my bare left ring finger. 
“Good. Let’s take life one obstacle at a time, all right?”
Jensen chuckled, and I breathed a sigh of relief as he leaned forward to kiss me softly. “Trust an equestrienne to compare life to a course.”
“So, we’re good?” I asked carefully.
Jensen’s hands found their way up and into my hair as he rested his forehead against mine. “Yes, we’re perfectly fine.” He smiled, and it reached his eyes, the outer corners creasing slightly as they seemed to sparkle magnificently. “Besides, asking you while the both of us were naked wasn’t exactly my finest moment. As I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, I suffer from impulse control issues.”
With a laugh, I shrugged, twisting my body and leaning back against his chest. “I don’t know,” I said, “I thought it was kind of great. Anyone can propose in a crowded restaurant or on vacation in one of the more romantic cities in the world … This, though? To me, when a person proposes, they’re always at their most vulnerable. I mean, you never really know what the person’s answer will be, so there’s always a little bit of fear there. It doesn’t get more raw than that. Add to that being naked and …”
A shiver moved through me as Jensen’s hands moved down my body. “I just think you like seeing me naked, Landry.”
“Well,” I rasped, my voice full of lust as Jensen adjusted himself behind me, possibly trying to conceal his arousal. I smirked. “I’m not going to lie; it definitely has its”—I tipped my head up to look him in the eyes—“ups.” 
With a moan, Jensen’s lips descended on mine, kissing me hungrily as his fingers curled into my flesh. Even though we’d sorted through everything, we were both still so tense from our argument earlier. That tension loaned itself to our desire as I turned around and tried to straddle Jensen, forcing more water from the tub. Jensen groaned into my mouth, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of my backside in an effort to try and slow down my expeditious actions.
“Make love to me, Jensen,” I murmured against his lips, opening my eyes to meet his intense stare.
Conflict flashed briefly in his eyes before a smile brightened them. “Come on,” Jensen said. “Let’s take this to the bedroom.”
Even though I was quite content to finish what we’d started, I agreed, standing up and allowing Jensen to step out of the tub. He handed me my towel, wrapping his own around his waist as I shamelessly checked out his hard, naked body.
Jensen smirked, having caught me ogling him—again. Without warning, he wrapped his arms around my waist, threw me over his shoulder, and bolted down the hall, throwing me down on the bed where we ravaged each other’s bodies until we collapsed into post-orgasmic bliss. The sex didn’t expunge our argument or the anxieties we both still obviously felt, but after everything that had happened that day, it was the perfect way to reconnect.
 
 
 



Chapter 2. Cat’s Out of the Bag

Upon waking the next morning, I looked up a few spas in Savannah and made an appointment for a massage. After Jensen’s amazing neck rub last night, I could feel a little tension in my body had been released, and I could only imagine what a full massage would do. Okay, so maybe the make-up sex helped, too.
Honestly, after our argument the night before, I fully expected Jensen to go ape-shit again—to tell me that there was no way in hell he was going to be without me for any given amount of time so soon after we fought. And I wouldn’t have blamed him in the least, given where his fear was stemming from.
My dad’s suggestion actually came as quite a shock to me, and I truly believed that had he known why Jensen and I were fighting, he wouldn’t have even mentioned the idea to begin with. He probably would have been Team Jensen all the way, even going as far as to help hog-tie and stuff me in a closet in order to keep me from going anywhere.
Okay, so maybe that was a little far fetched …
When I left the house earlier, I hadn’t planned on going over to Dad’s, but I realized about five minutes—and two almost-falls—into my walk that it was dangerous for me to be so deep in thought while trying to navigate my way over uneven terrain at dusk. So, after tripping on my own two feet for the third time, I decided that I just wanted to sit and think. I didn’t want to walk. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to do anything, and with Dad being the type to keep his emotions bottled up, I figured he’d watch whatever sporting event was on TV, and I could curl up on his couch and pretend to watch. 
In reality though, I would probably be thinking about how I had totally missed the mark on Jensen’s fear of his past repeating. Was he right to speak to me the way he did? No, but I could see why he might have felt justified—kind of. On the flip side, I knew I wasn’t innocent. I did nothing wrong by going into town, but I could have been open with him about my fears since the beginning of this pregnancy. But I wasn’t, and that was what caused his fears to manifest themselves until they took him over completely.

 “Madi?” Dad said upon opening the door to find me on his stoop. Even though I had tried to keep my expression clear of what I had just been through with Jensen, my dad was unusually perceptive. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
And, like anytime anyone ever asked that damn question, the floodgates opened, and I threw my arms around his waist. The force of my forward momentum sent him back a few steps into the house. He mustn’t have been expecting it, because he seemed stiff for a few seconds before he finally wrapped his arms around me. I was so sick of crying. I blamed the extra hormones coursing through my body; if not for them, I’d probably be somewhat normal. Somewhat …
“Kiddo, what’s going on?” Dad urged gently, loosening his grip with one arm to close the door as he led me into the house.
Sniffling, I shook my head. “It’s nothing. We’re fine.”
“We?” he inquired.
“I meant I, sorry. I’m fine… Well, no, I meant we. Jensen and me …” I rambled.
Dad stopped us in the hall and looked me in the eye. “What do you mean ‘you’re fine’? Did you and Jensen have a fight?” I shrugged, and he arched an eyebrow at me questioningly. “You’re unsure if you had a fight?” he assumed from my gesture.
Rolling my eyes, I huffed. “We had a fight. Yes. But we’re fine.” I wiped the remaining tears from my cheeks and felt the ache in my chest begin to ebb.
“Well, I don’t know if you’ve forgotten the definition of the word ‘fine’, Madi, but showing up on your old man’s front step, crying your eyes out isn’t it …”
He was right.
“What it really boiled down to was a huge lack of communication between us. I withheld some stuff, he withheld some stuff. The end result was a fight,” I explained, trying to keep as many details out of it as possible.
Dad continued to eye me skeptically. “Well, that’s … vague. Does it have something to do with why he was acting like a crazy person all afternoon?”
My eyebrows drew together in confusion. “You never mentioned anything about him acting like a crazy person… You only said he’d been asking when I’d be back. That’s all. Geez, Dad, you sent me in there blind!” I wouldn’t deny that I overreacted just a smidge.
He blinked a few times, likely trying to figure out how to react to my outburst. “Look, he seemed a little out of sorts, but I figured he’d just had a long day. What exactly is going on? Is there a reason he should have been as erratic as he was?”
Yes. “No,” I replied, and I knew he saw right through me. “Well, yes… Kind of… Ugh!”
Now he was looking at me like I was the crazy person—and rightfully so. “You, uh, seem a little tense there. Want to come in and take a load off? I’ll make you some hot cocoa. With marshmallows …” Dad always was good at lightening the mood.
Nodding, I followed him to his kitchen where I sat at the table while he filled the kettle and put it on to boil.
“You hungry?” he asked, turning to me before opening his fridge.
Truthfully, I was, but I knew if I ate what I wanted to, he’d start to ask more questions I didn’t want to answer without Jensen here. After everything we had unleashed tonight, I honestly didn’t care about waiting to tell anyone now, but I did want to make sure we were together when we did it.
“Um, I think Jensen’s cooking, so I’ll wait until I get home to eat. Thanks, though.”
Dad shrugged, grabbing a loaf of bread, tomato, lettuce and some of his fake deli meat before setting it all on the counter to make himself a sandwich for dinner. “So, do you want to talk about the fight?”
I shook my head. “Um, not really. Jensen and I talked about it afterward, and we really are fine. I think my emotions are just still a little all over the place from everything we brought up. It was kind of our first fight.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “We should have been communicating with one another, and we just weren’t. I think we’ve learned to try harder to avoid this sort of thing in the future.”
Dad’s head bobbed up and down as he swiped some mayo and mustard onto his bread. “Communicating is definitely important. It’s a hard lesson to learn, but every couple has to learn it at some point.”
“Yeah, I know that … now. I just wish I had figured everything out before we got to this point. I never meant to, I really didn’t. It’s just, he’s always there, you know? And I just wanted some time to myself. Everything is just moving so fast, and I needed time to think.” I was rambling again; the words were coming out of my mouth faster than I could think them through, and I couldn’t seem to stop them before Dad looked up at me quizzically.
“Well,” he started, his eyes bouncing between mine as I stared at him wide-eyed. “He was on the ranch all of what, a week before you two”—he twirled his finger around in a circle as if that was supposed to mean something, all the while looking at me like he was begging me to understand so he didn’t have to say it—“got together. You really haven’t had any time to yourselves. With as deep as your feelings for each other may run, it was only inevitable that you’d fight eventually. Maybe some time apart might be a good idea?”
“I don’t know …” I started to say, knowing without a doubt that if he knew about the pregnancy this suggestion wouldn’t have even come up. I momentarily considered telling him, but stopped myself. For Jensen.
“Think about it, sweetie. It might do you some good to get out. You admitted that you wanted some time to yourself.” Dad turned to the kettle as it started to whistle and mixed our hot cocoa before bringing it to the table.
“I know I did, but don’t you think that would be an awful lot like running away? I don’t see how it’s going to solve anything. We got into an argument about not communicating, we finally start and now you think we should … take a break?” His logic did not resemble mine. At all. 
It wasn’t that I didn’t see his point, I did—I think—but given the circumstances, I really didn’t feel like this was the right time. Had we not been pregnant? Sure, I’d probably consider it. If Jensen hadn’t just expressed how fearful he was about what I may or may not do while away from him? Maybe. But I was dealing with both of those things, and I couldn’t just up and leave, knowing that the entire time Jensen would be out of his mind with worry. While he was aware I would never do anything like that, his fear was still legitimate, and he can’t just turn it off.
“Since Dane left—”
“You mean since I kicked his ass to the curb.”
Dad laughed. “Right. Well, since then, you’ve buried yourself in work and haven’t gotten a moment to just relax.”
“Dad, you’ve allowed Jensen and me plenty of weekends off. Trust me, I’ve relaxed.”
“Alone,” he stressed before taking a bite of his sandwich.
Smiling, I shrugged and sipped my hot chocolate. “I just don’t think this is the right time.”
He refused to let up, shaking his head at me in the process. “And I just think a little separation might be good for the two of you.”
“Yeah, I understand that. But trust me when I say it would only complicate things right now,” I explained gently, really hoping he didn’t ask for specifics on how.
“Do me a favor and just consider it? Obviously, you can expense it to the company if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said.
“That’s not it at all,” I assured him. “Look, if I say I’ll consider it, can we drop it?”
Dad laughed again, sipping his own hot chocolate. “I suppose. But I get the feeling you’re not going to …”

After discussing the idea that a little alone time might actually benefit us, Jensen agreed. The idea of a massage sounded like pure heaven, but Jensen made sure I was careful and had me confirm that the place I was going to offered a masseuse who was licensed in pre-natal massage as well. Just to be safe.
“Okay, you have a good day. I’ll be home for dinner. Call if you need me to pick anything up,” I told Jensen as he saw me to the door, handing me the keys to the truck and kissing me soundly.
“Will do,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around me. 
“You’re sure you’ll be okay?”
Jensen laughed. “Madi, go, or you’ll be late for your massage. I love you.”
“Love you, too,” I whispered, giving him one last peck on the lips before turning for the door.
“Drive safe,” he told me as I took a step away from him. “You’re no longer the only precious cargo in that death trap.”
Shaking my head, I laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Yeah,” he agreed. “But you love it.”
With one more glance over my shoulder, I opened the door to the truck and climbed in, adjusting the seat so I could actually reach the pedals since Jensen was the last to drive it. After waving, I put the truck into reverse before driving up the driveway, and through the rear-view mirror, I saw Jensen pick Bones up as they watched me leave from the doorway. Soon, it would be our baby Jensen would be holding, and Bones would be far too big for such affections, sitting obediently by Jensen’s side instead.
The leaves had mostly fallen to the ground in preparation for winter and the fields had all been harvested and cleaned out weeks ago. A few miles down the road, I noticed a truck with a horse trailer driving down a driveway to a plot of land that had been empty for the last seven months. 
The trailer rocked violently, inciting a gasp of fear for both horse and driver. While I knew some horses didn’t travel well, I never knew them to be bad enough to threaten the stability of both the vehicle and trailer. However, most people who had horses that were poor travelers gave them a mild sedative for long trips in order to guarantee everyone’s safety. Seeing this only made me more and more curious about our new neighbors, especially since the house I knew to stand on the land was just a termite infestation away from being condemned. No one in their right mind would buy that place.
I pulled up to the spa and put the truck in park, suddenly a little more excited about my day. I would have to make sure that Jensen got the opportunity to have a day off to himself too. In fact, I was going to book him an appointment for the day after tomorrow; I knew Dad wouldn’t mind.
“Good morning,” the receptionist greeted me as I stepped through the doors.
Smiling, I stopped at her desk. “Hi, I have an appointment. For Madison Landry?”
The receptionist looked down at her appointment book before grabbing a highlighter. “All right. I’ve got you in with Rebecca… She’s fabulous with pre-natal massages.” Looking up at me, she smiled. “How far along are you?”
“Um, just over a month, actually.” It was the first time I’d said it out loud, and my stomach flipped with nervous excitement.
“And do you have any serious injuries—past or present—we should be made aware of?”
“I broke a couple ribs back in August. But my doctor seems pleased with how they’ve healed,” I informed her as she jotted it down.
It wasn’t long until Rebecca came out to the front and introduced herself to me. We walked into her little massage room where she handed me a towel and left me alone to disrobe. Once I had the towel secured around me, I folded my clothes and placed them on the little chair in the corner before opening the door a crack so she’d know I was ready. I had just hopped up onto the table when she re-entered the room. She was on the taller side, probably close to five foot ten with a dark complexion and long, silky-looking black hair. Her deep brown eyes were warm and inviting, made brighter when her smile reached them. She looked like someone everyone liked.
“Okay, Miss Landry—”
“Madi, please,” I told her.
She smiled warmly and nodded. “All right, Madi. Why don’t you go ahead and lie down on your stomach for me, and we’ll begin.”
As she worked, we talked—well, she talked, I did a lot of moaning and groaning as she worked out kinks and knots I didn’t even realize I had—and she asked me all about what I did for a living, telling me she used to ride when she was a girl. 
“So, have you been to the doctor yet?” she asked, her hands firmly running up the length of my back before focusing on my neck as we neared the end of my massage.
“Mmmm …” I moaned, my brain turning to mush as her fingers kneaded my deltoids. “Not yet. I go next Monday.”
“All right, Madison. You’re all done. How do you feel?”
“I can’t believe how great I feel. Thank you so much,” I said, wrapping the towel around me tightly as I stood. I hadn’t realized just how much tension I’d been carrying around. My neck and shoulders felt phenomenal, the stiffness in my lower back had been relieved, and even the residual pain from my accident a couple months ago seemed to be far less than before. I would definitely be coming back.
“Any time. I’ll let you get dressed and I’ll meet you outside.” After leaving the room, I dropped the towel in the wicker basket she had next to the door and pulled my clothes on before stepping out into the hall. Rebecca was just outside the door when I opened it and walked with me to the waiting room. “If you’d like to book weekly appointments for the remainder of your pregnancy, that would be—”
“Madison?”
The minute the familiar voice called out, I could have sworn my heart stopped. Slowly, I turned my head to see Janet Davis—Jensen’s mother—standing not three feet away, her blue eyes wide with shock as she walked out of another one of the massage rooms.
“Janet, h-hi,” I stammered, looking sheepishly between her and Rebecca.
She didn’t say anything as she blinked her now-glistening eyes, shaking her head and stepping toward me in order to wrap me in her arms. Oh yeah, she knew, that much was clear by the strength behind her hug.
Releasing me, she smiled knowingly before looking somewhat embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Madison, why don’t you finish up, and then maybe I can take you to lunch? It feels like it’s been ages.”
“Uh…” Apparently “uh” was now a permanent part of my vocabulary. I shook my head to clear the fog that had rolled in. “Yeah. I’d like that?” I hadn’t meant for it to come out as a question, and I was glad she didn’t call me on it.
Janet excused herself and headed for the main seating area while Rebecca looked between us. “That’s my boyfriend’s mom,” I explained. “She, uh, didn’t exactly know about the baby yet …”
Rebecca immediately looked apologetic, eyes wide with regret. “I’m so sorry.” 
“No, you couldn’t have known. I definitely wasn’t expecting to see her here.” I shook my head. “Anyway, yes. I’d love to book weekly with you.”
We had just entered the sitting area, where I saw Janet sitting in one of the seats flipping through a magazine as she waited for me, and Rebecca led me to the reception desk. “Just book yourself in with Elise here. It was a pleasure meeting you, Madison. And I’m sorry again.”
“Thank you, Rebecca. I’ll see you next week.” After making an appointment for Jensen and making sure I got the next few weeks booked for myself, I turned nervously to where Janet sat.
I walked to her slowly, not quite sure what to expect from her. Trying to mask my nerves with the widest smile I could muster, I picked up the pace until I stood before her. She was already setting her magazine down before I reached my destination, looking up at me with the brightest smile.
Not sure how to bring up what she probably overheard, I decided to wait until she mentioned it. “How’ve you been?” I asked instead.
“I’ve been well, dear. And you? How are you and Jensen?” There was a twinkle in her eye that was absolutely begging me to just come clean.
I was a chicken shit, though. “We’re good. Better than good …” I paused, biting the inside of my cheek nervously. “So, uh, where do you want to go for lunch?”
Janet looped her arm through mine and led me through the doors. “There’s a little place just down the block. How was your massage?”
“Uh, good?”
Janet laughed, patting my arm. “You sound uncertain. Did she not do a very good job?”
I told myself to just rip the Band-Aid off. There was no way she hadn’t overheard my conversation with Rebecca. “No, she did a fantastic job. In fact, I made a few more appointments and even booked Jensen to come in for a massage. He’s so stressed and overworking himself.”
We had just reached the cafe where the hostess seated us near the front window and offered to bring us drinks before our server came over. 
“Does he know?” Janet asked, snapping my attention right back to her.
“I’m sorry?” I said, even though I was a bazillion percent certain I knew what she was asking.
“Forgive me for being so forward, dear, but we’ve been tiptoeing around this since the spa.”
Here it comes…
“I didn’t intend to eavesdrop—goodness, I didn’t even expect to see you there!” She laughed lightly, finding humor in our situation, but I could only feel guilt tangling itself around me. I was about to tell Jensen’s mother that we were pregnant, and he wasn’t here with me to share in the moment.
Taking a deep breath, I steeled my resolve and nodded, my mouth turning up into a wide smile. “Yes. I’m pregnant, and of course he knows. He’s the one who figured it out, actually.”
I didn’t think it was possible, but her smile widened upon confirmation. “When did you find out?” she asked, her eyes glistening with what had to be happy tears.
“Before we went camping.” She looked both shocked and somewhat hurt that we’d known for quite some time and hadn’t said anything, so I rushed to explain. “It wasn’t that we intended to keep it from you—any of you, really—Jensen wanted to tell everyone right away—”
Out of character for her, Janet cut me off. “But you didn’t?”
Shit. “Yes … Well, no. It’s just …” I took a deep breath, hoping to gather my thoughts quickly before she misinterpreted my feelings the same way Jensen had. “I was scared to share our news just in case something happened. I didn’t want to put your family through any more grief than you’d already experienced because of Kaylie.”
“Well, that’s like comparing apples to whores,” Janet mumbled, lifting her mug to her lips before taking a sip. 
I, too, had just raised my glass to take a drink and choked on it. Did she just …?
“And how are you feeling?” Janet asked, forcing my scatter-brained thoughts to focus on something other than what she just said.
“Um, better. If I’m being honest, I’m a little scared because of how fast everything is happening,” I explained, rolling my condensation-covered glass between my palms. “But I’m excited, too.”
“Well, I’m happy to hear that.” I could hear the smirk in her voice before I looked up and confirmed it. “But I was talking about physically. Are you having any morning sickness or anything?”
Heat bloomed beneath my cheeks, a little embarrassed about over-sharing and opening up a whole new can of curious worms. “Oh, right. Um, sometimes I feel a little sick, but for the most part, I’m okay. Changing my diet seems to have helped.” She looked at me strangely, and I realized why immediately. “Apparently the baby needs a diet a little higher in iron. I’ve taken a strange liking to beef.” 
“And my son?” she inquired after our server came and took our order. “How does he feel about all of this?”
I smiled, my heart swelling with joy. “Jensen’s thrilled. He’s been so great, and it makes me feel a little guilty for how I’ve acted until recently,” I admitted with a sad shrug.
It was as though she could read my mind. “He thought you had doubts.” I nodded once. “Did you?”
Shaking my head, I met her intense stare. I knew that Kaylie had betrayed them all, not just Jensen, so I could understand how they all might come to question my certainty. “Never.” Hoping to assure her of that, I straightened my posture and smiled wide before telling her about our epic blowout the night before. “We’ve had a chance to talk about everything, and we understand where the other was coming from.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Janet said happily. “Henry is going to be thrilled. And Lilah?”
Feeling a little more nervous for what I was about to ask of her, I forced an awkward smile. “Would you mind if I asked you to keep this to yourself? I mean, I know that you’d feel obligated to tell Henry, but Jensen and I were planning to tell everyone after our doctor’s appointment next week—once we’re sure everything is viable. I actually feel awful for having had this conversation without him here.” Sucking in a breath, I waited for her response.
When she reached across the table for my hand and smiled, I felt I was able to relax again. “I give you my word. Will you tell Jensen I know?”
“I will, yes. I can’t keep anything from him. Literally.” 
When our salads arrived a short while later, Janet and I carried on a delightful conversation over lunch, and afterward, Janet offered to pay.
“Don’t be silly,” I said. “Let me buy lunch.”
I recognized the resolved look in her eyes as the same one Jensen got a majority of the time, and I knew I was fighting a losing battle. “No daughter-in-law of mine will rob me of the opportunity to treat her to lunch.”
Thanks to my damn hormones, my eyes welled with tears when she called me her daughter-in-law. I was successful in holding them back as I nodded, letting her pay the bill before we walked back toward the spa where my truck and, I assumed, her car were parked.
“So, you’ve got weekly appointments for a massage?” Janet asked as she walked me to the truck, and I responded affirmatively. “Excellent. Me too. Why don’t we make lunch a weekly thing, too? And perhaps next week we can get a bit of shopping in as well.”
“I would love if we did this every week. On one condition.” Her left eyebrow arched questioningly. “Next week, lunch is on me.”
Janet pulled me into her arms. “If you insist.” She held me for a moment longer than was probably necessary, but I delighted in it. “I’m very happy for the two of you, Madison. Please, let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”
“I will. Thank you so much,” I whispered, releasing her. After stepping into the truck, Janet walked down the lot a few spaces, climbed into a black Mercedes, and we both left.
Feeling a little tired, I decided to forgo my last-minute plans for window shopping and go home. It didn’t even occur to me until I was on the highway that Jensen hadn’t called me all day. I wondered if he was just too busy working or if he was purposely trying to give me the space I admitted to needing. If it was the latter, it had to be driving him crazy.
I pulled into the driveway, parked the truck next to Jensen’s bike, and headed into the house to see if he was home. I knew it to be unlikely since it was almost five, and they were probably just getting ready to bring the horses in for the night before dinner. Turned out, I was right; the house was empty, so I made my way for the barn to see if they needed any help.
As I got closer to the barn, I spotted Jensen bringing in Halley, Bones by his side. In the last month since getting Bones, we were making real progress with him around the horses, and as he got bigger, he was definitely getting braver.
Jensen turned in my direction, and he smiled before disappearing into the barn with my horse. Bones, on the other hand, bolted toward me from Jensen’s side, yipping with every bound. I knelt to the ground when he reached me and pet him until he rolled over onto his back, exposing his belly. “Did you have a good day, big guy?”
“As a matter of fact, I did.” Jensen’s smooth, sexy voice wrapped itself around me, and I stood up, turning to face him. Blue eyes burned into mine as his hands came up to cup my face, and he sighed before pressing his lips to mine softly. “God,” he whispered against my lips. “I missed you so much.”
I hummed, brushing our noses together and looking up at him through my eyelashes. “I missed you too, baby. How much work is there to do? Can I give you”—I bit my bottom lip briefly, my hands moving down over his chest until they rested on his abdomen—“a hand?”
“Are you trying to kill me?” he asked, groaning and quickly kissing me again. “We actually just finished up, so what I’d like to do is take you home and talk about your day.”
“I’d like that very much.”
Jensen put the kettle on for some tea while I sat at the table “So, you had a good day, love? You look very relaxed.”
Nodding, I laughed. “Yeah, it was good. Definitely what I needed. I actually booked you in for a massage in a couple of days. I hope you’ll go?” 
Jensen smiled and nodded, pouring the hot water into two mugs before joining me. “For you, baby, I’ll do just about anything.”
Smiling slyly, I leaned in for a kiss before whispering against his lips, “I may just have to take you up on that.” After a few sweet kisses, I sat back and asked Jensen how his day was. 
“Busy. After doing all the morning chores, I helped Tom with Ransom and Starla. Jeff and I worked out in the shed restacking bales of hay and straw for when our next shipment comes in.” He chuckled dryly. “I’d like to say I was able to focus on it entirely, but that would be a lie. I thought about calling you several times, but didn’t want you to feel crowded.”
“That’s okay, I was pretty busy all day too,” I told him. “I kind of ran into your mom at the spa.”
“Oh yeah?” he said upon sitting. “How is she?”
I knew I had to tell him that his mom knew, but I didn’t want him to be disappointed I was the one to tell her by myself. “Excited?”
Jensen took a sip of his tea before drawing his eyebrows together with confusion. “About?”
I pressed my lips together, my nose scrunching all on its own as I prepared to confess. “The baby.”
Choking and sputtering on his latest sip, Jensen set down his glass and looked at me with wide eyes, fishing for an explanation. 
“I was just finished with my massage, and my masseuse was walking down the hall with me. She mentioned me making weekly appointments throughout the rest of my pregnancy. Your mom was just coming out of her own appointment and overheard us. I’m sorry,” I apologized quickly. 
Jensen shook his head and cleared his throat after getting his coughing fit under control. “I’m not upset. Just surprised, I guess. So, she took the news well?”
With a sigh of relief, I smiled. “She’s so excited. I did ask her to keep it to herself if at all possible until we had a chance to tell everyone together. I just … I didn’t want to take that away from you, too.”
Instead of being disappointed, Jensen leaned in and pressed his lips to my forehead. “I guess it’s a good thing our appointment is next week, then.” Standing, Jensen walked behind the island and opened the fridge, and I followed to help. “What do you feel like having for dinner? Any cravings?”
My grin widened as my arms twisted around his waist and my hormones took over. “Just one.” 
Jensen didn’t take long to catch on, scooping me up in his arms and carrying me to our room.
 



Chapter 3. False Alarms

“Can you believe in just a few short hours we’re going to tell everyone? I hope they’re all as excited as your mom is.”
Chuckling, Jensen kissed my forehead. “They will be, Madi.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Well, maybe not as excited. My mom’s probably going a little overboard with everything.”
Since finding out last week, Janet had made it a point to call daily to see how I was feeling. It was really very sweet, and I didn’t mind in the least, because I knew if my mom were still around, she’d be doing the very same thing. 
My smile faded as I dropped my eyes from his.
“What is it, sweetheart?” he asked, coaxing my face back to his.
“It just sucks that Willow and Brandon won’t be here tonight,” I pouted, wanting to be able to tell everyone we loved all at once.
“You could call them?” Jensen suggested softly, offering me a small smile.
I shrugged. “I guess, but I kind of wanted to tell her in person. It’s big news to relay to your best friend over the phone.”
“Well,” Jensen commented. “We are heading to Memphis to stay with them this weekend. Can you hold off on telling her until then? I mean, we’ve already made it this far …”
Over the weekend, we had talked to Willow and Brandon about going out to Memphis with Lilah and Kyle. That was when I asked if they could come to dinner, but, sadly, they were both extremely busy with work.
“Yeah, I think I can wait until we see them. I just feel like I’m going to burst.”
Jensen laughed as we put our shoes on to leave. “Well, maybe telling our company tonight will help to alleviate that a little.” I could only hope he was right about that. 
In order to get to our doctor’s appointment without tipping Dad off, Jensen and I told him that we were just running to town to look at a few car dealerships since I was still toying with the idea of getting a new vehicle. While I wouldn’t be looking at new cars today, I had a feeling he wouldn’t be too upset when he learned what we were really doing.
“So, what do you think is going to happen today?” I asked, really not knowing what to expect. We had just hit the highway, and I was starting to feel a little antsy.
Smiling, Jensen turned to me. “Well, we’re about eight weeks along, which means we should be able to hear the heartbeat.”
“Really?” I asked, placing my hands over my belly as I glanced down at it. “So soon?” All I could think of was how cool it would be to hear the heartbeat. What would it sound like?
“I assume the doctor will ask if we have any questions, he’ll probably recommend a good pre-natal vitamin, and that’ll likely be it. I can’t imagine the first appointment being too in-depth.” A sad look crossed his face briefly, and I knew what he was thinking before he said it. “It’s not like I had the opportunity to go … the last time.”
Reaching over, I placed my hand on his arm. “Hey. We’re not even going to think about that, okay? Today is going to be a happy day, okay? Today, we might get to hear our baby’s heartbeat.”
His expression softened as he turned to me and smiled. “I love you so much,” he said. “Thank you.”
It didn’t feel like long before Jensen was pulling into a parking spot outside the doctor’s office. My heart pounded with excitement as I unbuckled my seatbelt with trembling hands. 
After checking in with reception, we made our way to the waiting room full of women in various stages of pregnancy. My hand never left Jensen’s as we sat side-by-side. His thumb moved in soothing stokes along the back of my hand, and it was the only thing keeping me grounded as excitement and nervousness pulsed through my veins, leaving me wound like a top. Time ticked by on the clock, and several women were called before me. I wasn’t usually the impatient type, but today I was having a hard time waiting my turn.
“Madison Landry?”
Quickly standing, I looked to Jensen who seemed just as anxious. The nurse waved us forward, and we followed her into one of the smaller exam rooms where I stepped onto the digital scale under Jensen’s prying eyes. 
Playfully, I reached out to the side and covered his eyes. “Hey! No peeking!”
After recording my weight and closing the file, the nurse opened the door. “Dr. Smith should be with you in a moment. Please, take a seat and get comfortable.”
Jensen sat in one of the chairs along the wall, and I sat on the exam table and took in my surroundings. The pale walls were covered in posters of the male and female reproductive systems, the various stages of fetal development, and another about breastfeeding. That made me realize I’d never really given much thought to how I would feed the baby; I hadn’t foreseen this happening for years to come. It would appear that some much needed internet-surfing and pamphlet-nabbing was in my immediate future.
The sound of Jensen cracking his knuckles drew my attention back to him, and I laughed. He only ever cracked them when stressed out. “Jensen, what’s wrong?”
His eyes looked as though they were slightly glazed over as he blinked a few times, finally focusing on me. “What?” He looked down at his hands and chuckled sheepishly. “Oh, nothing. Guess I’m just feeling a little anxious about talking to the doctor and hearing what he has to say.”
His ears must have been burning, because as soon as we started talking about him, the door opened and Dr. Smith came strolling in. “Well, Madison!” he greeted. “It’s been a few months, what can I do for y—” He looked in my file, then at me, then Jensen before finally letting his gaze settle on me again.
Dr. Smith had actually been my gynecologist for as long as I could remember needing one. I wasn’t the type to just go to a new doctor; I preferred to be comfortable with a man before I let him inspect the lady bits, thank you very much.
“So, I guess congratulations are in order?” he asked, smiling finally.
Nodding, I grinned back. “Thank you, yes. We’re very excited.”
Before we got started, Jensen and Dr. Smith exchanged pleasantries, and then the focus was right back on me. “So, Madison. When was your last period?”
Right to the point, as usual. “Uh, end of August to the beginning of September. Sorry, I don’t have dates …”
“That’s okay,” he assured me, jotting something in my file. “That should be enough to go on. I can schedule you in for an early ultrasound to confirm a due date in the next few weeks if you’d like.”
My eyes widened happily as I looked to Jensen, who looked equally as excited. “That would be great. Thank you.”
“So, do the two of you have any questions before we listen to the heartbeat?”
I looked over to Jensen, who knew what my main question was for today’s visit. “Yeah, actually. I was wondering about riding. I know that the baby’s safety is more important, and I’ll give it up if I have to.” I took a breath, realizing that I was rambling a little. “But, there’s so much work to be done, and if we don’t have to hire outside help, that would be ideal. We’ve had clients ride pregnant, and we’ve made them sign waivers, but Jensen would feel better if we heard from you—a doctor—whether or not it was safe for me to continue doing my job.”
Dr. Smith looked over to Jensen and smiled. “There’s absolutely no reason that Madison can’t continue to ride until the end of her first trimester. The baby is pretty embedded in there, and it would take a serious jarring action—one much worse than a fall from a horse—to dislodge it.” The doctor looked to me with a smirk. “Now, that’s not to say you shouldn’t be careful, because you should, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to …” I sensed a “but” coming up. “However …” That was just a fancy word for but. “I would advise you refrain from jumping. While a fall shouldn’t trigger a miscarriage, one can never be too careful. By eliminating the more dangerous aspects of the sport, you’ll be more prone to staying atop the horse. And once you hit about thirteen weeks, you should stop.”
Nodding at everything he said, I smiled at Jensen. “Are you okay with that?” I asked him, knowing that if he wasn’t okay with it, I wouldn’t do it. I meant it when I said I’d give it up if I had to.
Leaning forward, Jensen clasped his hands together as he leaned on his knees and smiled, his head bobbing once. “Yes. As long as you’re careful.”
After asking me a few more questions regarding my activity level, eating habits, and vitamin supplements, Dr. Smith asked me to lie back on the table. Jensen was on his feet and by my side in an instant, gripping my hand in his as my doctor grabbed a tiny machine from his white coat pocket.
“Now,” Dr. Smith said as he put a little gel on the end of the microphone thingie. “It’s still pretty early, but if my estimates are correct, we should be able to hear the heartbeat without too much trouble.”
Nodding quickly, I looked up at Jensen who gave my hand a gentle squeeze as the doctor lowered the machine to my belly. There was a really faint pulsing and tears sprung to my eyes, but when I looked at Dr. Smith he looked to be deep in thought.
“Is that it?” I asked, suddenly unsure of what I was hearing.
He shook his head and moved the device over my lower abdomen, pressing harder. “No, that’s your heartbeat. The baby’s will be much faster due to its size.”
My face felt warm as I blushed at my mistake, and I dropped my head back onto the pillow it was resting on. I tried to still my breathing, thinking that maybe that was interfering with Dr. Smith’s attempt to find my baby’s heartbeat. Dread started to claw its way into me, its gnarled fingers wrapping around, and crushing any shred of happiness I had the longer it took to locate the heartbeat.
“Doctor?” I asked, my voice a tiny squeak. Jensen squeezed my hand supportively, but I could tell he was just as scared as me. “Is everything okay?”
It was clear that he didn’t want to upset me, so he removed the device and wiped it off before putting it back in his pocket. Smiling at me—which I failed to see as reassuring—he picked up my file and headed for the door. “I’m sure you’re just a smidge earlier than we thought. I tell you what, I’m going to go out and grab an ultrasound machine that will allow us to see what’s going on in there, all right?”
With a pathetic sniffle, I nodded. “O-okay …” As soon as the door closed behind him, I shot upright. “What if something’s wrong? What if … what if we lost the baby? Oh, God! What if there is no baby and the test was wrong this whole time?”
Jensen pulled me into his arms and held me tightly, making gentle shushing noises in my ear as he ran his hand over my hair. “Madi, honey, just stay calm. I’m sure he sees this all the time. Let’s just wait until he gets back with the ultrasound machine, and we’ll go from there, okay? I’m scared, too, but we can’t let it consume us. We need to stay positive.”
Pressing my face harder against his chest, I swallowed the sob that was slowly working its way out of my chest. When the door opened again, I lifted my head to see our earlier nurse come in.
“Dr. Smith asked me to come in and have you change out of your jeans and drape this over your lower half,” she instructed, holding out a flimsy paper-like blanket. Jensen and I must have been wearing the same look on our faces as we stared at her because she offered us a kind smile. “This early in the pregnancy, it’s common to administer an internal sonogram in order to see the baby. It would be far too small to see on any of the regular machines.”
My eyebrows furrowed together as I started to understand what was going to happen. “So, by internal, you mean …?”
She laughed. “Yes, Miss Landry. Here, take this, and the doctor will be right in.”
Seeming to still be in a state of shock, Jensen reached out and took the paper blanket from her before turning to me. “Do you want me to leave? I mean, would it be too awkward with me here?”
“Leave?” I cried out, my voice cracking like a pre-pubescent boy. “No I don’t want you to leave. I need you.”
His head bobbed up and down, relief washing over his face. “Okay.”
Quickly, I stripped out of my jeans and climbed back onto the table while Jensen opened the door a crack to let the doctor know I was ready. After a few seconds, Dr. Smith re-entered the room with a machine on wheels.
Within several minutes, the doctor was sitting on a stool at the foot of the table. Through my periphery (because I refused to focus solely on what was going on) I could see him preparing the long wand that was going to show us whether or not I was cooking a bun in my oven.
“Okay, Madison. This might be a little uncomfortable, so I just need you to relax as much as possible, all right?” His voice was calm, which almost led me to believe that everything was fine, and that I really didn’t have to be such a worry-wart.
“Mmm hmm.” I tried my hardest not to shift when he started the procedure. My hand gripped Jensen’s hard, and I clenched my eyes shut, breathing deeply, as I waited until the discomfort subsided little.
“Okay, let’s see what we’ve got here,” Dr. Smith said quietly, probably speaking mostly to himself as he tried to figure out what was going on.
I was sure that not much time had elapsed since the ultrasound began, but with every subtle movement he made with the wand-like apparatus, it seemed to drag on longer and longer. I couldn’t help but worry more and more with every passing millisecond, and I knew by the strength in which Jensen gripped my hand that he must have been feeling the same way.
“All right, do you see this here?” Dr. Smith asked, drawing my eyes down to him as he pointed at the monitor. I nodded because I did see it; I just had no clue what “it” was. “Well, that’s the amniotic sac, and this right here in the middle is the baby.”
“That little white, peanuty blob is our baby?” I asked, still not quite sure I was looking at the right thing. When he nodded, I smiled; I was looking at our baby.
“And this here … Do you see this little flicker?” I had to squint and prop myself up on my elbows as much as I could without causing myself more discomfort due to the fact that I was still connected to the machine, but I saw it. “Well, that’s the baby’s heartbeat. Here, let me turn the sound on, and we can take a listen.”
The minute he clicked the sequence of buttons, a fast and steady whoosh whoosh whoosh filled the room. Not only was it steady, but it sounded strong. So strong. Tears stung my eyes as I fell back onto the table, marveling at the sound and committing it to memory. Relief forced me to exhale the breath I was holding, and Jensen leaned forward and kissed my head. I had no doubts that my smile was probably pretty goofy, but I didn’t care because I was listening to the heartbeat of the life that Jensen and I had created … together.
My tears spilled from the outer corners of my eyes, but I didn’t wipe them away because they were tears of happiness. Squeezing Jensen’s hand again, I turned and looked up at him, noticing for the first time that his eyes were starting to glisten, as well.
 



Chapter 4. Start Spreadin’ the News

Holy shit, I thought to myself as the sound of my baby’s heartbeat filled the room.
When the doctor couldn’t find the heartbeat with just the Doppler, I was devastated and starting to think that maybe I wasn’t fated to have children. It was ridiculous—I knew that—but given my past experience, I couldn’t help but let my mind go there. 
Truth be told, I was barely keeping my shit together for Madison. My heart pounded heavily, my airway constricted, and my chest tightened as a panic attack settled in. But then, just as quickly, it all faded as a steady swoosh filled the tiny room.
“That’s our baby,” Madison whispered, looking up at me with wet, teary eyes while giving my hand a squeeze. “Isn’t it amazing?”
Leaning down, I pressed my lips to hers. “It sure is.”
“Would you guys like a picture of the little one?” Dr. Smith asked. 
Madison’s eyes snapped to him before she started rapidly nodding her head. “Yes. Please,” she replied, her smile so bright it rivaled the sun.
“I’ll leave you two to get your things together. Madison?” Madison turned to her doctor, more tears brimming her eyes. “I’d like to see you every four weeks. Be sure to book your next appointment before heading home, all right?”
“Definitely,” she assured him softly. “Thank you.” With a curt nod, the doctor left the room, but Madison didn’t move from her spot on the table.
We picked up the ultrasound photo at the front desk when we booked our next appointment. Once that was all figured out, I led Madison to the car. 
“Can you believe it?” she asked as I opened her door. “I mean, I knew it was happening, but there was always that fear in the back of my mind that maybe it wasn’t true. But we saw her, Jensen. We saw our baby.”
“Still stuck on it being a girl, huh?” I teased. “Aren’t you going to be mighty disappointed to find out he’s a boy.”
She dismissed my teasing by shrugging her head to the left and smiling cockily. “We’ll see who’s disappointed, Davis.”
The minute she said my last name, I couldn’t help but relate it to us. To our family. Having only been together just over two months, it should have been too soon to be imagining Madison answering to “Mrs. Davis.” In light of everything going on, however, it didn’t feel too soon. No, it felt right.
I wouldn’t ask her right then, though; I’d already been turned down, and wasn’t looking to relive it. Sure, I understood her reasoning, but the rejection still hurt. I would ask again, though, but I wanted the moment I asked her to spend the rest of her life with me to be perfect. Everything else in our relationship was pretty damn unconventional, so I would be sure to make this moment one she would remember forever. Plus, I needed to find the perfect ring.
The entire ride home, Madison had trouble paying attention to anything other than the ultrasound picture—not that I could blame her. If I hadn’t been driving, I’d have been just as captivated by it also.
“Should we go and get Bones?” I asked as I put the car in park once we arrived home.
We got out of the car and started for the house. “Uh, no. If Dad knows we’re back he’s likely to ask questions about car shopping, and I haven’t done nearly enough fake research to answer them,” she said, unlocking the front door.
Madison and I headed straight for the kitchen where we began preparations on tonight’s meal. Because Madison was still sensitive to the smell of cooking beef, she worked on the vegetarian dish at the island behind me. By five, both dishes were in the oven and Madison had put together a platter of cheese and crackers for everyone to munch on until dinner was ready. With just a few minutes before everyone was set to arrive, Madison and I went to our room to change.
“Madi?” Wayne’s voice called through the house as he let himself in. “I’m here.”
With an excited gleam in her eye, Madison started for the door, but I quickly grabbed her arm and stopped her. For whatever reason, I was suddenly terrified to tell Wayne that I had knocked up his daughter. I didn’t know where the fear came from; one minute I was excited to share this with everyone, and the next I was scared shitless of the man with all the guns. A lot of guns. And he was a crack-fucking-shot. As I took all of that into consideration, I started to find it hard to breathe.
“Jensen? What is it?” she asked, approaching me with a concerned look in her eyes.
My mouth opened and closed several times as I tried to find the words. “We … Madison … He’s …” I couldn’t seem to even string two words together, at least, not until she placed her hands on my cheeks and forced my eyes to hers. “He’s going to kill me.”
“What are you talking about?” Madison asked. “Jensen, he’s going to be thrilled.”
“But, we’ve only been togeth—” 
Madison pressed her fore and middle fingers to my lips. “Relax. Everything is going to be fine.”
It was official; Madison and I had officially switched roles; where she was always the one to worry, she was now the one saying whatever needed to be said to give me strength. She was my anchor in that moment when I needed her to be.
I found the strength needed to take the necessary steps out into the hall with Madison by my side. In the kitchen, we found Wayne standing at the island picking at the tray of cheese and crackers, and Bones greeted us excitedly, hopping up and licking our joined hands as he begged for affection. Laughing, Madison released my hand to comply, kneeling before him and petting his head.
Wayne looked up when we entered and tipped his head. “I see car shopping was a bust.”
Madison raised her head to look at me, her right eyebrow arched as if to say “I told you so.”
Pushing herself to her feet, much to Bones’ displeasure, she looked at Wayne. “I’ll need another day to look,” she told him, not really lying, merely omitting the fact that we didn’t really go car shopping. She was good at side-stepping around the truth.
He smiled in response. “Just let me know when.”
“Will do,” Madison assured him.
“So, when’s dinner?” he asked, sounding pretty eager to eat.
Madison couldn’t contain her elation as her smile grew wide again. “Um, we’re just waiting on Jensen’s family and then we should be good to go.” Wayne looked momentarily confused. “Did I forget to mention that? Crap. I’m sorry. It must have slipped my mind.”
He shrugged it off. “No worries. It’s always good to visit with Henry.”
Soon enough, there was another knock on the door before my parents entered. Madison and I greeted them as they removed their shoes. As I spoke with my dad, I noticed Madison and my mom share a firm embrace before my mom cradled her face and whispered something that made the two of them smile radiantly.
“Kyle and Lilah will be here soon,” Dad informed me. “They left their place around the same time we left ours, so I don’t suspect they’ll be too long.”
Mom wrapped an arm around Madison, and we made our way back to the kitchen where Wayne had stayed behind. Madison went to the stove, my mom staying right by her side, and she checked on dinner. Seeing the way the two of them continued to grow closer made me deliriously happy.
“Would any of you care for some wine?” Madison asked, turning from the stove after taking the lasagnas out.
After pouring everyone a glass of white wine—and herself a glass of sparkling cider to give the illusion of joining us for a glass until she broke the news—Madison grabbed plates and placed them on the island for when dinner would be served. Just as the oven timer went off, there was yet another knock on the door followed by Kyle’s voice announcing his arrival.
Madison met them halfway between the entry and the kitchen, hugging each of them tightly before pulling them to where we were all gathered. My heart sped up as I realized that the moment we told them all—told Wayne—was getting close. It suddenly felt really fucking hot in the room. Were the walls starting to close in? Fuck, I couldn’t swallow …
As I struggled with my composure, Madison grabbed the two extra glasses of wine and handed them to Kyle and Lilah before grabbing her own glass and moving to stand beside me. When she looked up at me, she smiled, slipping her hand into mine and lacing our fingers together. The comfort her touch brought moved through me, slowly at first, but eventually relaxing me and making it easier to breathe.
We both turned back to our guests to see them sipping their wine and conversing causally, none-the-wiser about why we had invited them all over. I watched as Mom and Lilah talked about meeting up for lunch the next day, and I caught a brief conversation between Kyle and our fathers about their day. Just like the night of Madison’s birthday when they were all together, I was reminded of just how seamlessly the individual aspects of our lives meshed together.
I cleared my throat, and Madison squeezed my hand, her excitement obvious by the slight tremble in her fingers. Once everyone quieted and gave us their full attention, I spoke. “So, the reason Madison and I invited you all to dinner tonight was because we’ve got an announcement to make.”
Who knew it was possible for a silent room to become even more quiet. 
Everyone’s gaze shifted between the two of us, my mother struggling to contain her smile since she knew what was about to happen. My mouth suddenly felt dry, and I swallowed thickly before continuing.
“As you all know, Madi and I have only been together for a short time.” Loosening my grip on Madison’s hand, I lifted my arm and wrapped it around her, tucking her tightly to my side.
I noticed that each and every one of our guests had a huge smile on their face—even Wayne—which made me feel infinitely better about making this announcement. It pretty much guaranteed me a longer life-span.
I had just opened my mouth to speak when Wayne cut in with premature congratulations. “Well, sometimes the heart just knows what it wants, and you just have to go along for the ride.” He looked at me before holding out his hand. “Welcome to the family, Jensen. I’d be proud to call you my son.”
Oh, shit. He was misinterpreting what we were trying to tell them. Suddenly, I was afraid to correct him; it seemed safer to let him believe that I had asked Madison to marry me than gotten her pregnant. 
Without thinking, I took his hand and smiled weakly, a nervous chuckle escaping. I was pretty sure I started mumbling something incoherent before Madison rescued me.
“No, Daddy.” Scratch that.
Not rescued; she was throwing us under the god damn bus. “We’re pregnant.”
Wayne yanked his hand back as though I’d just bit it, staring wide-eyed at the two of us for a minute. I felt Madison’s hand grip the back of my shirt tightly as her father took longer than she had hoped to absorb the news. This wasn’t the reaction she was expecting, but I kind of was—not that it made me feel any better. I didn’t always like to be right.
As Wayne continued to look between us, I could vaguely hear the congratulations from my family pouring in around us. I think I felt Kyle’s hand clamp down on my shoulder, and it was possible my mom and sister hugged me. Unfortunately, I was watching Wayne’s every move and trying to figure out what was going on inside his head. 
“Daddy?” Madison whispered, breaking free from my arm to approach him.
He blinked for the first time since hearing the news, a wide smile breaking out across his face. “What exciting news, honey,” he said, pulling his daughter into his arms, and I finally allowed myself to exhale.
“We’re so happy for you,” my mom said, placing her hand on my cheek and forcing my attention to her.
“Thanks, Mom.” Suddenly, Wayne’s whispered words caught my attention, and I turned to find he and Madison had moved a few feet from the crowd. The smile on Madison’s face never wavered as she listened to everything he said.
“I’m happy for you, honey—really, I am. It’s just …”
Madison nodded. “I know. It wasn’t how I ever thought it would happen either, but it did, and Jensen and I are happy.”
“God,” he breathed out, running his hand over his face. “I thought he’d asked you to marry him.” He looked at her with an arched brow. “Unless … Did he?”
Laughing, she bit her lip lightly. “No. We’re not engaged. I know you probably wished I would have done things the way you and mom had. Fallen in love, gotten married, had a baby … But, this is what life threw us, and we’ve accepted it. I hope you’re not disappointed.”
Wayne pulled Madison into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “Oh, Madi, no. All I ever really wanted for you was your happiness, and I’m so glad you were able to find it with someone as upstanding as Jensen.”
“Me, too,” she said before pulling free. “Hey, do you want to see a picture?” Madison didn’t give him a chance to answer before she rushed from the kitchen and to our room to grab the ultrasound picture we had been given.
She handed it to her dad, and the smile that spread across his face was one that only a proud grandfather could have. Madison reached over and started pointing out the baby, and she showed him the dark spot where the baby’s heart had been flickering on the monitor, describing in detail how fast it was and what it sounded like. I loved seeing her like this.
“Henry,” Wayne said loudly, an air of extreme pride now filling his strong voice. “Come take a look at our grandchild.”
Madison stepped aside as my parents, Lilah, and Kyle approached Wayne to view the sonogram image. They all began oohing and aahing over the baby’s first picture, and I moved to Madison’s side, pulling her into my arms. Immediately, she wrapped her arms around my waist and looked up at me jubilantly.
“That went well,” I said, pressing a kiss to her forehead as she nodded against my lips. “Your dad’s okay?”
 “He is. I knew he would be. I think we just caught him off guard.” She turned to look at him. “Look at him now, though. He’s so excited—they all are. God, how lucky is this baby?” When her voice wavered, I knew she was on the verge of tears.
Coaxing her face to mine, I kissed her softly, using the pads of my thumbs to wipe the small tears that had fallen over her cheeks. “I love you so much.”
“I love you too. I’m so happy, but my cheeks are starting to hurt from all this smiling,” she announced with a slight bounce. She was so fucking adorable.
“What do you say we go eat dinner?” With a nod, Madison announced it was time to eat before the food got cold. Wayne looked like he was going to pass out when Madison told him we had a lasagna with actual beef in it—though, he faltered even more when he watched Madison cut herself a piece.
Realization dawned on him then. “Well, I guess that explains my steak a couple weeks back.”
“Yeah.” Madison blushed as she leaned up against the island, leaving the four chairs around the table available for our guests. “Still sorry about that.”
Throughout dinner, we talked about the baby and Madison’s plans for work. It turned out that Wayne and I were on the same wavelength when it came to Madison riding—that she shouldn’t. 
“Actually, Dr. Smith said I could ride until my second trimester. Clearly, I won’t be doing any jumping, but I can still work with Tom and go for trail rides,” Madison explained before going on about everything the doctor said about it. “Besides,” she continued. “We’ve had many, many clients ride pregnant.”
Looking at Wayne, I shook my head. “It’s no use trying to argue with her. I told her as long as it was approved by a doctor, I wouldn’t try to stand in her way.” I shifted my focus to Madison. “As long as she’s safe.”
“Pfft, please. Name one episode lately where I haven’t been safe.”
True to form, Kyle had to offer up his two cents. “Well, considering what we’re here tonight celebrating, I’d say there was at least one episode.”
“Kyle!” the women exclaimed in tandem.
“What?” he asked, his grin wide and goofy as he arched his eyebrows. “You can’t tell me you weren’t all thinking it.”
“Regardless of whether we were or not, our parents are sitting at the same table,” Lilah pointed out, slapping his upper arm lightly. The smile on her face told me she still found his comment pretty damn funny. 
Truthfully, we all did.



Chapter 5. Intruder Alert

Bones’ barking woke me from quite possibly the raunchiest sex dream I’d ever had. It would seem that my pregnancy hormones not only increased my libido, but had my imagination running wild, too—not that that was a bad thing. 
The dream was so intense that I was certain I was only seconds away from humping Jensen in my sleep had it not been for the dog startling me awake. At first, I was confused about what was going on, my brain still kind of muddled with sleep and kinky dream-sex as I blinked my dry eyes and propped myself up to look at the alarm clock; it was just after two in the morning.
Bones growled low and threatening, and I was just about to get out of bed to see if he had to go out when Jensen grumbled, running his hand down over his face. “Fuck,” he rasped. “What the hell is the dog barking at?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” I replied, tossing the blankets from over my legs and stepping onto the cool hardwood floor. “Maybe he needs to go out?” The words barely left my mouth before Bones was barking wildly as he threw himself at the window. With his front paws on the window ledge, his bark deepened in tenor, frightening me as he went on and on. Of course, the alarm I felt was nothing compared to the paralyzing fear that coursed through my veins when I saw movement just outside the window.
With wide, terrified eyes, I turned to Jensen. “I think there’s something outside,” I whispered in a voice that shook just as fiercely as my entire body.
He was up and out of bed in a flash, running for the door in nothing more than his flannel pants before turning around. “Stay put. I’ll go check it out.”
“No!” I cried out, running to him and taking his hand. “Don’t leave me…please.” I didn’t want to believe it, but I suddenly realized it could be Dane.
Bones was still barking, moving back and forth between the two windows and trying to locate the trespasser that was causing him such distress. Jensen cradled my face in his right hand. “Baby, I’ll be right back.”
Before I could object a second time, Jensen left the room, and I heard the door open and close behind him. Without thinking, I flew down the hall and locked the door, just to be safe—Jensen would have wanted that. Then I waited
Every passing second that Jensen was gone, my heart beat at speeds that shouldn’t have been possible. My chest tightened, and I had trouble breathing as I backed away from the door. Wrapping one arm around myself, my other sweaty hand clutched the neck of Jensen’s T-shirt that I had put on before we fell asleep. I couldn’t do anything but stare at the door while I waited, Bones’ barking still going on down the hall, only partially muted by the pounding of my own pulse in my ears.
Suddenly, the doorknob began to rattle as though someone was trying to open it, and I froze, taking in a sharp breath when rapid-fire knocking followed the rattling. I wanted to scream, but couldn’t find my voice. I wanted to run, but my feet were frozen in place. I wanted Jensen, but he was …
“Madison, honey, it’s me, open the door,” Jensen urged softly, causing my body to relax as I found my feet and stepped forward.
Quickly, I opened the door, throwing myself into Jensen’s arms before he got a chance to set down the shotgun.
Wait … what? 
I pulled free of Jensen’s embrace and looked down at the gun leaning against the wall before I met his eyes. “What the hell is that, and where did it come from?” I already knew the answers to both, of course.
Jensen turned, re-locked the door, and set the alarm before picking up the gun and putting it in a long, skinny gun locker I hadn’t noticed due to its hiding place in the bottom of the coat closet. “Your dad suggested it.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but then stopped myself, suddenly wondering why I was against it. If it meant my family’s safety, wasn’t that all that mattered? Shaking my head, I smiled up at him. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I think I’m just a little freaked about what the hell is going on … Did you find anything?”
Frustrated, Jensen ran his fingers through his hair. “Nothing. I thought I heard rustling in the bushes just outside the yard, but it was just a dog from one of the neighboring farms, I think. It took off upon seeing me.”
“A dog?” I laughed, feeling somewhat relieved. “Bones was just being territorial.”
Pulling me into his side, Jensen led me down the hall. “I’d say that’s a likely possibility. Come on, let’s try to get back to sleep so we’re well rested for our weekend in the city.”
As we entered the bedroom, Bones looked up at us from where he lay on his dog bed, seeming almost annoyed that we had woken him. Apparently even dogs were capable of holding double standards.
Jensen and I crawled back into bed, and I snuggled up next to him as he wrapped his arms around me. Knowing that it was another dog outside settled me a little, but not quite as much as I’d have liked.

“Madi?” Jensen called down the hall from the kitchen.
I was in our room, packing a few last minute things for our trip before we headed over to meet Lilah and Kyle. I was sure I wouldn’t need half of this stuff, but when it came to Willow and Memphis, there was no way of knowing what all she might have planned. She was a last minute planner, that one.
“Yeah?” I replied, tossing my third bathing suit into the suitcase because I couldn’t decide on the one piece, the little white bikini that I was sure would be see-through no matter how convincing Willow was that it wouldn’t be, or the now-infamous suit I wore the night of my birthday. I loved that suit, but I knew by wearing it, it would only spur Kyle’s teasing on—and I’d hate to have to kick his ass … or try, anyway.
It didn’t take much longer to grab the rest of my things, and Jensen came to the bedroom to take our bags to the car.  After making sure the alarm was set, I locked the front door and turned to see Jensen loading the bags into the truck as Dad approached from the barn with Bones by his side.
“You kids drive safe,” Dad said, stopping by the truck as I stepped off the cement walk.
“We always do, Dad,” I assured him. “Thanks for watching Bones again.” Kneeling down, I pulled my dog into my arms and nuzzled him. “You be a good boy, and no barking in the middle of the night.”
As if on cue, Bones woofed and took off down the driveway. “It’s nice to see you listen,” I muttered after him sarcastically, at first mistaking his actions for enthusiasm. It wasn’t until after I heard a vicious snarl from him and another from a brown and white pitbull I’d never seen before, that I took off after him.
“Madison! Stop!” Jensen called after me, and I could hear his heavy footfalls behind me as I reached Bones at the same moment that the bigger, slightly older dog lunged. There was a yelp from Bones as the strange dog pinned him, and in a move that was so unlike me as an animal lover, I used my foot to remove the attacker who was snapping its jaws at Bones’ exposed jugular.
The dog looked startled at first as it picked itself up off the ground, looking at me as I stood above my dog protectively, daring it to try again. As I stared down the dog, showing no fear (even though my heart was mimicking a jackhammer against my ribs), I took in his haggard appearance. He couldn’t have been more than three or four judging by how he carried himself, but it was his eyes that made him look aged—that and the dull condition of his naturally short coat as well as the many, many scars that marred his body and face. This wasn’t the first altercation this dog had been in.
“There a problem here?” a strange voice called out before I saw an unfamiliar face appear, and it was only then that I saw the dog drop its guard and retreat, running toward the man who had just made his presence known. I deduced the man to be the dog’s owner, wholly convinced when the dog looked up to him for approval with his big brown eyes and seeking out some kind of affection.
This man’s mere presence caused the hairs on the back of my neck to prickle, and I took an automatic step back—right into Jensen, whose hand fell to the small of my back. Knowing he was there next to me comforted me, but I was still leery of this new face. His dark, almost-black eyes burned into me, forcing an automatic reaction to tuck into Jensen’s side.
“I’ll say. Your dog came onto my land and attacked ours—unprovoked, I might add,” Jensen informed him firmly, and I could tell from the tone of his voice that he was not impressed. 
When the man turned his head to look at the dog, his shoulder length, dirty-looking brown hair swayed slightly. In an instant, the dog dropped its eyes from him and collapsed to the ground, obeying his owner’s silent command and laying his head on his front paws while he exhaled a heavy breath that stirred up the dirt. While I still harbored contempt toward the animal for attacking, I knew that something wasn’t right. I felt it in my gut.
“My apologies,” the man said, his voice warming slightly. His features seeming softer as he smiled, stretching his arm out toward us, but I still failed to find comfort behind his snake-like grin. “I’m Charles Dalton. I just moved in down the road, so I guess that makes us neighbors.”
“You bought the old Jameson farm?” I questioned, my eyebrows pulling together. “Why?”
He laughed, the sound making him seem kinder than I had initially thought upon seeing him. I suddenly felt bad, thinking that maybe I was just standoffish to all strange men who came onto my ranch. It was probably something I’d have to work on.
His laughter died down, and he looked at me again. “I suppose that’s a fair question. True, the house and the barn are in pretty bad shape, but I enjoy a challenge every once in a while.”
Dad, who was apparently standing behind Jensen and me the entire time since Charles’ arrival, was the first to shake his hand, introducing himself as well before Jensen and I followed suit. As the stress of the dogfight finally evaporated, I found that Charles didn’t seem quite as terrifying as I initially thought. While I still didn’t know much about him, I was going to try to give him the benefit of the doubt. 
See, I could grow.
With a shrill whistle from Charles, his pitbull, Vlad, hopped to his feet and followed him across the road as they trekked back to their new home. We watched for a minute as they retreated before I knelt to Bones and snuggled him.
“Who’s a good boy, protecting the ranch?” I cooed, placing my nose on his cold, wet one. Of course, I should have expected him to lick my face, but didn’t until I’d been slimed. In light of him being jumped by a dog twice his size, though, I didn’t let it bother me, picking him up and carrying him back toward the car so we could continue packing it up.
“You’ll be sure to keep an extra-vigilant eye on him?” I asked my dad, suddenly scared for my puppy’s well-being. “The pitbull looks mighty territorial—even though this wasn’t his land to claim.”
Nodding as I continued to kiss the top of Bones’ soft head, Dad responded. “Of course, Madi. You two go on and have fun. I’ll call if there are any problems, but I don’t suspect there will be.”
After kissing him once more, I put Bones down and hugged my father, kissing his cheek before stepping back toward the car. “Thanks. We’ll see you Sunday.”
My dad’s head bobbed once more before he looked at Jensen. “Remember, drive carefully—it’s not just my daughter’s life in that car.”
When Jensen smirked, I knew he was about to make some smart-ass comment. “Aw, shucks, Wayne. I didn’t know you cared.”
“Funny guy,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head as he turned back for the barn.
Laughing, we climbed into the car and backed out of our spot, heading for the road. “Keep that up and he’s not ever going give you permission to marry me,” I teased, suddenly regretting bringing up the topic, because I really didn’t want Jensen to dwell on it for the entire weekend. Sometimes my brain wasn’t connected to my mouth; it was an annoying glitch, to say the least.
Thankfully, he chuckled, turning onto the highway. “I don’t need his permission to elope with you.”
“Oh, really,” I stated, crossing my arms across my chest and smiling wide. “And when he finds out that you took me to some courthouse or to Vegas while he was kept in the dark, what exactly do you foresee happening then?”
Seeming to be deep in thought, Jensen pondered how his future would turn out. “Well, I suppose we’d just have to keep it a secret. We haven’t done the secret thing in quite some time.”
Some weird combination of a giggle and a snort—a “giggle-snort,” if you will—escaped me, garnering a strange look and laugh from Jensen before I spoke. “Babe, I don’t think a few weeks really constitutes as “a while.” And just keep in mind, he was fully aware the entire time. So, technically, we never really did the secret thing to begin with…”
“Shit, you’re right.” He shrugged. “Well, first time for everything, I guess,” he joked, flashing me his sexy smirk—wink and all.
Playfully, I reached out and shoved him lightly so as not to cause an accident. “And you don’t think that by taking away his only opportunity to walk me down the aisle, he wouldn’t want to kick your ass? Remember that arsenal of weapons he has at his constant disposal?”
Nodding, he shrugged again; he was entirely too confident about this hypothetical situation. “I do, but he wouldn’t. Besides, I’m not seriously considering running away to marry you.” 
I was momentarily stunned by this statement; had he changed his mind? Was his proposal a one-time thing and I messed it up? Or was he just trying to brush it all off as though it never happened? 
It was possible I was over-thinking all of it and needed to calm the hell down.
Just as I was about to question him, he turned to me, smiling cockily. “I would never rob you of being the center of attention on our wedding day.”
Aw, shit… There was always that…
“Hmm, maybe eloping isn’t such a bad idea,” I conceded, wondering which Vegas chapel might be the nicest—eloping didn’t mean I had to be tacky…
“Not gonna happen,” Jensen assured me, reaching over the console to squeeze my thigh. “It wouldn’t be just your father who’d be upset. Imagine how mine would feel? My mother?”
Aw, shit… And there was also that… 
“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” It was then that I realized we were talking about a wedding that may or may not happen for months, or even years. By the time we were ready to take that step, our ideas on what the perfect wedding was might change, rendering this entire conversation moot. But the big thing I took from it was that we were talking about something important, not just letting it fester until it became bigger than both of us could handle. 
Turned out, we were both growing.
 



Chapter 6. Suspicious Newcomer

We’d only been driving a few minutes when we passed the driveway to the old Jameson land, I turned to Jensen. “Hey, what did you think of Charles?”
Jensen shrugged. “I don’t know. He seemed all right, I guess. I wasn’t too impressed that his dog attacked Bones, though.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, cringing as I remembered the sound of Vlad’s jaws snapping as he tried to bury his teeth in Bones’ neck. “I saw a truck with a trailer attached heading down the Jameson driveway a couple weeks ago.” Jensen looked at me with genuine surprise. “I meant to bring it up, but I got distracted. That was the day your mom found out about the baby.” He nodded, understanding how I might have been a little scatter-brained that day, so I continued. “His horse is either wild or doesn’t like to travel, because I swear the entire unit was about to topple. I was scared.”
Passing the driveway, Jensen’s eyes fell to the pasture on Charles’ land. “Huh. Looks like he’s got quite the team.”
My gaze followed Jensen’s, and I was stunned to see close to twenty horses scattered in the field. As I watched the mannerisms of a few of them, I realized Jensen was mistaken. There was one horse that stood out from all the rest: a muscular, white and black leopard Appaloosa stallion who carried himself confidently. The way the other horses submitted to his presence told me that he was their leader. Their Alpha.
“No,” I said quietly. “That’s not a team, Jensen. It’s a herd.”
“A herd?” Jensen said, questioning me.
“Did you not see them?” He nodded, arching an eyebrow. “No, I mean really see them. The way their manes were overgrown, their lean muscles … They’re not domesticated,” I informed him. When he didn’t react, I continued. “It’s illegal.”
“I know, but do you really think the government keeps count of the mustang population? The BLM considers them a pest. I’m sure they wouldn’t even bat an eye—”
Stunned, I stared at him with wide, unblinking eyes. “It’s not even a question of whether or not the BLM will take action, Jensen. He’s got upward of twenty wild mustangs in his possession—that’s dangerous.”
“They’re penned …” I had to keep reminding myself that Jensen, while an experienced rider and passionate about the ranch, hadn’t lived this life as I had. I’d lived in Savannah my entire life; I knew I wasn’t wrong. 
“I’m not saying you’re wrong, baby,” he continued, almost as if reading my thoughts.
“Penned or not—what do you think he has planned?” I inquired, suddenly wondering if my first impression of Charles Dalton wasn’t exactly right.
“I don’t know. Maybe he’s relocating them. I mean, that’s not unheard of, is it?” He turned to me briefly, and my head bobbed from side to side. “You said yourself they’re dangerous, so maybe he catches them and relocates them away from private land before more aggressive ranchers shoot them for wandering onto their property.”
The more I thought about it—rationally, like Jensen—I realized Charles could very well be relocating them. I wanted to believe people were smarter than capturing a wild horse with the intent to train or sell it as tame or even for meat. They were called “wild” for a reason, after all. Without the proper knowledge and skills, a person could get him or herself killed in the pen with a mustang.
I dwelled on what Charles might be up to the entire drive, so I was shocked to see it was nearly six when we pulled into Lilah and Kyle’s driveway in Savannah. Thankfully, they were already packed and their bags were loaded into the Jeep, so we left within a few minutes—right after I used their bathroom to empty my bladder. I wasn’t aware that particular pregnancy symptom happened quite so soon, but it did.
We rolled to a stop outside Willow and Brandon’s apartment building just before eight-thirty, which was fortunate, because I had to pee—again. While Jensen and Kyle grabbed the overnight bags, Lilah and I rushed to the elevator. The guys had joined us just as the elevator doors opened, and I rushed inside, whispering to the elevator gods to speed the blasted machine up.
“You know, I think Gene Roddenberry was onto something with the transporter. Why is it they don’t exist again?” I asked Jensen, hoping that a slight change in topic would keep my mind occupied.
“An excellent question,” Jensen said, looking as though he was seriously considering my question. It only further reminded me exactly why I loved him; he was my match in every single way. Lilah and Kyle looked at us like we were both insane, however.
When the doors finally opened, I bolted down the hall to Willow and Brandon’s unit and threw the door open, completely bypassing them both in my haste. After washing my hands, I emerged to find Willow and Lilah talking while Brandon explained the sleeping arrangements. Suddenly, the excitement I’d had earlier about finally telling Willow and Brandon came back ten-fold, and I rushed toward them all, my smile ridiculously huge.
“Madi,” Willow said, turning to me and pulling me into her tight embrace. “I missed you so much.”
“I missed you, too,” I told her, feeling more damn tears prickling my eyes. 
Willow released me, beaming at me brightly. “I’ve been so excited for this weekend. How is everything?”
“Actually,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “Jensen and I have some news.” I didn’t pause for long because I didn’t want her and Brandon to jump to the same conclusion that my dad had. “We’re pregnant.” I sucked in a breath and awaited the squeal of excitement … or the shriek of rage. I still wasn’t sure which.
When nothing happened, I exhaled, feeling a little disappointed. I looked at Jensen and whispered, “Did I say that out loud?” He nodded, so I turned back to Willow, who was now looking at Brandon with a wide, knowing smile. “Guys?”
“I knew it!”
 
 



Chapter 7. Winner Takes All

It was my turn to be speechless as I tried—and failed—to wrap my head around what she was saying. “Wha—? I don’t—? How?” 
Willow looked at me like I was the crazy one, , her short black hair bobbing around her chin as she tilted her head to one side. “Give me a little credit, Madi. You weren’t drinking when we went camping, and you were pretty sick. I can put two and two together.”
“Well, if you knew, why didn’t you say anything?”
She laughed and pulled me into a tight hug. “Because you clearly had a reason for keeping it to yourselves, and I wasn’t going to steal your moment by telling you I knew. I did tell Brandon, though.”
I turned to Brandon, who was smiling sheepishly. “Congrats, you two,” he said, hugging with one arm while giving Jensen an awkward left hand-to-right hand handshake. 
After a brief congratulatory period, we all put our bags in our designated rooms and piled into Brandon’s huge Navigator. Willow had made reservations for dinner at a popular restaurant downtown. There wasn’t much traffic, and I was thankful for it, because I was craving steak. 
Everyone but me indulged a glass or two of wine with their dinner, and while we enjoyed our meals, the topic of conversation veered toward the club Willow wanted us to go to the following night.
As she was talking about it, she turned to me, the look in her eyes seeming worried. “You’ll be feeling okay, right? I figured we could go dancing while you were here.”
Smiling, I nodded. Willow knew I hated to dance and that I wasn’t entirely skilled at it, but I didn’t want to spoil everyone’s fun. “Of course. I can’t wait … Really,” I assured her, hoping it came off as convincing. Jensen saw right through it, though, and shot me a knowing smirk. “I’ll even let you dress me up.”
As I’d hoped, that seemed to gain a positive squeal from her. When we all finished our dinner, Brandon paid the bill, much to Jensen and Kyle’s chagrin. He simply told them that this weekend was on him and Willow, and that he didn’t want to hear anything else on the matter. Bellies full, and appetites satiated, we drove back to the apartment where Willow told me she had a surprise for me.
It was my turn to squeal with delight when she led us all to the living room to see that she had hooked up her old Super Nintendo and had Tetris waiting for me to friggin’ own. Over the years, other gaming systems came out, rendering the older classics like Atari, Sega, and the original Nintendo systems obsolete, and some of them came out with Tetris, but none of them could ever compare to the hours and hours that Willow and I would spend playing on the Super Nintendo.
“It’s only two-playered,” Kyle complained. “Xbox allows for more—and you can play online with even more players.”
Turning to him with my hands on my hips, I cocked an eyebrow. “What’s the matter? Can’t stand to get beat face-to-face?” I challenged. Kyle was a big guy, and there wasn’t much I could do competition-wise to best him. I mean, judging by the fact that his arms were the size of me, I knew arm wrestling was out. Tetris was all I had.
“You think you’re that good?” he asked, the right side of his mouth quirking upward.
“Good enough to take you on,” I countered, egging him on.
Narrowing his eyes, he accepted my challenge without question, clapping his hands together and rubbing them furiously. “Game on, Madikins. Be prepared to lose.”
“Oh, we’ll see who the loser is,” I told him, plopping down on the floor and folding my right leg out to my side while placing my left foot flat on the floor so my chest rested against my thigh. I was fully aware of just how uncomfortable it looked, but it wasn’t to me; I’d been sitting that way for years.
The game started, and it took a few minutes for me to find my groove, screwing up a few times by letting blocks fall where I didn’t intend for them to, or accidentally rotating them at the last minute—it wasn’t looking good for me. Kyle was doing surprisingly well, even going as far as to trash talk me from his position on the couch behind me.
After clearing up my last jam, I started building up my stacks on the sides, leaving a narrow strip down the center where one of those tall, skinny pieces would fit nicely. However, the closer I got to the top, the more nervous I became about the possibility that I had royally screwed myself.
“Madi, Madi, Madi,” Kyle taunted, probably shaking his smug head behind me. I couldn’t be sure since I was unable to turn around to glare at him without losing the game.
I had room for maybe two or three pieces at the top of my stack on either side, and no sign of the damn pieces I needed. Didn’t they work on a rotational basis? What the hell was going on? I hadn’t seen the straight piece since halfway down the screen when I was building it up!
Then, finally, it was as if the game got sick of hearing Kyle’s gloating and showed me a line-up of not one, not two, but three pieces! The game was over for Kyle before he even knew what was happening, and I jumped up, celebrating my flukish win with a dance that was probably better suited to the end-zone. Or private.
“Oh yeah, oh yeah, oh yeah,” I chanted, smirking at him as I bounced around the living room. “I totally kicked your ass.” I could tell that Kyle was having trouble keeping the smile off his face—as was everyone else in the room.
“You and me are going to have a rematch,” he told me. “You got lucky.”
I shrugged. “Okay, but when I win again—”
“You won’t,” he said, sounding pretty sure of himself.
“Don’t you think we should let someone else have a turn?” I suggested.
Kyle’s boisterous laughter filled the living room. “You that afraid to lose to me?”
“All right, cocky-pants,” I said, turning on my heel and flopping down to the floor to resume my previous gaming position—this was serious business, after all. “Don’t hold back.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he responded, starting the next game.
Having had a practice round (that’s what I was calling it since it was my first game in years), kicking his ass the second time was easier than the first. He was a good sport about it all, though, teasing me a little about having horseshoes and four-leaf clovers up my ass, but it was all in fun.
We relinquished our controllers to Jensen and Willow next and watched a pretty evenly matched game. I knew Willow and I could play for hours, and that each and every game would be pretty even in score, so to see Jensen able to hold his own excited me. He would be a worthy adversary. 
We stayed up for a bit longer, passing around the controllers and playing those we hadn’t yet. I didn’t know what time it was as I was so lost in a game with Jensen—who had joined me on the floor, lying flat on his belly as he stared at the huge flat screen. The tip of his tongue was peeking out the side of his mouth as he concentrated on our game, and it made me snicker.
For the third time that night, I lost (the first and second both being to Willow), and Jensen seemed to enjoy the feeling of winning. Pushing himself to his knees, he gloated as I turned around to find the room completely empty. When had that happened?
“Where did everyone go?” I asked.
Jensen smiled. “They said they were turning in, it is after one in the morning, after all.”
“What?” I said, looking at the clock on the Blu-ray player. Yup, sure enough it was one twenty-four in the morning. We’d been playing for hours.
“Should we turn in?” Jensen suggested.
I considered it briefly; I was feeling pretty tired and was almost certain I’d played long enough that when I closed my eyes I’d still be seeing Tetris blocks.
Then I had a positively devilish idea. “How about we have one more game. Winner takes all.”
Jensen chuckled. “Were we wagering before now?” There was a brief pause where he stared at me before continuing. His grin widened, eyes scorching. “What exactly did you have in mind?”
“Well,” I said, shifting until I was on both knees and moving toward him. “If I win”—I wrapped my arms around his neck and lightly brushed my lips over his without making complete contact—“you’re going to do whatever I ask of you.”
Jensen moaned, his hands moving to ensnare my hips as he locked his deep green eyes on mine. “Which would be?” he asked.
“I guess you’ll have to wait and see when I win,” I teased, kissing him quickly.
Before I could move to take my seat next to him, he stopped me. “And if I win? What do I get?”
“Whatever you want.” His responding moan was all I needed to know he was game.
“Maybe a hotel room would have been a good idea,” he said, his voice straining about as much as—if not more than—the front of his jeans.
I smirked. “Are you saying you’re incapable of keeping it down?” I realized my Freudian slip only after it left my mouth, and Jensen grinned.
“While I’d like to point out that it is anything but down at this point in time”—I snickered again as he spoke in a husky voice—“I’m going to accept your challenge and show you who’s boss. Out here … and in the bedroom.”
This time when we played, Jensen sat next to me, one of his legs extended behind me. His body was so close to mine, I could feel his warmth, feel the way his every breath fanned over my neck; it made it hard to concentrate. I messed up more times than I cared to, but I was still doing okay. Until Jensen moved even closer. He was trying to distract me, and damn it, he was succeeding.
Four more blocks fell, and every time I started to rotate them, Jensen would move less than an inch, his warm body brushing against mine and causing me to drop the block fast before I had gotten it in the right position. I had created quite the mess on my screen and was certain I wouldn’t be able to fix it before he won the round.
As I predicted, Jensen won, shutting off the system and helping me to my feet before leading me down the hall and to our bedroom. I couldn’t say I was too upset that he’d won, because no matter what, I was getting some.
The minute our door was closed, Jensen turned to me and smiled, his eyes hard and commanding as he spoke. “Strip.”
Complying, I reached down and lifted my shirt over my head, tossing it playfully at him as he stood in front of the door while I stood at the foot of the bed. Next, I lowered my hands to my jeans and unfastened the button before letting them fall to the floor. I stepped out of them, removing my ankle socks next, and I stood before him in my bra and panties.
“I. Said. Strip.” Each word was precise, and the way his tone lowered in tenor pulsed through my body, warming every inch of my skin and exciting me further. I wondered just how defiant I could be …
Reaching behind me, I released the clasp to my bra and let it slide down my arms, joining my jeans at my feet. Our eyes locked as I looped my thumbs into my panties, pausing for just a moment, and I slowly lowered them over my hips.
Now that I was naked, I started to wonder if having sex in Willow’s home bordered on inappropriate. I mean, I know she and Brandon had done so in my house, but she had lived with me back then, therefore it was her home too.
Jensen stared at me, his eyes scorching a trail down the length of my naked body, lingering on my lower half. A shiver traveled through my frame, settling at the apex between my thighs. I was wet already, and he hadn’t even touched me. My hunger continued to build, my body itching to go to him.
Clearly just as eager, Jensen crossed the room in two giant strides and pulled me to his body. Every hesitation I had about fucking him in Willow’s home evaporated, leaving only lust and love pulsing through my veins. His lips descended on mine, pressing firm before softening. Between kisses, I gasped for air, my hands moving down his body until I gripped the bottom of his shirt in my hands and started tugging it upward.
After removing his shirt, Jensen turned me roughly to face the bed, and each tick of his zipper being lowered made my fingers twitch and my body ache with need and desperation. Heat flared beneath my skin as he ran his hands up my back, then back down my arms before gripping my waist firmly. My entire body trembled in anticipation when I felt his erection brush against my ass and his teeth nip at the shell of my ear. God, the feelings this man evoked in me were indescribable. I burned for him, and it felt like the only way to extinguish the flames was to smother myself in everything he had to offer me.
I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hold back a whimper when his thumbs started to massage the flesh of my ass, his fingers digging into my hips simultaneously. His cock was still just resting against my backside as I fought like hell against the urge to push back and impale myself on him. The only thing stopping me was that I told him he would get to do whatever he wanted, so I would have to just be patient—he always made the wait worth it.
Slowly, he moved his left hand over the swell of my backside and between my legs, running his talented fingers back and forth through the wetness that had accumulated because of him—for him. When he stopped to stroke my clit, his arm almost awkward between my legs, I groaned a little louder than I should have.
“Now, now,” he warned, his voice low and gravelly. “You’re going to have to keep your voice down … unless you want everyone to know what we’re doing …”
His hand stopped moving as he waited for my response, but I was having none of it, moving my hips and forcing his touch. “I think they all know we fuck,” I said brazenly, hearing him hiss behind me as his cock was now pressed firmly between us.
Shockingly, I felt a sting before the sound of his hand (very lightly) slapping my butt registered. I gasped, turning my head to look at him. “Did you just …?” The heat from where his hand was rubbing my ass—soothing it—traveled through me, increasing the ache of my arousal. I had to squeeze my legs together as I registered what just happened. He fucking spanked me. What was even more surprising was I kind of liked it. Interesting … 
The scruff on Jensen’s jaw tickled my shoulder, moving in toward my neck before I felt his hot breath on my ear. “Was it okay?” he whispered, his voice husky, his dick harder against me—like that was even possible.
I nodded—or tried to through the lust that clouded my senses—as I focused on the tingle that now resided on my backside. Using his other hand, Jensen’s fingers moved again, leaving my clit before circling my entrance and continuing … back. I inhaled sharply, not sure what to expect as he lightened his pressure before moving forward again, gathering more moisture and teasing once more. My legs began to tremble beneath me, and I found it hard to keep myself upright.
“Bend over,” he growled. “Support yourself with your arms.” I nodded slowly, doing as he asked and looking over my shoulder as he watched me approvingly. “Very good, love.” His hand began to rub where he spanked me only moments before, and I wanted to ask him to do it again—which was weird. Meh, whatever … 
I had just opened my mouth to misspeak in hopes I’d earn (weird) another one, when I felt the tip of his erection moving between my legs, gently easing between my swollen and tingling flesh. He didn’t enter me right away, but what he was doing seemed to be increasing my pleasure as well as his.
“Jensen …” I whispered breathlessly as his right hand moved around my body to tease me some more. “Oh, yes.” I rode the sensation of his fingers working my body like an amusement park ride, enjoying the way my stomach knotted in anticipation of my orgasm while his erection continued to slide back and fucking forth between my legs. God, it felt so good, and I found myself thrusting my hips back against him impatiently.
We both gasped when my over-zealous action caused the tip of his cock to graze No-Man’s-Land, and I froze, unsure whether or not I should tell him I didn’t exactly hate it … So weird …
Turned out I didn’t get the chance to before he pulled his hips back so he could align us … uh, properly? “Sorry,” he apologized softly, like I was horrified by what very nearly happened.
The sensation of him pushing into me, filling and stretching me deliciously, was enough to force the incident from my mind for the time being. “’S ok …” I moaned quietly, focusing on the feeling of him slowly pumping away behind me, giving, taking and then giving some more …
His hands came back to grip my hips, pulling me back to meet his forward thrusts as I clutched the blankets in my hands and bit the inside of my cheek to keep quiet as he fucked me hard and fast from behind. The room was filled with the soft sound of our skin slapping together, and it only made everything that much more erotic.
“Put your legs together, baby,” Jensen panted, unrelenting in his manic thrusting as he worked us toward our release. I was so lost to pleasure, his instructions didn’t make sense at first, but the minute I did as he asked. I hummed in intense approval, and all it took were a few more deliberately rough thrusts into me before Jensen and I collapsed onto the bed in a mess of strangled cries of ecstasy, sweaty flesh, and numb, trembling limbs as we tried to catch our breath.



Chapter 8. Roles Reversed

“She’s been through a lot, you know,” Brandon said, taking another deep pull from his cigarette, the end lighting up and then fading as he leaned over the railing casually, looking down at the tiny people walking along the sidewalks below. I had no idea he even smoked until he mentioned heading outside.
The girls had been gone all afternoon while the guys and I hung around the apartment. After cleaning up our lunch dishes, Brandon invited me out onto the terrace while he had a smoke. He invited Kyle, too, but Kyle chose to practice his Tetris skills. He apparently wasn’t going to “let” Madison beat him again. 
“Yeah,” I told him with a short nod. “I know.”
“Look, I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I feel like I can be straight with you, Jensen.” Brandon’s firm tone kept my attention trained on him. “Madison’s like a little sister to me. She and Willow have been close their entire lives—she’s our family.” I nodded again, starting to wonder if that was all I was capable of doing as I struggled to swallow. “While I can’t know for sure, I’d bet you’ve got your own shit to wade through”—another firm nod from me; apparently Madison hadn’t shared my past with him—“but I’m telling you right now, if you hurt her …”
“I won’t,” I assured him before he could finish his threat. “I couldn’t.”
Brandon took another drag and flicked the ashes off the end. “The way Dane treated her … She’s been hurt, and I won’t stand for it again.”
I couldn’t believe the heavy implications that came with his words. Clearly he had no idea just how deep my feelings for Madison were, and just as I was about to voice them, he cut me off—
“Can she trust you?”
Mirroring his pose over the railing in hopes that he’d see my body language as anything but defensive, I allowed my head to bob up and down once more. “With her life,” I assured him. “I’ve been nothing but forthcoming with her, and I’d never do anything to hurt her …” Pausing, I smiled at the memory of telling Madison for the first time what I was about to tell one of her closest friends. “I love her.”
Given the situation Madison and I currently found ourselves in, Brandon didn’t seem too shocked by my admission. Even if we’d only been together a short time. 
Through the glass of the patio door, we heard the girls return, and a smile crept across my lips as I turned to find Madison staring at us from the other side of the sliding patio door. She looked confused as she sat next to Kyle and grabbed the other controller, and it amused me to see that she might be panicking over what we might be talking about. She had no reason to feel that way, of course, but it didn’t make it any less adorable.
“Will and I just want what’s best for her, Jensen. I’m sure you can understand that.”
“Yeah,” I told him, smiling at Madison and making her blush. “I know. She’s all I can see for my future.” Fresh images of Madison and me in our house with several little blond and brown-haired children milling around us filtered through my head, and I smiled just a little wider. “I’ll do everything I can to do right by her.”
It was a promise I intended to keep, and while my first proposal didn’t turn out exactly as I’d thought, I could understand where Madison had been coming from. So much had happened to us in such a short span of time, and the truth was, we weren’t allowing time for the dust to settle after the last obstacle before another came along—unexpectedly or not. Jumping head first into so much so fast could only set us up for major fallout, and I wasn’t willing to let that happen.
I knew how I felt about Madison—how she felt about me in return—and we’d recently learned a lot about how to communicate with each other. Honestly, I’d like to say that we’d come a long way in our relationship given we were now able to talk about marriage and when we both saw it happening.
Her wanting to wait until we weren’t pregnant made sense … to a degree. Deep down, I knew that it wouldn’t matter if she were pregnant or if our child was five years old; people were going to talk. It was inevitable. We wouldn’t let that rattle us, though. While our relationship didn’t exactly fall into step with the more traditional ones, we were able to adapt accordingly, and this would be no different.
“A while back, Madi mentioned that Dane showed up at the house.” Unable to keep the rage from my eyes, I looked down toward the street. “Has he come back since?”
I shook my head. “No. But the dude’s lost his fucking mind. Did she tell you what happened?”
Brandon nodded. “She told Will, who told me. Took everything in me not to hunt him down myself. I hope you kicked his ass.” 
“Honestly,” I said, not proud of how I acted that day, but also happy I was there to stop him from following through before he hurt Madison irreparably. “I did. I could feel myself beginning to lose control—I mean, he broke into our house while Madison was just getting out of the shower. When I came across them, he was on top of her … holding her down. I can still hear the sound of him slapping her.” I closed my eyes, hoping to black out the memory, but it only got worse. It was all I could see. All I could hear.
“What the fuck stopped you from killing him?” Brandon asked, extinguishing his smoke. 
“Madison,” I replied quietly, opening my eyes and turning around to see her laughing while she played video games with Kyle and Lilah. “I just couldn’t let her see me like that.” With a sigh, I decided to be completely honest with Brandon. “I’m not sure how much Madi has told you or Willow, but I’ve been that person before, and I’m not proud of where it got me. So her seeing me like that … it would have scared her even more than she already was.”
Furrowing his eyebrows, Brandon shook his head. “I doubt it. I bet she’d have been cheering you on the entire time. Trust me, that one’s got a bite about as lethal as a rattlesnake’s. Venom and all.”
The more I thought about it, Brandon was probably right. Madison was plenty feisty, and I knew she was more than capable of taking care of herself, but when I walked into the house that day to find Dane with his hands all over her, I lost my ever-loving mind.
“Well, we got a restraining order—not that that’s going to stop him if he really wants to get near her, but at least if he breeches it, the cops’ll have something to arrest him on,” I explained. “But he hasn’t shown his face in months. I’m almost afraid to allow myself to be comfortable again. I feel like if I let my guard down, that’s when shit will hit the fan.”
“Well, I’m sure it makes me sound like a lunatic, but in a way, I hope he tries. He apparently needs to be taught a lesson,” Brandon said.
While I couldn’t agree more, I just wanted the little prick to leave us the hell alone. He fucked up his relationship with her and needed to move on. I knew I was acting like a possessive asshole, but I couldn’t help it. In just the few short months that we had known each other, she’d become the sun my entire world revolved around. Her pull over me grew stronger the closer I got.
“Hey, we’re back!” Willow announced as the patio door slid open, bringing our conversation to an end. “We got new clothes for tonight!”
“Hey, darlin’,” Brandon said, turning around and crossing the balcony to welcome Willow home.
I slipped past them and into the apartment, leaning over and kissing the top of Madison’s head so as not to break her focus. “I missed you.” 
“Right back at you,” she replied, forfeiting her game and standing up to kiss me properly.
“Forfeiting is the same as losing,” Kyle goaded, turning the machine off. Madison just shook her head.
“Did you ladies have fun?” I asked.
“We did,” Madison exclaimed with a nod. “Willow found us some great outfits for tonight, and at a reasonable price.” She turned to Willow as she and Brandon came back inside. “My savings account thanks you, Will.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” she admitted honestly, plunking down onto the couch next to Brandon, draping a leg over his. “But you’re welcome.”

After an incredible dinner that Madison offered to cook, the six of us got ready and piled into Brandon’s oversized SUV. A short while later, we rolled to a stop outside a nightclub that had a line-up halfway around the block. At first, I was skeptical we’d even get in until Willow spoke up.
“Georgia’s brother owns the place, I had her get us on the list for tonight. We won’t even have to wait in that ridiculous line,” she explained as we all hopped out of the vehicle.
True to her word, once we reached the line-up, Willow traipsed up to the doorman and motioned for him to lean in. After a brief exchange, he moved aside and nodded us in. Once we were through the doors, it was wall-to-wall bodies—which explained the slow-moving line outside.
As we made our way through the crowd, following Willow since she seemed to know where she was headed, almost every guy turned and checked out Madison. My over-protective nature kicked in, and I grabbed her around the waist, pulling her against my body as I made a point to make eye contact with every creep who looked at her like he had a chance. 
In truth, I couldn’t blame them for looking, of course. She did look fucking incredible in her tight as fuck jeans and a shirt with a neckline that plunged so low it showed off an ample amount of Madison’s cleavage—which, I might add, was looking even more fan-fucking-tastic in the early weeks of her pregnancy. I often wanted to shove my face between her boobs, which usually led to me losing all ability to form coherent thoughts or statements.
Madison raised a hand and caressed the side of my face, turning to place a kiss on my cheek. “Is someone feeling a little threatened?”
We continued to walk, having fallen into step since I was holding her body flush against mine, and I tried to brush off her suspicions. “Baby, please.”
We stopped abruptly to avoid a collision with a drunk girl, Madison’s ass pushing back into me and awakening my dick. Madison turned around, despite my arm around her, and she pulled away, taking my hands in hers, and smirked. “Easy, tiger. Let’s not get too excited just yet.”
I was about to say something witty back—well, I was trying to think of something witty to say. Sadly, my brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders as I got caught up in her cleavage again and focused on the fact that my jeans felt like they were shrinking.
“Come on, guys, Georgia’s got a table saved!” Willow shouted excitedly, jumping excitedly and waving at a woman about ten feet away.
When we arrived at our destination, Willow introduced Georgia to Kyle, Lilah, and me. Madison went on to further explain that Georgia was responsible for her hair and makeup the day of Lilah’s wedding—which excited Lilah, because apparently she loved Madison’s hairstyle that day.
“Hey!” Kyle called over the loud music, bumping my arm with his elbow. “I’m going to get drinks. What do you want?”
“Uh, just a Pepsi … or Coke? Whatever they have will be fine.” I turned to Madison to find her staring at me wide-eyed. “What?”
She smiled. “Jensen, have a drink. It’s fine. I want you to have a good time.”
I pulled her to me, letting my fingers trail up her back again. “I don’t need to drink to have a good time.”
Kyle clapped me on the back—hard. “Yes, you do,” he announced with a loud laugh before taking off toward the bar.
“You realize what he’s going to do, right?” I asked, looking down at a very devious-looking Madison.
“Maybe.” Bringing her hands to my waist, her fingers hooked into my belt loops, and she pulled my hips toward her. “Look, just because I can’t drink tonight, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t let loose. Let me worry about you for once.”
“You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into,” I teased, leaning down to kiss her.
“Well,” she said softly against my lips, her eyes opening and locking on mine. “Maybe it’s time I find out.”
Kyle returned a little while later with several beers in his hands, and when I looked behind him, I saw a female server was close behind, holding a tray with what looked like a glass of water and quite a few shot glasses.
“Thanks,” Kyle said, setting the bottles on the table before taking the tray from the woman. “Uh, you could probably come back with another round in about”—he looked around at each of us before grinning—“fifteen to twenty.”
It didn’t take me long to realize that Kyle planned on all of us getting just a tiny bit drunk.
Possibly a little too enthusiastically, Kyle handed out the beers before reaching for the tall glass in the center of the tray. “Here ya go, Madikins. Water for you. Unless you wanted something else? Soda? Sweet tea? I can go back?”
Laughing, Madison reached for the glass. “No, Kyle. It’s fine. Thank you.”
Before I could even take a swig of the beer now in my hands, Kyle thrust one of the shots at me and then handed them to everyone else as well. We all tipped the one-ounce glasses back, the tequila burning a little as it coated my throat.
“There,” Madison said, chewing on the end of her straw as she smirked around it. “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?”
She was right; it wasn’t so bad. The next four—or was it five?—however … Oh, then there were the three or four beers I consumed. While I wanted to believe I was more sober than anyone else, I knew better than that. My arms and legs felt warm and weightless (par for the course), and I found myself laughing at anything and everything, no matter how ridiculous.
I was trying really hard to focus on something Willow was telling us, but she was talking so fast. It was a little difficult to follow given she’d had almost as much to drink as me, and I found my mind soon drifting and thinking about other things—but still looking at her like I was following.
Then, my entire body relaxed into the sensation of Madison wrapping her arms around my waist, and I allowed my head to fall to the side where she had tucked herself up next to me. When I was finally able to focus, I found myself getting lost in the depths of her expressive hazel eyes. And then her boobs. God, her boobs were fantastic …
“How are you feeling?” she asked, clearly knowing the answer to that already.
Even though I was sure she already knew just how drunk I was, I shrugged. “I’m all right.”
She laughed. “Babe, the fact that you just said ‘I’m ah’ite’ might just be an indication that you’re not actually ‘ah’ite’.”
Fuck. I was slurring. Fantastic.
“Are you having fun?” I nodded, my brain knowing that saying anything else would just come out sounding like a toddler learning to speak. “Good.”
I hadn’t intended to, but I felt my forehead wrinkle into a frown. “I still feel terribly guilty.” I couldn’t be sure that came out entirely articulate. I sure hoped it was close.
Rolling her eyes, Madison laughed again. “That’s ridiculous. Is there maybe something I can do to alleviate your guilt?” My brain took a detour away from the conversation, and soon I was thinking about Madison alleviating so much more than just my guilt. She must have seen something in the deep, perverted recesses of my mind, because she was quick to elaborate. “Something that won’t get us arrested for public indecency?”
Damn. As I tried to think of something, our group left the table and headed to the dance floor. Seeing them out there, dancing to the loud music made me smile, and I turned to Madison, excited. “Dance with me.”
“Maybe later,” she replied, but even in my current state of inebriation, I could tell that she wanted to, and that it probably wouldn’t be too hard to convince her.
“Come on,” I pleaded, giving her my best puppy-dog eyes as I turned her to face me fully, bending at the knees until I was almost eye-level with her. Slowly, my hands moved down to the swell of her ass, and I squeezed—fuck, she’s got a great ass—eliciting a tiny squeak that I only heard over the booming bass because of how close we were. “Don’t make me make you.”
She sighed, her fingers weaving into the hair at the nape of my neck and tugging lightly once they found purchase. My scalp tingled, and I groaned. “What are you going to do? Spank me? Because I might like that.”
I didn’t even know how to respond to that in my current state-of-mind. All I could think about was how the palm of my hand stung after it connected, sending a similar tingle through my body until it rested in my cock. I was so fucking horny. Maybe there was a bathroom around here somewh—
My perverted inner ramblings were suddenly cut off because Madison was pulling me out onto the dance floor as a new song started. Once we were in a small area of the dance floor, Madison pressed her body to mine and began moving sensually in time to the rhythm. Mirroring her movements, we fell into sync with one another, our eyes locked intensely. There was no use trying to tame my growing arousal as we continued to dance in a way that was probably illegal in some states. Ever the keen observer, my sweet girl noticed and smiled devilishly, doing this fucking hip-swivel thing that almost sent me careening over the edge.
Even though I knew I ran the risk of losing complete control, I moved my hands from her back, sliding them over her ribs before trailing down her sides and allowing my thumbs to lightly graze the sides of her amazing fucking tits on their descent. Only one thought remained in my head, and that was getting Madison somewhere private and fucking her.
I was completely lost to my dirty thoughts when Madison turned around until her shapely fucking ass was pressed firmly against my groin. Unable to think anymore—and not just because of the alcohol that had replaced my blood—I grabbed Madison’s hips and pulled her back into me as my mouth descended on her neck, sucking and nipping in a way I knew would result in a hickey. Or three. The way she responded with a backward thrust of her hips and her fingers gripping my hair told me she didn’t really give a shit, though.
Leaving a trail of love bites up the length of her neck, I stopped at her ear, kissing the shell of it before leaning in to speak. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing to me right now?” My hands moved around her body, lying flat against her hipbones and holding her firmly against me.
“I think I have a pretty good idea,” she replied, craning her neck to look at me as our mouths collided in a frantic kiss. Our mouths opened slightly, but our lips still remained in contact as our tongues reached out and explored each other’s in a kiss so fucking hot it left me feeling even dizzier.
“Fuck,” I gasped against her ravenous lips. “We need to get out of here.”
Madison agreed with a whimper, biting my bottom lip before directing her gaze to the dance floor. “They don’t look ready to leave, though.”
As my hazy eyes followed hers, I found Willow and Brandon dancing together before I shifted my head to the right to find my sister and Kyle—oh, shit. Clenching my eyes shut, I quickly averted my gaze from the sight of my baby sister and her husband acting like they were two seconds away from having sex on the dance floor. Then I realized that’s probably what people thought about Madison and me.
“Oh, Will’s waving me over,” Madison said, tugging me behind her as we crossed the dance floor. I may or may not have stumbled a bit, reminding me that I was still pretty fucking wasted.
Madison and Willow talked while Brandon and I stood by in awkward silence. I noticed Madison would say something into Willow’s ear, only to have Willow nod and then respond into Madison’s. Willow nodded one final time, handing something to Madison as she straightened up and squeezed my hand.
“Okay, you guys have fun! We’ll see you in the morning!” Madison called over her shoulder, dragging me behind her as I still tried to figure out what was happening.
We were outside the club, pulling our jackets on, before I was finally able to wrap my mind around what was happening. “Wait, what about the others?”
“They’re going to take a cab back to the apartment. They weren’t ready to leave,” Madison explained, pulling me to her side as we wandered down the sidewalk toward the parking lot.
The cool night air seeped in, chilling me slightly. While I knew I wasn’t exactly sober, the fresh air seemed to amplify everything all at once, and I found myself using Madison to balance. My clumsiness caused her to topple slightly because she mustn’t have been expecting it.
“Sssorry,” I apologized, hearing my slurred voice for the first time in the silence of the night as I found my feet again—for the moment.
With her right arm wrapped around my back, she pulled her left arm across her body and placed her hand on my waist as I slung my left arm over her shoulders. “That’s okay. Are you okay now? We can’t both be falling over into the streets now,” she teased, pinching my side lightly and making me laugh because it tickled.
“Hmmm … It would appear that someone is ticklish,” she pointed out with a laugh.
Even though I knew that I probably wasn’t a match for her, I had to let her know I was willing to fight back if necessary. “Iss thiss really a war you wish to starrr’, Landry?”
“Probably.” Madison poked me once more. “I might actually stand a chance right now.” I was just about to retaliate when we arrived at the SUV, and she unlocked the doors. “You okay to get in, Tipsy?”
“Haha,” I deadpanned, but just as I was about to step up into the vehicle, I stumbled, catching myself on the open door. “I meant t’ do tha’.”
“Right.” I might have been wasted, but I still picked up the cynical tone of her voice.
Once I was secure in my seat, Madison rounded the front of the vehicle and hopped into the driver’s seat, sliding the key into the ignition and turning it. “Buckle up.”
Before I listened, I leaned over the center console, resting my hand on her upper thigh and kissing along her jaw toward her mouth as my hand moved up along the inner seam of her jeans.
“Jensen.” Her voice was a breathless whisper, barely heard over the pounding of my heart.
When my hand finally reached the juncture between her thighs, she turned her face to mine and kissed me passionately, moaning into my mouth as my hand began to move back and forth between her legs. Increasing pressure, my fingers continued to move over the ridges of denim before I moved them up to the button of her pants so I could feel the silkiness of her skin.
“Wait,” she panted, pulling her mouth from mine. “We can’t do this in Brandon’s car. He’d kill u—” Just as she was about to finish her sentence, my hand slid into the front of her jeans, my long fingers finding her wet with desire as they slid languidly through her warm sex. She squirmed beneath my touch, whimpering as my forefinger pressed down on her clit. “Fuck, you need to sto—no—don’t … Oh, shit …” And just like that, Madison’s left hand slapped flat against the driver’s side window while her right clenched the shoulder of my shirt, and she sank her teeth into her lower lip as she came.
Feeling pretty damn smug, and maybe a little less wasted, I withdrew my hand and sat back. “Shall we?”
Madison turned to me, her eyes heavily hooded and her hair a little messy from rubbing against the back of the seat. “What about you?”
“I can wait ’til we get back to the apartment …” My cock throbbed, clearly disagreeing with my statement. It it wasn’t for my pants, it would stand up and stage a protest. “Drive fast, though.”
I either lost consciousness for a brief period or Madison had a secret transporter that got us to the apartment in record time. Once the car was parked in its spot (I think—I wasn’t really paying much attention to anything but Madison’s heaving cleavage or the smell of her pussy on my fingers), we flew to the door of the building. Laughing and kissing, we stumbled up the stairs until we hit the door to the lobby and burst through it. Being as late as it was, it was deserted, so we continued to paw at each other like it was the very first time we were going to be together. 
Madison’s hands moved swiftly down my body and slipped into my pants until she gripped my erection. Her warm hand was so soft as she pumped up and then down, twisting slightly before making her ascent again. I needed her fucking naked and underneath me five fucking minutes ago, but at the rate the elevator was moving, I would be forced to wait even fucking longer. Impatiently, I grunted into Madison’s mouth, pushing that damn up arrow button a million times—plus a few extra for good measure.
When the elevator doors opened with an insistent moan—no, wait. That was me—Madison removed her hand and clutched the front of my shirt in her tiny fists, pushing me into the elevator until my back was pressed against the wall, her mouth trailing down my jaw … throat … chest … all the while tugging my shirt skyward until her warm lips were tasting the skin beneath it.
When she dropped to her knees in the fucking elevator before me, I almost came right then and there—the thought that she was going to give me head in a public place excited me. That thrill was soon lost when the elevator dinged before lurching to a stop, indicating that we had reached our floor. It figured the damn machine would choose right fucking then to work efficiently.
Looking slightly disappointed, Madison hopped to her feet and led me to Willow and Brandon’s apartment before unlocking the door and pulling me through. Once in the privacy of their front entry, I slammed the door shut and pressed Madison’s hot little body between the solid wooden door and mine. She sighed toward the ceiling when my hands found her ass and lifted her from the ground, carrying her (surprisingly steadily) toward our bedroom where I planned to do so very many naughty things to her.
Setting her back down onto the floor, my hands moved up her body, my fingers curling into the exposed flesh of her back, searching for where the fabric started so I could tug her shirt off her. Her skin was so soft beneath my hands as I palmed her full, perky tits, and the feeling of her nipples hardening under my touch caused my cock to react in a similar manner. It was too much; I couldn’t resist the desire to have my mouth on them any fucking longer.
“Oh, God,” Madison moaned, her fingers weaving into my hair again, holding my face to her chest as she arched her back into the sensation. I kissed, licked, and sucked on her pebbled peaks for a few minutes, being sure to give them as much equal attention as I could manage before I wobbled a bit on my feet, reminding me again that I was still intoxicated.
Thankfully, Madison noticed—or, was that good? Fuck, I had no clue anymore.
“Lay back on the bed.” Madison’s voice was soft, yet full of authority like mine had been the night before.
I moved around her until my back was to the bed, but before I could do as asked, she lifted my shirt over my head and undid my jeans, letting them pool around my ankles. After pushing my boxer briefs down to join them, I sat on the bed, scooting back until my head rested on the pillows. Smiling, Madison tugged my shoes, socks, and jeans off before ridding her own gorgeous body of her clothes as well.
Once we were both naked, Madison crawled up the bed—up my body—until she was kissing me again, and her wet pussy grazed the head of my cock. “Wait,” I breathed into her mouth just as she positioned herself above me, even though the temptation to pull her down hard and fast was quickly over-powering me.
“Why?” she asked, her voice no longer firm, but more strangled as I refused her immediate gratification.
Smiling, I kissed the tip of her nose—or meant to, my eyesight was starting to blur, and I got her just below the eye. “I wanna sit up while you ride me.”
“Oh …” She smiled.
Using my arms, I pushed myself up, positioning the pillows between the wall and me and pulling her hips forward to align our bodies. Slowly, I eased her down on me, enjoying the gradual sensation of pleasure that made my entire body numb. I groaned when every solid inch of my cock was sheathed within her warm, wet pussy. “You feel amazing.”
“Uh huh,” she whimpered. Leisurely, she moved her hips up a couple of inches, and I dug my fingers in, pulling her back down. She moved to rise up again, but I was having none of it, repeating my previous action, this time pulling her forward too.
I closed my eyes as Madison and I played this little game, trying to figure out who was in control as both of us grunted and cried out about how good it felt. I could feel my pleasure pushing its way through my body, numbing my senses entirely as Madison screamed out, her hands slamming against the wall on either side of my head.
I was close … so motherfucking close … My hands moved down to cup her ass as she hurried her movements, my fingers curling into the muscular flesh as she continued to writhe above me, working frantically toward her own climax.
“Oh, Jensen,” she moaned, dropping her head to my shoulder as my muscles tightened in preparation of my release, blackness seeping in before the epic finale. “Jensen.” More whispered sighs of love and devotion filled the room as my hands fell from Madison’s ass. “Jensen …?”



Chapter 9. Parental Guidance

Slowly, I opened my eyes, squinting against the light streaming in from the window. It was weird I hadn’t noticed how bright the streetlamps were the night before. Groaning, I rolled over to find the bed next to me empty and grew confused. Unfortunately, confusion meant I started to think, and thinking lead to brain usage—which, after drinking as much as I had, led to a killer headache.
“Jensen?” Hearing her voice reminded me of the sex we’d had, and I smiled, rolling back the other way to find her fully clothed and holding a mug of steaming coffee—which was weird.
“What time is it?” I asked quietly so as not to upset the little guy using the jackhammer on my brain. My voice was dry and raspy, making me cringe as I reached for the coffee Madison was now handing to me.
“It’s just after ten in the morning.” There was something in her eyes that confused me further, and I couldn’t figure it out for the life of me. She had this cute little half-smirk going on, her right eyebrow was arched slightly, and there was something in her eyes that looked like it wanted to be irritation. It was all very strange—which made jackhammer-guy go crazy on my brain again. “You, uh, passed out last night.”
“Well, if I’m remembering correctly, you thoroughly wore me out,” I told her slyly, setting the coffee mug down on the nightstand and reaching for her. Weird … Both of her eyebrows were raised, and she pulled away from me. “What?”
“You. Passed. Out.”
“Uhhh …” Jackhammer-guy was having a motherfucking hay-day in my head as I tried to figure out the hidden meaning her words obviously held. Why women couldn’t just come out and say what they were thinking was beyo—”Oh my God!”
“There it is …” she said smugly, adding a little snicker at the end when I clutched the side of my head to stop the throbbing my outburst caused.
I sat up a little too quickly, instantly regretting it, as I vaguely remembered Madison and I in the throes of passion before I climaxed and (apparently) passed out before she could get hers. I was a shit!
“Here,” Madison said, holding out her other hand. In it were two Tylenol that I took with another swill of my black coffee.
“Madi, honey, I am sooo sorry. See, that’s what happens when I drink too much …” Madison only laughed, which had to mean she wasn’t really upset … right?
Pushing me back down onto the bed, she sidled up to my left side, rested her head on my shoulder, and draped her left arm and leg over my body. “It’s no big deal, sweetie. It’s not like I’ve never passed out on you. I just didn’t expect it to happen then.“
“I am such a shit!” I exclaimed, mirroring my previous thoughts. “I swear I’ll make it up to you …”
“Oh, you bet your ass you will. By the way, your mother called about fifteen minutes ago. When you didn’t answer your phone, she tried mine.” I nodded, sitting us up a little to take another drink of my coffee. “She wants us to stop by for dinner on our way home. Lilah and Kyle can’t because they promised they’d have dinner with his folks tonight before leaving the city.”
“And?”
“I told them we’d be there in a few hours. Willow and Brandon are making us breakfast, and then we’ll head out.” She smirked, walking her fingers up and down my chest, teasing the light smattering of chest hair that I had. “I’ll drive if you’re still not feeling up to it.”
After agreeing, Madison sat up, pulling the blankets back and exposing my still-naked body to the cold air and her eyes. “Come on, get dressed. Breakfast should be ready soon.”
Once I was dressed, I ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth and tongue clear of the fuzz that had a tendency to form after a long night of binge drinking. When I was satisfied, I headed out to the kitchen to find Madison at the table with Lilah and Kyle, laughing at something Kyle said.
“Well, good morning, pookie,” Kyle greeted me as I refilled the coffee mug I still had. “How far did you get before you passed the fuck out?”
I inhaled sharply, my head jerking toward Madison who was staring at me wide-eyed. “Madison!” I hissed, and she shook her head adamantly as the heat of embarrassment flooded my cheeks and ears. “How could you?
“I swear, I didn’t say a word. I can only assume Kyle thinks you passed out on the ride home since he just told me that’s what happened to him.”
Kyle’s eyes sparkled, and the dimples in his damn cheeks deepened even more as he realized what he had inadvertently stumbled upon. “You passed out during sex? Oh, man!”
Groaning, I palmed my face in my free hand and avoided looking at him. There was no way that this wasn’t getting discussed, and it was then that I vowed to never drink again. Alcohol was bad news.
“So, just how far did you get?”
“Ewww!” Lilah whined, slapping her husband’s arm. “Kyle, that’s private!”
“Thank you,” I said, taking a seat next to Madison and looking at her apologetically, because this had to embarrass her just as much as it did me. And I wasn’t one who was easily embarrassed. “Can we please talk about something else?”
“Gladly,” Madison complied at the same time Kyle grumbled, “Fine.”
The room fell silent for a minute while I tried to think of something to talk about, but I just couldn’t; I was still too busy thinking about how I had passed out on Madison—or under her, if I was remembering correctly.
In order to avoid Kyle’s smug stare after breakfast, I offered to help Brandon with the clean-up—not that my choice was any safer, because he eyed me like he wanted the dirty details as well. Finally, I just couldn’t take it anymore.
“I’d had a lot to drink, okay. It’s not like I intended to pass out.” I tossed the dishtowel down onto the counter before facing everyone. The entire room—including Madison, thankfully—burst out laughing, and I felt a little bit better having addressed the elephant in the room.
Now that it wasn’t some big secret, Kyle was able to focus on something else, which was trying to convince Madison that one more game of Tetris was in order before we left for my parents’ house. She was a good sport, skipping off to the living room behind him after planting a chaste kiss on my cheek and squeezing my ass. It was nice to see she didn’t harbor any resentment toward me for last night.
After she kicked Kyle’s ass three times, Madison told him that we had to hit the road, but that she’d find a way to let him have another chance to challenge her again. 
We said a tearful goodbye to Willow and Brandon—well, tearful on Madison’s part. Willow and Brandon promised to make the trip to Savannah as often as work allowed for it, and after one more round of hugs, Madison and I left. Since I still wasn’t feeling great, Madison drove all the way to my parents’ place. It allowed me the opportunity to rest my eyes—no, not pass out, because I probably wouldn’t have lived it down if I fell asleep on the drive, too.
When we arrived at my parents’, my mom came right out to greet us as we made our way up the walk. “Oh! You’re earlier than I thought! Jensen, how many times do I have to tell you to slow down?”
I looked over to Madison who was blushing furiously. “Sorry, Janet. I was actually driving. That damn truck has such a touchy accelerator.”
“Oh,” Mom said, looking from Madison to me, and then back again. “I guess sometimes it can’t be helped.”
Chuckling, I shook my head at the extreme double standard. “Nice, Mom. Way to play favorites.”
“I don’t see you carrying my grandchild …” There was a subtle note of jest in her tone as she shot me a glance over her shoulder.
“All the more reason she should be careful when driving,” I pointed out as we crossed the threshold. “So, what did you guys do this weekend?”
Mom closed the door behind us as we took off our shoes and stepped into the foyer, making our way into the house and sitting in the family room. Mom had a fire going in the fireplace since it was a particularly brisk November day, and it cast a warm glow over the deep brown leather furniture.
“Well, after stopping by the clinic, I went and did a little baby shopping”—I rolled my eyes and laughed at her, pulling Madison’s hand into mine and holding it—“and your father’s been on call all weekend. He just got called out about two hours ago and should be home soon.” Settling into the armchair in the corner, she smiled at us. “And how was your night? Madison tells me you all went out?”
“We did. We had a good time.” I heard Madison stifle a giggle, and I gave her a playful pinch.
Before Mom was able to ask any probing questions regarding our night, the front door opened, announcing Dad’s arrival before his voice did. “Hey, all!” he greeted from the entry before emerging into the family room. “How was the drive?”
“Apparently a little too speedy,” I teased, poking Madison’s side and making her giggle.
Dad sat on the arm of the chair Mom was on, and we visited for a bit before he announced that it was time to start the grill. “I stopped and picked up some ground beef for you, Madison. I figured I’d grill up some burgers.”
Madison hummed. “That sounds fantastic, but I could have made do with a veggie burger. You really didn’t have to go to such trouble.”
“Making sure you’re eating right for that little one isn’t any trouble.” Dad stood from his perch. “Son? Why don’t you come out and give me a hand?”
“What a lovely idea,” Mom agreed. “Madison, darling, would you like to help me prepare a salad in the kitchen?”
Madison and I stood and followed my parents though the house. Having never been here before, Madison took the opportunity to stop and look at family pictures on display, smiling fondly at the ones of Lilah and me in our school photos. “You were so adorable.”
“Were?” I questioned, swatting her ass playfully since my parents were several feet ahead of us.
Madison jumped with a high-pitched giggle, using both hands to cover her backside in an attempt to thwart another attack. “Well, I guess you’re still kind of adorable.” She moved in close, her lips brushing my earlobe and making me tremble. “When you’re not passing out under me …”
“You’re not going to let that go, are you?”
“Not yet.” She turned back to see my folks in the kitchen and nodded toward them. “Come on. I’m famished.”
Mom was just setting the vegetables for the salad next to the sink to be washed when we arrived, and my dad was sliding the patio door open, two beers in-hand. My eyes widened and Madison giggled next to me before stepping up onto her toes and kissing my cheek.
“Don’t get too out of control out there,” she hassled playfully.
Dad looked between us like he missed the punch line. I just shook my head, took the Corona from him and stepped outside. “I’ll explain.”
As expected, Dad thought the story of my over-indulgence hilarious. Naturally, I didn’t tell him about when or where I passed out as it wasn’t really relevant to the story. All he needed to know was that I over-drank, got wasted, and was still slightly hung-over.
After putting the veggie and beef burgers on the grill, Dad and I started talking about Madison.
“She’s a great young woman. I’ve thought so for years.” Dad smiled as he took a swig of his beer. “I had a feeling the two of you might hit it off when you started working there.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’m lucky to have found her.” I chanced a glance over my shoulder to see Madison’s back to me as she and my mom stood at the kitchen island preparing the salad. I don’t know what possessed me to say it—maybe the beer was quickly clouding my judgment considering there was probably a little bit in my system still—but the words left my mouth before I could stop them. “I asked her to marry me.”
Dad’s eyes shot up to me, wide and gleaming, his elation obvious. “Son, that’s … wow. Congratula—”
“She didn’t accept.” His eyebrows dropped, showing his confusion. “She didn’t say no …”
“Wait, you’ve lost me.” I went on to explain what happened—once again leaving out the very naked details—and he bobbed his head along in understanding. “Well, while I understand her reasoning for wanting to wait, I can’t say that some people’s perceptions will change much no matter how long you put it off.”
I nodded, taking a long pull from my bottle before continuing. “Yeah, well it wasn’t just that. She’s right about everything happening so soon. I mean, we’ve only been together a few months, and we’re already nine weeks pregnant? I shouldn’t have just proposed like that; we should have discussed it first so I could have gauged where she was at in the relationship.”
“And? Did you at least talk about it afterward?”
“Yeah,” I replied, sipping my beer again. “She wants to get married, she just thinks we should wait a bit. I think she’s right. I’d hate for us to move too fast and have everything blow up in our faces, you know?”
“I do.” Dad flipped the burgers on the grill before smiling up at me. “Well, when you do finally decide that the time is right, make sure you make it memorable. Most women only get proposed to once.”
I laughed dryly before finishing my beer. “Funny. Look, I’m going to go and grab a glass of water. You want another beer?”
“Sure, thanks.”
Upon sliding the patio door open, I heard light sobbing and was stunned to see Madison crying into my mom’s shoulder. “What the hell is going on in here?”
Seeming startled, Madison and Mom released one another, wiping the tears from their cheeks as they turned to face me. Just seeing her eyes so red and blotchy concerned me, especially since the last time I had seen her really cry was when we fought. Thinking that maybe it was me she was upset with, I set the two empty beer bottles on the counter and crossed the room to her.
“I’m fine,” she whispered as Mom placed a hand on her shoulder, passing us and heading for the patio where my father was still working hard on dinner.
“Are you sure?” I cupped her face and wiped the last few tears from her cheeks.
Smiling, she placed her hands over mine. “Yeah. They’re happy tears. I’m just really emotional right now, and your mom and I were talking, and I just couldn’t help it. I didn’t mean to worry you.”
“All right!” Dad exclaimed. “Dinner is ready.”
Madison and I turned to him as he and Mom came back into the house, a plate full of burgers in his right hand and the cooking utensils clutched in his left. Madison grabbed the salad from the island, and Mom grabbed all the condiments before leading the way to the formal dining room.
Dinner conversation was light, revolving mostly around the upcoming plans for the baby. Dad asked about the doctor we had and Madison assured him that he was one of the best. Then, Mom asked about the plans for the nursery, which Madison said weren’t set in stone since we didn’t know the sex of the baby. This segued into a discussion on guesses and old wives tales on how to determine the sex throughout the pregnancy. It was all nonsense, of course, but I watched as Madison told my mother that she had the strong feeling that the baby was a girl. This, as usual, led me to counter with my teasing and tell her she was wrong. I didn’t necessarily believe it. In truth, I didn’t have any inklings whatsoever—but I’d be damned if I was going to tell her that all her suspicions of it being a girl had me secretly hoping she was right.
“You know, Madison. We’ve got a few books about pregnancy and what you can expect in the study. Janet’s had a few pregnant patients, and they apparently found them quite useful. They’re yours, if you’d like,” my dad offered as we all finished eating.
“That would be great, thanks.”
Standing up, I took Madison’s plate from her. “Why don’t the two of you go on? Mom and I will take care of clean up.”
“Yeah?” I nodded and Madison smiled at Dad, who led her toward the study as Mom and I cleared the table.
Stepping up to the sink next to her, I grabbed the dishtowel and picked up the first of several clean dishes to dry them. Ever since I was young, this was our routine after dinner: Dad and Lilah would clear the table while Mom and I would clean the kitchen and do the dishes. Clearly, with neither of us living here, that routine was lost years ago, but whenever we were here, we made sure to indulge Mom as much as possible.
“Thanks for dinner, Mom. It was fantastic—as always,” I told her, stacking the third plate onto the counter before reaching for the fourth.
“You’re welcome, sweetheart.” Through my periphery, I saw her smile before she spoke again. Placing the last few pieces of cutlery into the rack, she pulled the plug from the basin and turned to me, taking the end of my towel to dry her hands off. “Actually, dinner’s not the only reason I invited you here, Jensen. I wanted to give you something.”
I finished drying the dishes, tossing the dishtowel onto the counter before turning to find her opening one of the drawers in the island and digging for something in the back. Having grown up in this house, I knew the only things that drawer contained were candles, toothpicks, and napkin rings amongst other random things, so I wasn’t sure what to expect.
Smiling, Mom turned around with a small velvet box in her hands, and all I could do was stare because I would recognize it anywhere. There was a soft click when she opened the black box, revealing a slender ring with a single square-cut diamond. “Mom?”
“It was your grandmother’s,” she told me, reaching out for my hand and placing the ring in it. I knew whose it was, in fact, I was stunned she was even giving it to me; she hadn’t even offered when she heard I planned to propose to Kaylie—which, in hindsight, made sense.
Bringing me out of my state of shock, she continued. “I know you and Madison probably haven’t even discussed marriage yet as you’ve only just begun dating, but I thought you could give this to her when you decide it’s time … If you want it.”
“Y-yeah,” I stammered, imagining the small, antique ring on Madison’s dainty finger. “Thank you.”
 



Chapter 10. Sense and Sensitivity

The over-sized study was filled with wall-to-wall and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, most of which were stocked with newer edition books as well as some older, more delicate looking tomes. Upon first glance, while Henry searched for the books he and Janet wanted to give me, I noticed quite a few medical books, some classic literature, books on poetry … I could’ve spent hours in there. 
When Henry handed me the pregnancy books, I headed to the leather sofa in the center of the room, knowing that we likely had a few minutes while Jensen and his mom spent some quality time together. Pulling my legs up and sitting with them crisscrossed in front of me, I flipped through the pages, excitedly skimming the words and glancing briefly at the pictures before moving onto the next. As I browsed through the book, I picked up little bits of new information as well as some I already knew.
Don’t eat fish high in mercury. Check. 
No sushi or deli meats. Check.
Get plenty of exercise. Check. 
Sex during pregnancy is fine. Double check—well, except for last night. 
Unable to contain my smile as I remembered the tranquil look on Jensen’s face as he fell asleep after he came, I buried my nose in the book and pretended to be reading something. I still couldn’t believe it happened; one minute he was so forceful, guiding my hips above him, and the next? Out like a light. The worst part was that I was thisfuckingclose. What the hell was I supposed to do, though? Keep going? No. That would’ve been wrong on so many levels. Plus, it wasn’t like I went without an orgasm entirely—he had gotten me off in Brandon’s car when we first left the club.
So, feeling only slightly ungratified, I slid off of him and headed to the washroom to clean myself up, promising that I would find a way to have him make it up to me. Being vindictive had never been in my nature, so withholding sex wasn’t likely to happen—why the hell would I punish myself further? Not to mention, I found the whole “no sex” thing manipulative, and I would never use my sexuality against anyone in that way.
 “You find something particularly interesting?” Henry asked, pulling me from my scheming thoughts.
“Hmmm?” I glanced up from the page I was staring so intently at and blinked a few times. “Oh, I was just reading about”—I looked down again and cringed slightly—“the mucous plug? That’s … graphic.”
Henry chuckled as I shook my head and closed the book, resting it in my folded legs and looking at him as he sat on the opposite end of the couch. “So, how are you feeling?”
“I’m good. Really good, actually,” I told him, smiling.
His bright blue eyes searched mine for a minute, and I could sense that he wanted to say something, but seemed nervous. We’d known each other for years, and had never had a problem maintaining a conversation. Maybe that was because we usually spoke about the health of the horses on the ranch.
The silence continued to swell between us, growing slightly more awkward, and I found myself tucking my hair behind my ear and clearing my throat. “Um, thanks for the books. I think they’ll really help me out as the weeks pass in case I have a question and can’t get a hold of my doctor.”
“You know that if you have questions, I’m sure Janet would be more than happy to answer them, too,” Henry offered.
While the offer was sweet, I couldn’t help but think there was some stuff that I couldn’t bear them knowing. I mean, it would have been awkward to ask about sexual stuff with the mother of the man I was sleeping with, right? While she obviously knew how we wound up in this situation, I was sure she didn’t need details. Yeah, it was probably best for my humility to keep that sort of thing between Jensen, Dr. Smith, and me. “Uh, thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.”
Jensen popped his head through the doorway, saving me from stumbling into an awkward conversation. “Hey, you two. The kitchen’s clean and, as much as I hate to say it, it’s getting late, and we should hit the road.”
“Oh.” I looked over to Henry with a smile and gathered the books in my lap before uncrossing my legs and standing. “Thanks again. For everything.”
“Anytime, dear,” he said, standing and walking with me toward the door.
When we reached the front door, Janet was waiting there holding two Tupperware containers stuffed with leftovers from dinner. “Here you go,” she said, handing the dishes to Jensen after he slipped his shoes on. “It was so nice to have you both over for dinner tonight.”
Once my shoes were on, I hugged Janet. “Thanks for having us. It was wonderful.” I wasn’t just talking about dinner either. “I’ll see you in a few days at the spa?”
“Definitely.” She stepped back and pulled Jensen into her arms. “You drive safe, now.”
Jensen laughed, shooting me a playful glare. “Of course. I’ll talk to you later, all right?”
Janet whispered something to Jensen before releasing him, and he nodded once in response. “You bet.” He glanced at me quickly and then his mother again. It was weird, but before I could question it, we were leaving and heading to the car.
“Do you want me to drive home?” I asked, holding my hand out to Jensen as he fished the keys from his pocket.
“Nah, I’m feeling better. Besides, my mom told us to drive safe.” He snickered and unlocked the doors.
We backed out of the driveway and onto the street while I fiddled with the stereo until I found a station I liked. I had to giggle when the song Jensen and I danced to the night before came on. Looking over at him, I saw him smirk.
“This song is filthy,” he said with a light chuckle, squirming slightly in his seat. I suddenly found myself wondering if maybe he was getting a little hot and bothered as he remembered our very public foreplay on the dance floor.
I reached across the console and placed my hand on his thigh. “Well, if I’m remembering correctly, you quite enjoyed it …” I couldn’t help myself; I had to comment further. “More than me, in fact.”
Groaning, Jensen looked over at me for a brief moment. “God, Madison. I’m so sorry. I’ll spend the rest of our lives making last night up to you, I swear it.”
“That might be a little much,” I said, running my hand up and down his thigh lightly. “I think about ten or twenty years should suffice.”
Jensen and I shared a laugh, and as my hand continued to move up and down the top of his thigh, I felt a bulge. No, not there; in his pocket. My laugh died in my throat as I focused on my discovery for a minute.
“What’s this?” I poked the hard lump.
“Oh, uh …” Jensen cleared his throat and shifted in his seat almost nervously. “It’s, uh, just something my mom gave me before we left.”
“Uh huh?” I waited a beat for him to continue, but he didn’t. What was he hiding?
“Hey,” he said finally, breaking the silence. “Can I ask you something?” I nodded, unsure if he even saw me. He must have, because he continued. “What was it that you and my mom were talking about—you know, when I walked in and found you both crying?”
Yup, he was definitely hiding something. The whole changing of topics made that abundantly clear. He pulled this right around my birthday, too.
“It was really nothing, just hormones,” I tried to explain. “We were just talking and—”
“About?”
Even though there was really no reason for it, my cheeks warmed as I thought back on the entire situation. It wasn’t anything bad, really, so I decided to just tell him about it.

Janet and I were standing at the kitchen island, chopping vegetables for the salad and burger toppings. Every once in a while, I’d look over my shoulder and out the window at Jensen and Henry as they stood over the grill, cooking and laughing. While I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, it made me smile to see Jensen so exuberant. 
“I’ve noticed quite a change in him,” Janet said, pulling me from my thoughts. When I turned to look at her quizzically, she grinned. “He was a mess for so long, what with being in prison, and then breaking things off with Kaylie.” I nodded, knowing that what he had gone through had to have been difficult. 
“While we had our suspicions about her, we were afraid that what we assumed she had done would stick with him forever. One doesn’t easily come back from such a betrayal, and he was already being forced to deal with so much.” Pausing briefly, she set her knife down and turned to me, taking my hands in hers. “She took a part of him away from us, and we weren’t sure if he’d ever allow himself to find happiness again. 
“But you’ve awakened something in him, Madison. You’ve brought our son more happiness than we could have ever dreamed—and I’m not just talking about the baby. There’s a fire in his eyes now, and when he smiles, it’s not forced or empty. You’ve shown him that he deserves happiness as much as the next person. We owe you so much.” Tears had started to form along the rims of her reddening eyes, causing a similar reaction in me.
Damn these hormones.
Quickly taking my hands back, I wrapped my arms around her and let my tears fall as I sobbed onto her shoulder and mumbled incoherently how she didn’t owe me anything. 

 “And that was when you showed up,” I told him with a shrug, trailing my fingers over the lines of the tattoo on his forearm.
“She’s right, you know.” Jensen adjusted his hand so he could lace our fingers together. He brought our hands to his lips and kissed my knuckles before easing them back down to his leg. “You already know that what Kaylie did destroyed me—hell, I let what she did affect us.”
“Yeah, well, I really should have known better than to just assume you knew what I was thinking,” I admitted, taking partial responsibility for our fight last week. “But we don’t have to rehash that. We’ve already dealt with it, right?”
Smiling, Jensen agreed. “I didn’t expect to ever meet anyone else, especially not so soon after my release.
But then I came onto the ranch and fell for you—hard and fast.”
“Actually, I think it was the other way around—if we’re being literal,” I joked, garnering a loud laugh from him.
“What I’m trying to say, Madison, is you’ve changed the way I look at the world. I thought I knew what love was with Kaylie, but I was seriously deluded. She never really loved me, either. She proved that the day she did what she did behind my back—and I’m not saying she didn’t have a right to make that choice, but to not include me in that decision …” He looked at me, pushing aside his melancholy, his eyes shining with happiness. “But you … Even though it appeared that you despised me from day one, I knew there was something remarkable about you. Once you let your guard down, you were warm and caring.”
I could feel more tears beginning to sting my eyes and my chin quivered. “Are you and your mother working together to turn me into a sobbing mess?” I demanded, using my free hand to catch the first of several tears and sniffling.
“Not at all, honey. I just wanted you to know how much you mean to me. I’m lucky to have found you when I did.”
 “Well, right back at you.” I sniffled again, wiping the last few tears that had fallen as I tried to rein in my crying. “Now, not that I don’t love hearing about how awesome I am, can we talk about something that’s not going to make me cry like a big baby?”
Jensen chuckled. “I’d be happy to talk about whatever you’d like.”
“Oh, I have to decide on something? Damn.”
After a few minutes of silent contemplation, Jensen and I started making plans to take a day in the next few weeks to go and look at baby furniture and to pick out bedding. It made everything that much more real, and I was growing more and more excited by the second.
Soon, the barn came into view, and I found myself yearning for a nice, long soak in the tub after a long drive. A glass of wine would have made it even better, but that wasn’t something I would be indulging in for a little while longer.
There was a flash of movement in my periphery, and I looked in its direction to find the same Appaloosa stallion we saw the other day running around the pasture on Charles’ newly acquired land. His tail and head were held high and proud as he asserted his dominance over the other horses. Upon first glance, I noticed that there didn’t seem to be quite as many mustangs in the pen—but it was still more than it should have been. Jensen must have been right; Charles had to be relocating them, because I’d like to believe that nobody was stupid enough to sell a wild horse.
 



Chapter 11. Payback Isn’t Always a Bitch

We rolled up in front of our house in just under two hours of leaving Jensen’s parents’ place, and I had to admit, as much as I really enjoyed yet another weekend away, I was happy to be home. After grabbing the two small containers from the backseat, I helped Jensen haul our luggage inside, even if he tried to tell me not to worry about it. Once the bags were stowed away in our room, we decided to go and see how Dad’s weekend was. We checked his house first since it was so late, only to find it oddly empty.
“Well, that’s weird. It’s almost nine. Maybe we should check the barn?” I suggested.
Jensen and I walked hand-in-hand through the lot that led to the main barn and found the door open with light pouring out. It wasn’t until we stepped over the threshold that we heard laughter coming from Dad’s office. I immediately figured Tom must have stayed late to keep Dad company, and found I was mistaken when I saw the back of our new neighbor’s head.
“Mads!” Dad said, looking up from his desk with a bright smile. “You remember Charles.”
“Uh, yeah,” I replied, nodding my greeting to Charles. “It’s only been a couple days. How’ve you been?”
Charles turned his head and smiled at me. My shields were up in an instant, preparing to guard myself against … something, I just wasn’t sure what. While I wanted to give this man the benefit of the doubt, I just couldn’t—not after seeing the pasture on his land full of mustangs. Not to mention the way he stared at me sent a chill up my spine, the hairs all over my body prickling as my skin crawled.
“I’ve been good, Mads.”
“Madison,” I corrected him, forcing a smile to my face so as not to seem like a total bitch; the tone I used conveyed my point successfully.
He cocked his head to the side. “My apologies, Madison. I just assumed—”
I felt Jensen’s hand on my waist, squeezing lightly, yet also possessively, clearly not missing the look Charles was giving me. “It’s fine. It’s just not a nickname a lot of people call me.” I returned my focus to Dad, trying really hard to not feel Charles’ penetrating leer. “How was everything? Where’s Bones?” 
“In the arena, probably chasing the cats,” he told me. “Our weekend was good. No problems here.”
“Good to hear. I’ll just collect him and say good night to Hails before Jensen and I turn in. Good night.”
Jensen and I had just turned for the arena, where we could hear Bones now barking excitedly, when Charles spoke again. “Good night, Madison.”
Silently signaling for Jensen to give me a minute, I popped my head back into the office. “Get back home safely, Charles. Those mustangs in your pasture are looking mighty restless.”
“Mustangs?” Dad inquired, looking from me to Charles, and then back at me. I could tell by the way that vein started pulsing in his forehead that he wasn’t impressed.
Feigning surprise, I looked at my dad. “You didn’t know? Yeah, Charles here has quite the herd. Upward of twenty wild mustangs are penned on his land.” I smiled in triumph when the color drained from Charles’ face. “Well, good night!”
Taking Jensen’s hand in mine, I smiled even wider upon hearing the beginning of my father’s lecture. “Wild mustangs? You realize that’s illegal, right?” 
Jensen seemed pleased, pulling me into his arms just before pulling the huge sliding door to the arena open. “You’re so hot when you’re standing up for what you believe in.”
It was always so easy to get lost in his stormy eyes and melt into his warm, comforting embrace. His lips were so pink and kissable that I found myself wetting mine with the tip of my tongue in anticipation of a heated make out session.
“Do you have any idea what I plan to do to you?” he asked, his mouth brushing mine faintly.
That was when I remembered last night and decided I needed to mess with him just a little bit more. I hummed contemplatively. “I’m guessing get me right to the brink of an Earth-shattering orgasm and then pass out?” That snapped him out of his lusty-trance long enough to stammer incoherently before he lunged forward, tickling my sides mercilessly as I opened the arena door.
“Bones!” I cried out through peals of laughter. He rushed toward us as I fell to the dirt beneath Jensen’s relentless attack. Bones joined the assault—the little traitor—licking my face and standing on my chest. Jensen finally stopped and helped me sit up. 
“Who’s a good boy?” I asked as the dog jumped into my lap and continued licking my chin and cheeks while trying to scale my body. “Geez! He’s getting so big already!”
“That’s what she said,” Jensen muttered under his breath, and I snapped my head toward him.
“Do I need to ground you and Kyle from hanging out together?” Jensen laughed, which made it hard for me to not show how amusing I really thought it was. “I’m starting to think he’s a bad influence on you.” Hugging Bones to my chest, I stood up and walked to Jensen as he leaned against the doorframe.
“Who’s to say that I’m not the bad influence on him?”
“True, at least he can handle his liquor,” I sniped playfully, brushing past him and heading for Halley’s stall. “Can you hold him for a sec?” After handing Bones over, I stepped into the stall. “Hey, girl.” I ran my hands along the length of her face, smiling when she exhaled and nudged me with her nose. Her eyes lulled closed when I reached the area between her ears and started scratching. “I’m going to take you out for a nice long trail ride tomorrow, okay?” 
I stepped back out in the aisle to see Jensen playing with Bones, who was now on the ground and bounding from side to side as they engaged each other in a game of “try to get around the human.” The light growls that came from the both of them made me giggle as I slid the stall lock into place and headed toward them.
Upon reaching them, I noticed Charles emerge from Dad’s office, not looking particularly happy as he turned to glare at me. His cold, angry stare left me nervous for some reason.
“Baby?” Jensen’s soft voice brought me back, and I turned to him with a smile. Confused, he looked in the direction my focus was a minute ago and saw Charles just as he rounded the corner to the door. “You know, on Friday I thought I disliked him because of his dog … Now? I’m pretty sure I don’t trust that guy as far as you could throw him.”
I had just started nodding to agree when I realized what he said. “Hey!” I slapped his upper arm and tried not to laugh. “I’ll have you know I was on the baseball team in high school.”
“Madison, please,” Jensen teased.
“Oh yeah?” I retorted. “Fine. One of these days, you and me are going to throw down, and I’ll show you.”
Smirking, he gathered me in his arms. “I look forward to it.”
I placed my hands on Jensen’s hips and stood on my tiptoes to place a soft kiss on his lips when a throat cleared. Turning, I saw Daddy standing nearby, smiling but trying to look intimidating.
“So, how long did you know about the mustangs?” he asked, skipping past any pleasantries we might have exchanged.
“We drove by the place on Friday as we headed out of town,” I explained, suddenly feeling as though I was being chastised. “I don’t know, we figured he was maybe relocating them—and maybe he is. I was just concerned for everyone who lives around here. I mean, wild horses aren’t exactly friendly. They’ll do anything to survive.”
Dad ran his hand over his face, his exhaustion evident in his eyes. “Well, he assures me he’s not keeping them. I asked what he was doing with so many on his land to begin with, and he just said not to worry, that they’d be gone soon.”
“And you just accepted that? That’s not like you,” I pointed out, kind of shocked that my dad would just let something this huge go. 
Dad shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous. I told him he had a week to relocate them back into the wild. His failure to comply would earn him a visit from the Hardin County Sherriff’s department, and they’d handle it from there.”
“Good,” I said with a firm nod.
“I can’t be taking any chances with shit like that.” My mouth gaped at hearing my father curse—it wasn’t something that happened often. “We’re trying to run a business here, where kids are often on the grounds. Not to mention when that baby comes …”
Smiling, I stepped forward and hugged my dad. The big guy was getting worked up. “Thanks, Daddy. I appreciate everything you do to take care of this place and keep us safe.”
“Anything for you, Mads. Now, I’m beat. Why don’t we lock up, and we’ll talk more tomorrow, all right?”
After locking up the barn, we said good night and went our separate ways. Back at home, Bones headed straight to his empty dog dishes and pawed at the metal dish, causing it to screech across the tile floor a few inches until I bent over to grab it and fill it with water while Jensen filled his food dish.
“How are you doing?” Jensen asked, setting the dish down and standing back up next to me. “You hungry?”
I shook my head. “Mmm, no. Tired, actually. I think I might take a shower and call it a night.” Jensen seemed to take that as an invitation and followed me to the bathroom. “Um, what are you doing?” I asked as he stepped inside.
“Showering with you.” It wasn’t a request for permission. “I have quite a lot to make up for, and I plan to start right now.”
“Oh …” I moved forward until my chest was pressed against his. “What makes you think that you get to decide when, where, or how you make up for last night?”
“But—”
Laughing, I turned and started the shower before stripping in front of him. I had just stepped over the edge of the tub when I looked back to find him still in the same spot. “Are you coming?” I loved a good double entendre.
Jensen tore his clothes from his body and crossed the room in a flash. He had us both beneath the spray of water within seconds. While I wanted nothing more than to have him take me in the shower, I still needed to tease him a little for the night before—not that I was going to rob him of an orgasm, I just wanted to drag everything out a little before the big finish.
Looking up at him, I smiled my sweetest smile. “There are rules to tonight’s shower,” I started, placing my hands on the tops of his shoulders and trailing them down his arms, then across his chest and down his torso slowly. “One: no shower sex, and two: you don’t get to do the touching.”
The look in his eyes told me he wasn’t entirely pleased with my rules—and to be honest, I wasn’t exactly sure if I was going to be able to stick to them myself—but he nodded, and we proceeded. I let the warm water wash over me first, wetting my hair and body before I lathered my long hair and washed my body. Once my body was rinsed clear of suds, I pushed Jensen under the showerhead next.
I brought my hands up and pushed them through his soft, dark hair, tiny water rivulets from the spray of the shower beading on the strands before soaking them completely. As the tips of my fingers dragged along his scalp, his eyes closed, and he groaned, his hands instinctively grabbing my hips before I corrected him.
“Sorry,” he whispered, his head falling back as I worked shampoo through his thick hair.
Following through with my own rules was difficult as I lathered up his body. Working in a steady rhythm over his shoulders, across his chest and down his abdomen, I found my resolve wavering—especially when I moved farther south to find him fully aroused.
Glancing up at him through my lashes, I noticed his head was down, his blue eyes trained on me. The look in them was unmistakable: he wanted me. Now.
“Rinse.” My voice cracked slightly as I stepped back, pushing him beneath the steady stream of water. My entire body warmed, and I was fairly certain it wasn’t due to the temperature in the foggy bathroom. Tingles travelled like electric currents just beneath my skin, and my stomach knotted with excitement. 
Once his body was clear of the soapsuds, Jensen shut the water off and whipped the shower curtain open before grabbing our towels and handing me one. We dried off quickly before I gathered our clothes from the floor and started for the door. As I walked, there was a soft thud at my feet, but before I could see what it was, Jensen snatched it from the floor and walked briskly for the bedroom. It was then that I remembered the strange object I felt in his pocket when we were driving home, and I grew even more curious by his strange behavior.
“Jensen?” I said, walking into our bedroom to find him stepping away from our nine-drawer dresser. “What is it you don’t want me to see?”
A smile formed on his lips, and he moved for me, taking the heap of clothing from me and discarding it into our hamper. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about, love,” he told me with a wink.
My skeptical glare was short-lived the minute he whisked me up in his arms and carried me to the bed, his lips quickly connecting with mine as he started tugging my towel open and away from my body. Gently, he set me down on the bed, crawling on after and positioning himself between my legs. His scruff tickled my jaw and neck as he kissed along it, and I giggled. The ticklish sensation soon subsided as pleasure radiated everywhere he touched me—his fingers trailing down my arms, his lips over my breasts …
The minute his lips pressed against the area just below my belly button, my head snapped up off the pillow, and I caught him staring up at me smugly as his hands moved under my thighs and adjusted them so I was spread wide for him. He was about to make good on his promise to make up for last night all on his own—without my help. 
 



Chapter 12. Hormones Are No Joke

It was cold in the barn as I filled the last couple water buckets for the freshly cleaned stalls. Like usual, as winter set in and it got colder outside, the ranch only got busier. Several clients who normally boarded outdoors in the summer paid a little extra for their horses to be brought in every day and blanketed in the mornings before being turned out. I was pretty sure most of them were just waiting for the new barn to be built before they changed their horses’ care.
Normally, this would be a lot more work, but with Jensen on board and Jillian coming out earlier several days a week, it only took us a couple hours to clean out both barns and prep them. Since the big chores were done, Jensen suggested am afternoon trail ride. I was now within a few days of entering my second trimester, and according to the doctor, that would be the end of my riding days until after the baby was born. I struggled with the idea, but after reading up on it, I realized it really was for the best. Besides, I didn’t have to stop working with horses. I could start to break in some of the younger horses and work with them in the round pen.
After placing the last two buckets in their stalls, I heard a loud huff of exasperation. Turning around, I found Jillian exiting the arena, looking extremely frustrated. “You okay?”
Jillian huffed, exasperated. “Mrs. Wilson refuses to listen to me.
While I liked to think I knew all of our clients pretty well, I struggled for a minute to remember Mrs. Wilson. “Sadie’s owner?”
Jillian nodded. “Look, I know you’re busy, but maybe she’ll listen to you. I mean, you did train Sadie. You know her better than anyone. Mrs. Wilson refuses to listen to Sadie’s cues.”
I turned off the hose and placed the full bucket in its stall before following Jillian into the arena. “Ah, Mrs. Wilson. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. How’s Mallory doing now that school’s back in?” I greeted cheerfully as I entered the arena with Jill behind me.
“Fine.” Her tone was clipped as she stared between Jillian and me. She was stressed, and Sadie was picking upon it. “I told Miss Walker that calling you in here wasn’t necessary. Sadie’s just tired,” she tried to tell me, but one look at the gray Arabian mare told me quite the opposite; her eyes were wide, nostrils flared and the muscles in her shoulders were tense. She wasn’t afraid or tired—she was frustrated.
“It’s really no trouble. Let’s just see what seems to be the trouble before we cool Sadie down, okay?” I turned to Jillian. “What were you working on?”
“Pirouettes,” was Jill’s short reply, shooting a quick glance at the woman atop the flighty horse.
Smiling, I looked back to Mrs. Wilson. “Excellent! One of my personal favorites. Go ahead and move to the center of the ring and show me, please,” I instructed kindly.
It wasn’t missed when Mrs. Wilson rolled her eyes as she complied with my request. It also wasn’t overlooked just how hard she “nudged” her sweet little mare as she did so. “Take it easy on her, Mrs. Wilson. A simple click of the tongue and pushing with your seat would have been sufficient.”
“So you think,” I heard her mutter. Her attitude was unreal.
I turned to Jillian, who shrugged and shook her head in frustration. “Actually,” I countered quickly, “having been the one who trained her, I don’t think that’s all she needs, I know it for a fact.” I immediately regretted putting Sadie up for sale last year and allowing Dad to sell her to this woman.
Sadie’s shrill whinny alarmed me as I watched Mrs. Wilson yank on her left rein and tug her around. Both of her legs clamped down around Sadie’s middle, probably confusing the poor horse to no end because she wasn’t sure which leg to bend into as she turned in a tight circle incorrectly. This woman was clueless.
“What is it you’re trying to do, exactly?” It was hard to contain the rage I felt toward her. “How is she supposed to follow your lead when you don’t even know what leg to lead her with?
“I’m leading her with my reins,” Mrs. Wilson snapped at me, pulling back hard on Sadie’s reins until the horse threw her head up in protest. “Stop it!”
I took a deep breath and suddenly found myself wondering just how far into my savings account I could dip to buy this horse back before I kicked this woman’s ass up and down the arena. “You don’t lead with your reins. Yes, they’re there as an aide—to a degree—but a majority of the leading comes from the leg. How do you expect her to listen to you when you’re kicking her from both sides and tugging at her mouth like that?”
“It’s the only way she responds,” she tried to argue again, to which I heard Jillian scoff behind me. “What? It is.”
“Okay, I understand how you might think that to be true.” I didn’t, really. “However, could you just try to ease up on the reins and guide her with your legs instead?”
“Fine!”
Jaw clenched and arms crossed, I watched again as Mrs. Wilson attempted a pirouette in the opposite direction—only further confusing the horse because she wasn’t allowing Sadie to learn one direction first. Knowing this was a huge problem for the mare, I gently suggested Mrs. Wilson try to conquer one direction first—only to receive more attitude in return. I was about ready to slap a bitch.
I grew hopeful when Sadie started to bend only a little more than she should be—due to the reins being used out of habit—but everything headed south just as quickly, ending with Mrs. Wilson and Sadie both getting more irritated with one another.
There was no holding my temper back anymore. “Stop kicking and pulling on her!”
“It’s. The. Only. Way. She. Responds!” Mrs. Wilson told me, being extra sure to punctuate each and every word. She was talking to me as though I didn’t understand her—which I didn’t, really.
“Bull.” I walked briskly to the center of the ring and looked up at the woman on the horse. “Go again.”
Glaring down at me defiantly, Mrs. Wilson finally submitted to my command, failing in her attempt even quicker than before. Again, because she was doing the same damn thing. “That,” I told her pointing to Sadie’s flared nostrils and her wide-open eyes, “is not Sadie responding to your commands. She’s confused and needs you to work with her, not push her around. It’s about camaraderie. You need to listen to her just as much as she needs to listen to you.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Get down,” I ordered, finally reaching my limit with this psycho.
She looked down at me, her eyebrows pulling together in an expression that told me she thought she was better than me. “I will not. This is my horse.”
“And if you want to keep it that way, you’ll get down and let me show you how to ride her.” Even though I was severely pissed off, I heard Kyle in my head, laughing at what I just said. That dirty bastard had ruined me.
With an exasperated sigh, she dismounted and handed me the reins. I mounted with ease, settling into the luxurious saddle. At least the old bat buys top quality tack, I thought to myself as I lightly gathered the reins and nudged Sadie forward with my seat. I could feel how tense the poor girl was, so I took her around the arena once at a trot, then a slow canter before moving us to the center again. Even just those few minutes relaxed her exponentially.
“Now,” I said, keeping my hands on the reins, but not pulling on them in any one direction. “You want to make sure you’re adding pressure with the correct leg and be sure to position more of your weight to the inside seat bone. We’ll try turning to the right first.” I held a solid line with the left rein to control the bend in Sadie’s neck as I shifted my weight to the right and used my right leg to coax her to turn into the pressure. Slowly, her front feet began to move to the right while her back legs stayed mostly still, acting as the pivot point they were meant to. After performing a half-pirouette (a huge accomplishment since Mrs. Wilson couldn’t even get two strides out of her) I patted Sadie’s white neck and praised her.
“You used your reins,” Mrs. Wilson pointed out childishly. “I saw.”
“I also accomplished it,” I retorted, seriously wondering just how far up her ass my foot would go with her head already lodged up there.
She crossed her arms and raised both of her eyebrows at me in challenge. “Whatever. You said you didn’t need the reins and that you were to lead with your legs. How am I supposed to learn if you can’t even follow your own instructions?”
“Fine,” I ground out through clenched teeth. I dismounted and started to unbuckle the reins that were attached to the D-bit of Sadie’s bridle—because heaven forbid they be accessible so she could tell me she saw me use them again. As I was unbuckling the last side, I suddenly had a brilliant idea that would show Mrs. Wilson that it was all about communication between horse and rider and not just the horse listening to the rider.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Mrs. Wilson asked as I flung the reins over the saddle and lifted the flap to release the girth.
“I’m removing the saddle.” Sure, it was probably showing off, but I knew Sadie could do this without all the fancy riding equipment, and I would prove it to Mrs. Wilson too. “Here,” I said, holding the saddle out to its owner. “Hold this and pay attention.”
I stood next to Sadie’s left side, facing her rear before running my left hand along her neck and swinging my right leg, using the forward momentum to mount her with ease. Who needed stirrups or a leg up? Certainly not me.
Knowing I should test Sadie out a little to be sure she still understood her vocal commands, I took her around the arena a few times, once at each gait and practicing our halts in each corner; I was pleased to see that her basic training was still intact.
We returned to the center of the ring, and I took a breath before leaning forward and running my hands up and down her neck. I needed to make sure she wasn’t still tense, and that she was ready to work together on this movement. When she exhaled a gentle huff through her nostrils, I sat back up and stroked the left side of her withers, keeping a constant connection between us as I squeezed gently with my right leg.
Exhilaration and elation swelled in me, and I had to fight back a triumphant “I told you so!” as Sadie completed a whole pirouette at the walk. Feeling kind of cocky, I decided to try the other direction (also perfect) before stopping and looking at a bewildered Mrs. Wilson.
“As I said,” I spoke calmly, knowing that Mrs. Wilson was eating enough crow without me rubbing her nose in it too, “it’s not about how well you think you can ride; none of that matters if you don’t listen to your horse. Let her tell you when something isn’t right. Now, I’d be willing to work with you a bit more today, but I need you to at least make the effort with Sadie.”
Slowly, Mrs. Wilson nodded, her face turning a deep shade of crimson. “Yeah, that would be great. I’m sorry I was being difficult before.”
I dismounted, offering her a smile as I took the saddle and reins from her and put them back on Sadie. “That’s all right. You were frustrated. We’re all entitled to a bad day every now and again. Come on, mount up, and we’ll work this out. You’ll be a pro by the end of your lesson.”
As soon as Mrs. Wilson was on Sadie, she moved the horse out of the way, and I was pleased to see Jensen, Dad, and Tom sitting in the viewing gallery with coffee and wide smiles. I gave them a quick wave before focusing back on the lesson.
It didn’t take long before Mrs. Wilson finally mastered the move and we decided to call it a day, knowing that Sadie had done more than enough. I was pleasantly surprised when Mrs. Wilson thanked me profusely for not getting too frustrated and really showing her that what she was doing was wrong.
“It was nothing. I actually want to apologize for being a little on-edge and showing off when I removed Sadie’s saddle. It was unprofessional, and I shouldn’t have—”
“No. I’m glad you did. It really showed me what Sadie is capable of,” she assured me before noticing the time. “Oh, shoot. I should get going.” She looked over my shoulder. “I’ll see you on Saturday for Mallory’s lesson, Jillian?”
“Definitely. Have a good week, and tell Mallory I said hello and to get ready for some low cross rails. She should be excited to hear that,” Jillian said, clearly not upset by their earlier altercation anymore. It pleased me that Jillian was able to let what happened roll off her back; it only proved we had made the right decision when we hired her a few years ago.
“Thanks again for your help, Madison. That woman is so hard-headed at times,” Jillian said after Mrs. Wilson left.
Laughing, I shook my head. “No worries, Jill. Let me know if you need anything else today.”
After leaving Jillian with her next lesson, I found the guys still in the viewing gallery, taking a longer break than I had ever known them to take. Jensen sprung from his seat and crossed the room to greet me.
“Hey,” he said, placing an innocent kiss on my cheek before pulling me over to where Dad and Tom were. “You were amazing.” 
“Thanks. I didn’t plan for any of that to happen. She was just being so damn difficult, and I had to show her what that horse is capable of.” 
After taking my word for it, Jensen excused himself to go and do his rounds while Tom and I talked about bumping Starla’s training session to before lunch because Tom was taking off for the afternoon and wouldn’t have time.
Starla did amazing, which wasn’t unusual, and Tom said that if I felt she was ready, I could sell her any time. It was the worst part of working with a horse so closely day after day, because a bond formed between horse and rider. No matter how many times I trained a horse and sold it, it never got any easier. However, it was how we made a big chunk of our money and there were more foals to be born in the spring—not to mention the auction that Dad and I frequented every year. All things considered, it was probably best to lighten my workload and find Starla an owner that could devote more time to her.
After turning Starla back out into her paddock, I walked over to my dad’s to find him already there with Bones. He was seated at the table and Bones was sitting next to him with his snout rested against my dad’s thigh.
“Hey, Dad.”
He looked up at me as I headed to the fridge to scout out lunch possibilities. “How was your ride, kiddo?”
“Really good. Tom said that Starla’s probably ready to sell, so I guess we can start talking her up to the riders and advertising her through Henry,” I said, grabbing some pita bread and cheese and texting Jensen to grab a few things from our place before joining us.
“Jensen says the two of you are going on a trail ride this afternoon?” my dad inquired as I set my phone down on the counter.
Nodding, I moved to the table until Jensen arrived with the rest of our lunch ingredients. “Yeah. We have nothing really lined up work-wise and it’s supposed to be nice out. Plus I’ve only got a couple more days left before my second trimester, and the doctor said I shouldn’t ride once that hits.”
Dad laughs lightly. “You going to survive the next six months without being on a horse?”
I glance up at him and purse my lips. “It’ll be hard, but I told Jensen I’d listen to the doctor.”
“Good,” he replies with a curt nod. “Jensen’s taking Ransom, then?”
“Mmm hmm. And I’ll take Hails.”
“That’s good, Jensen seems to really understand Ransom. You did really well with him, don’t get me wrong, but Jensen and Ransom seem, I don’t know, almost kindred,” he said, grabbing his coffee mug from the table and taking a sip.
I thought about that for a minute and realized he was right. I knew Jensen rode as well as he did because of his past experience, but there was definitely a connection between the two of them that I couldn’t even touch.
“Dad?” He looked at me, pulling his eyebrows together inquisitively. “How would you feel if I gave Ransom to Jensen? He doesn’t have a horse of his own, and he and Ransom do seem to get along great—better than Ransom and I ever did.”
“He’s your horse, Mads, and you can do whatever you feel is best for him. Keep in mind, though, that you got him in hopes of showing him when he was ready and eventually breeding him,” he reminded me gently.
Shrugging, I looked down at Bones and pet the top of his head when he came over to me. “I know, and I’m sure I probably still could, but I can’t exactly ride Ransom pregnant. He’s just too risky. Plus, Jensen’s done so much for the ranch.”
Before I could say anything else, the front door opened, and Jensen walked through it. Not wanting him to know until I told him what my intentions were, Dad and I stopped talking as I took the food from Jensen so I could start lunch. The whole time I cooked, I thought back to every interaction between Jensen and Ransom, and it was all I needed to finalize my decision. 
I was going to tell Jensen on our trail ride that I wanted him to have Ransom, and I couldn’t wait for his reaction.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13. Backed Into a Corner

“You ready, love?” Jensen asked, leading a fully-tacked Ransom toward me as I slid the bit into Halley’s mouth with ease.
  We mounted up as soon as we were outside and then hit the trails side-by-side. There wasn’t a set destination; we just wanted one last relaxing ride through the countryside before I entered my second trimester. The winter chill cut through my jacket, but I shook it off, knowing I’d warm up a few minutes into our ride.
“So, you and Wayne seemed quick to clam up when I got to the house for lunch,” Jensen said, pulling my attention back to him.
“Oh.” I giggled lightly. “We were actually talking about Ransom …” Jensen turned to look at me, an eyebrow raised as though he didn’t quite believe me. “And how I want you to have him.”
It took me a few strides to realize that Jensen had halted Ransom. Turning back to him, I noticed his eyes were wide with disbelief. “Jensen?”
“You want to give Ransom to me?” 
I nodded once, smiling warmly at him. “For your birthday.”
Jensen laughed. “My birthday isn’t until May. That’s still over five months away.”
Rolling my eyes, I fired back, “Fine. Christmas. That’s only ten days away.”
Jensen seemed stunned for a minute before stammering. “Madison, that’s … he’s … No, I can’t accept. You’ve worked so hard training him, and from what Tom’s told me, you had high hopes of showing him.”
“I did,” I told him honestly. “And I’d still love to, but I can’t deny that the two of you clicked from the beginning. That first day—when you caught him without any trouble? I’ve never caught him that easily.”
Jensen smirked. “So, you want to give him to me because I can catch him within thirty seconds?” he joked.
“No. I want to give him to you because you’ve made a lot of great progress with him in the last few weeks. He trusts you more than he ever trusted me. And mostly, because I love you and want you to have him.”
“But, Madi, he couldn’t have been a cheap horse. I’ve seen his papers …” Jensen was still unsure of this; it definitely wasn’t the reaction I had anticipated.
“True, but you’ve done so much around the ranch. I just wanted to show my appreciation.”
“I don’t feel right just taking him,” he admitted. “I’ll pay you whatever he’s worth.”
I cocked my head to the right with narrowed eyes and slightly pursed lips. “If you pay for something, it’s not much of a gift, now is it?” He refused to back down on his offer, so I continued. “Okay, you won’t take him for free, so this is what I want from you. Should I decide to breed him when we find the right mare, you’ll loan him out to me.”
“So, you want me to pimp him out,” Jensen kidded.
Shrugging, I laughed. “I guess you could look at it that way.” I eyed him carefully for a minute. “So?”
“You’re really sure about this?”
I nodded several times, knowing that what I was about to say was a million percent true. “There isn’t a doubt in my mind.”
I had the emotional-pregnant-lady card at the ready, but he surprised me by smiling wide, nodding and nudging Ransom forward a few steps until we were beside each other. When our knees touched, he leaned over and pressed his lips to mine softly. “Thank you.”
For the next two hours, we walked the trails before turning back for the day. The sun decided to grace us with its presence about thirty minutes in, so it wasn’t nearly as brisk as when we started our ride. After brushing our horses down, we put them in their stalls and stowed our tack before helping Dad bring in the horses for the night. As soon as they were all secure in their stalls, I peeked in on Halley once more and noticed that her water bucket was a little low.
I took the bucket to the wash stall, letting my thoughts drift from how perfect the day had been to the days when Jensen and I would be taking our child out for trail rides on a pony that we’d picked out together. I could imagine us heading out and enjoying a long picnic lunch followed by a game of tag, which Bones would be more than happy to join in on.
When the bucket was full, I turned the water off, picked it up and turned to leave the wash stall, only to be startled when I found Charles standing there, watching me. The bucket was back on the floor, tipped on its side and soaking the concrete and my shoes, leaving me cold, wet, and severely pissed off.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded angrily, righting the bucket so I could fill it again.
“It’s good to see you again too, Madison,” he said, probably trying to sound more playful than creepy. “You know, you could have gotten me in a lot of trouble.”
Laughing dryly, I shook my head and looked down at the water still flowing from the hose, unable to hold his menacing stare. “You can’t be serious?” When he didn’t say anything, I knew he was. Not wanting to get into it with him, I sighed. “What do you want, Charles? I’m trying to finish up here before locking up for the night.”
“Well, I was here to ask your dad about something but couldn’t find him.” He took a step into the wash stall, and I grew a little nervous; it was almost like he was cornering me. My panic rose, chest tight and body trembling, when his eyes moved up and down my body. He took another step and licked his lips, making me even more nervous. “Maybe you could help me out instead?”
I suddenly flashed back to the way Dane leered at me before attacking me a couple months back. The way Charles was staring wasn’t much different, and it worried me to the point that my hands began to tremble. Swallowing thickly and trying to calm my racing heart before my fear started to show with ragged breathing, I kept my eyes on him, only quickly glancing up at the camera to make sure it was on—just in case. I hoped he couldn’t see how nervous he made me. “Uh, maybe. What’s up?”
He took another step, and I kind of shifted my weight so I was heavy on the foot closest to the door in case he made a move. “A couple of my horses—”
“Not actually yours, but go on,” I reminded him sharply, my unease momentarily forgotten.
I could feel his own irritation rolling off him as he huffed a heavy sigh. “Well, they’re on my land, so …” I glared at him, forgetting about my earlier apprehension. Thankfully, he took the hint and carried on. “Anyway, a couple of them won’t load into the trailer, and I was wondering if I could get a hand.”
I stood up straight, my eyes narrowed and menacing. “So, you want someone from my ranch to come and aid you in illegal and, might I add, dangerous activities? Have you lost your mind completely?”
“You deal with horses every day,” Charles retorted, clearly not seeing the difference between what I did and what he did.
“Uh, yeah. Trained ones,” I deadpanned. “I can tell you that my dad won’t help you, and I most certainly wouldn’t, even if I could.”
“What about your … ranch hand?” The way he inquired about Jensen led me to believe he was really wondering if that’s maybe all he was to this operation. 
It made me nauseous when his eyes travelled up and down my body again. It wasn’t like Jensen and I were exactly subtle with our affection toward one another, but I felt it necessary to be extra clear so he wouldn’t misunderstand. “Boyfriend,” I corrected, hoping to get him to back the hell off in whatever it was he hoped to accomplish.
Charles laughed dryly. “Well he’s a lucky man.”
“Which is something I am acutely aware of, Mr. Dalton.” Jensen’s arrival filled me with relief, and I could feel the knot in my stomach begin to loosen. His posture was rigid, fists clenched tight at his side, and his dark hair was disheveled from the wind outside. The look in his eyes was one I’d seen before, and while it worried me to know his composure was teetering just barely on the edge, it also made me feel safe. Surely Charles wouldn’t poke the bear.
Having sensed my unease, Jensen moved around Charles and stood next to me. It wasn’t until I heard Bones snarl quietly at Jensen’s side that I even noticed he was with him, acting protective over me also. “Now, what is it we can do for you?”
“Uh, two of my horses won’t load into my trailer,” Charles told Jensen, straightening his posture as though he wasn’t at all affected by Jensen’s presence.
Jensen scoffed. “I fail to see how that’s our problem.”
“Well—”
Jensen wouldn’t even let him finish his sentence, clearly as upset at finding him in such close proximity to me as I was. “And you expected my girlfriend to help you with something so risky?”
“It was one of several suggestions that came up,” Charles challenged right back, shooting me another creepy grin.
Jensen forced a smile and stepped toward Charles. Neither of them was backing down, and I really thought that with Jensen having a few inches on him, coupled with the rage that radiated off him in waves, that Charles would. “Dalton, while I don’t know exactly what your angle is here, I suggest you look elsewhere for … help. You’re not going to find what you’re looking for here. Wayne won’t help you, in fact, he told us he gave you a deadline to release the horses you’ve illegally penned before he contacts the authorities and the BLM.”
That seemed to get under Charles’ skin, though not in the way I thought it would. It only seemed to fuel the fire that was already raging within him. “Is that a threat, farm boy?”
Reaching out quickly, Jensen grabbed the front of Charles’ shirt and yanked him forward. The sparks of anger in his eyes ignited as his jaw clenched. “You’d be wise to get off our land before I personally, and quite literally, throw your ass out of here,” Jensen snarled, smiling the entire time before thrusting him back and releasing him.
Not another word was spoken between the two of them as Charles continued to stare Jensen down, probably testing to see just how serious he was. Finally, Charles took one more glance around Jensen and smiled at me before turning and leaving the barn.
Once Charles was gone, I released a breath and noticed the water was still flowing over the sides of the bucket. Through my periphery, I saw Jensen shut the valve to the hose off before returning to my side.
“Are you okay?” Jensen asked, rubbing his hand up and down my back and leaning in to kiss my temple as he did.
When Bones nudged my hand with his cold, wet nose, I nodded, reaching down to pet the top of his head. “Yeah. At first I was annoyed that he startled me, but the more he started talking and the way he kept looking at me … I thought the worst. I’m so glad you were here.” I couldn’t seem to shake the comparison between the way Charles leered and the way Dane looked at me when he showed up at the house unexpectedly. It chilled me to my very core, and I couldn’t help the tremor that moved through my body.
“I don’t think he had the balls to try anything,” Jensen told me calmly, but I could see right through him; he was just as scared as I was about what may or may not have happened had he not shown up. I could tell by the way his hands trembled as they moved through the length of my hair. “And I don’t think he’ll be back. Come on, let’s go home. All the horses are in for the night and Wayne left already to watch the game with Tom.”
Jensen held my hand as we dropped off Halley’s bucket and exited the barn before locking up. As we made our way home with Bones, I began to wonder if Jensen was right about Charles not coming back. If you asked me, it all seemed a little too easy.
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14. Too Much of a Good Thing

“How on Earth did I let you talk me into … holy shit! That’s cold!” Jensen cried out as I trailed some melting ice cream just above his belly button before promptly licking it off. The minute my tongue touched his skin, his complaints turned to moans, and I had to fight the urge to shake my head and roll my eyes at him.
My late-night craving for ice cream unexpectedly led to some sexy-fun times. Well, it was unexpected for Jensen. I’d been telling him that this would happen for weeks. He was a fool not to believe me.
Licking the remnants of the sweet dessert from my lips, I looked up at his sex-face. “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” I teased, kissing my way down his abs until I had come face to face with his erection. Taking a moment, I pondered my next move. If cold showers helped to kill off arousal, then I can only assume putting a cold dessert on it will do the same thing … 
Though, if said dessert was promptly removed with, say, one’s tongue, it should cancel the cold out, right? Seemed logical. I bet even Spock would agree. If he was into this sort of thing.
“Madison …” Jensen warned, watching me with one arched eyebrow as I sat up and dipped the spoon into the carton, all-the-while eyeing his lower half’s best impression of the Washington Monument. “That would not be wise.”
“No?” I asked playfully, tilting my head to the right as I lifted the messy spoon from the tub of ice cream and looked at him. “Have you tried it before?” Jensen shook his head slowly, holding my gaze the entire time, and I smirked. “Then, how can you be so sure?”
Before he could stop me, I tilted the spoon slightly until the shaft of his dick had a thin trail of ice cream trickling down it. Sure, he jumped at the sudden temperature change, but he remained hard—take that, Mythbusters.
“Cold! Cold! Co—ooooh …” Before the ice cream dripped any lower, I lowered my head and wrapped my mouth around him, being sure to use my tongue to lap up any excess spillage. “Oh, God,” Jensen moaned, his hands fumbling around mine until he took the carton and the spoon away from me. I groaned in mock-disapproval of him ruining my dessert, and that only made him buck his hips slightly until he was buried deep in my mouth. If I could have smiled around his cock, I would have.
I moved my hands until I had one wrapped firmly around his erection, moving in time with my head and the other kneading the flesh of his hip. I could tell he was trying to keep his hips from moving too much, wanting to let me set the pace, but his base urges were still there every once in a while.
“Shit, baby,” Jensen groaned, his fingers threading into my hair and pulling it away from my face. “Ohhhh, watching you do that is … oh, God … it’s …” Without removing my lips from around him, I opened my eyes and looked up. His eyes seemed almost darker with lust (which was ridiculous, it was probably because it was somewhere around midnight), and his mouth was opened partially as he grunted through the beginning stages of his orgasm.
 I increased both the pressure and speed at which I was moving until his hands tightened in my hair—a telltale sign that he was so close. “Fuck, Madi … I’m going to …” And, after one more languid stroke up his length, I plunged myself back down as he came.
His fingers relaxed in my hair and his legs went limp as I licked and sucked my way back up, being sure to take care of any messes that might still linger. “See,” I gloated. “Frozen food in bed is fun.”
I should have recognized the glint in his eyes for what it was before everything happened: retaliation. With a savage growl, Jensen had us both flipped over until he had me pinned beneath him, his legs on either side of my thighs, holding them in place, and his right hand holding both of my wrists above my head as I squirmed and giggled.
“What are you doing?” I demanded loudly through my laughter as he reached for the ice cream on his nightstand. “Oh no… Nononononono!” I continued to giggle through my protest.
“But you just said frozen food in bed is fun. How can you expect to not allow me to see for myself?” he asked, drawing the spoon from the carton, the ice cream mostly melted and dripping from it. “This is going to be so messy.”
I laughed, channeling Kyle for just a second. “Yeah, that’s what she said.”
Jensen froze to shake his head at me. “You, Miss Landry, have a filthy mind. I have half a mind to punish you.”
Feeling particularly playful, I winked. “Well, I’m pretty sure anything you deemed ‘punishment’ would really just light my fire, don’t you think?” Then, he did it. He tipped the spoon and light green, sticky liquid dribbled around my right nipple in an almost perfect circle.
“Holy crap! That is cold!”
Chuckling, Jensen leaned forward, his warm, wet tongue poking out and flattening against the trickling ice cream. “I told you,” he mumbled against my boob. “Now relax. You’ll enjoy this.” His lips placed wet, open-mouthed kisses down … down … down …
Okay, he was right; it was pretty awesome.
The minute he reached my belly button, he sat up, swirled the spoon into the carton and brought it back out, letting the cold liquid pour onto my growing belly. I wasn’t sure if he really thought that one through though, because he had poured so much on that it kind of went in two different directions down either side of me.
Working on my right side first, he licked and sucked and—
“Ow!” I said with a laugh as he gently nipped the skin of my hip. Smiling, he kissed his way back up my belly and cleaned up my left side before he worried about the rest.
He released my arms from above my head and shifted our positions so he was no longer straddling me, but between my legs instead. Hooking his hands behind my knees, he lifted and pulled until I was in exactly the right position. Then, his hands slid up the outside of my thighs until his thumbs hooked into the sides of my panties. Slowly, he pulled them down, forcing my legs from around him so he could pull them off completely. 
Once my legs were back in place, he grabbed more melted ice cream from the carton and drizzled it on my lower belly. When my skin registered the cold, it trembled and Jensen chuckled before leaning down and letting his tongue catch it before it went too far dow—
“Holy frickin’ cold!” I said when he missed some and it trickled just above my pelvis.
With a low, gravelly chuckle, Jensen lapped it up before letting his tongue travel just a little to the left until he was right where I knew he wanted to be. My hips moved in rhythm with him, but he was having none of it, ensnaring my upper thighs and holding me still while he continued to work his magic.
His tongue slid up and down, stopping every so often to tease that sensitive little bundle of nerves that catapulted me right to the brink of sexual release time and time again. He wasn’t ready to let me fall yet, though, moving his tongue back down. I could feel the warmth of my orgasm starting to spread beneath my skin, the tingles soon following and pushing it outward until my entire body prepared itself. Bringing my hands down, I threaded them through Jensen’s hair and encouraged him to keep going.
“So close,” I whispered, my voice cracking when he moaned against my flesh. “Yes …” Jensen’s right hand left my hip, kneading the flesh of my ass and holding me against his face and doubling his efforts until I was a trembling mess and begging him to keep going. 
I was certain I saw fireworks as my orgasm crashed down around me, pulling me under and tossing me around like I was caught in a riptide of pleasure. As soon as the waves of release ebbed, my body quivered, and I sank back onto the bed, drawing in one deep breath after the other as my heart beat out a rhythm of holy shit, holy shit, holy shit. The intensity of my orgasm was colossal. While Jensen was extremely talented in the area of getting me off, this was just … wow.
Sheepishly, Jensen propped himself up on his elbows, still stationed between my quivering thighs as he used his hand to wipe the lower half of his face. “Was that … okay?”
“Okay?” I said in a high-pitched voice resembling that of a pre-pubescent boy. “Was it okay? Hot damn, that was insane. I don’t think I’ve ever come so hard in my life,” I assured him. “Get up here.”
Always one to comply, Jensen moved up my body and I pressed my lips to his. Kissing him hard and rough, I was still able to taste myself on him as my tongue insistently slipped past his lips and caressed his softly. We kissed for a few more minutes before he pulled back and looked over at the alarm clock. “As much as I’d love to go another round, love, it’s already after one. We should get to sleep.”
Jensen moved to push himself from between my legs when he groaned, his face crinkling adorably. “Okay, this is why food in the bedroom isn’t fun.” As he continued to move from between my legs, I fully understood; everywhere our bodies touched was sticky from the sugar in the ice cream.
“Quick shower?” I suggested with a laugh, feeling only a little bit bad about it, because we’d both thoroughly enjoyed playing.
Jensen nodded, pulling me to my feet and leading me to the washroom so we could clean up. Jensen was just starting the shower when I felt a twinge in my left side that forced me to lean into it. 
Jensen turned around and noticed. “Madi?” His forehead creased with concern as he rushed to my side.
Shaking my head, I stood up when the feeling passed. “It’s okay. Just a weird cramp. Maybe we should’ve waited fifteen minutes after eating before we engaged in any strenuous activity,” I joked, hoping to lighten the mood, but Jensen seemed wary. “Honestly,” I continued, taking a step toward him, “I’m fi—oooow!” Before I could even get the rest of my sentence out, I felt another twinge—though this time it felt like I someone had reached into my stomach and wrapped their extremely large hands around my insides and was squeezing. It was so intense, it sent me to my knees.
“Shit! Madi!” Jensen ran to me, wrapping his arm around my back helped me stand. 
Once the pain subsided again, Jensen left the bathroom, returning a few minutes later dressed in jeans and a sweater. He also had clothes for me in one hand and his phone in the other.
“Is she okay?” I heard my dad ask through the speaker on Jensen’s phone as he set it down.
“I don’t know,” Jensen replied, kneeling next to me. 
“Mads?”
The pain, while less, was returning. “Yeah, Daddy?”
“Kiddo, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know. There was this little pain, and then a much stronger one.”
“Where, honey?”
“My stomach, but it’s gone now.”
Jensen thrust a shirt at me, but I shook my head. “Put it on,” he ordered as gently as he could through his panic. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”
“Jensen, it’s fine,” I told him again. “The pain is gone.” I started to push myself to my feet, but another sharp pain ripped its way across my stomach.
“Madison Landry, you listen to Jensen,” Dad told me, using his firm Dad-voice. “I’ll meet you guys out front and we’ll ride to the hospital together. You could be in labor.”
If I wasn’t freaked out before, I definitely was after hearing that. “What?” I screeched, my panicked eyes snapping to Jensen. “No, I can’t be. I’m barely over twenty weeks. It’s way too soon.”
“I know, honey,” Jensen said, helping me into my shirt. “That’s why we need to go in. We need to see if they can do something to stop it if that’s the case.”
From that point on, I didn’t argue. I let Jensen help me into my clothes, only briefly worrying about my sticky skin before I felt another sharp pain. I figured it probably wasn’t the craziest thing they’d seen. 
When we arrived at the hospital, Jensen and my dad helped me out of the car and inside. Once I had been admitted, a man in scrubs came with a wheelchair, and we were taken to the maternity floor. It didn’t take long before I was in a backless hospital gown, being felt up by a nurse I’d never met, and hooked up to monitors. Just the three of us were alone finally, and my dad and Jensen were nervously pacing in opposite directions at the end of the bed in the small room. 
“You two are making me dizzy,” I told them weakly, my body exhausted from having stayed up so late and the pain.
“I just don’t understand,” Dad said. “You’ve been in such good health. Aren’t there signs that this could have been a possibility?”
“Daddy,” I started, wringing the hospital blanket from my bed in my hands. “Stop worrying.”
“Stop worrying?” he parroted. “How are you not worrying, Mads?”
“Honestly? I’m freaking out, so all of this … added panic isn’t helping.” Pressure built up in my chest before releasing as a sob. “I need someone to be strong here.”
Jensen was by my side in an instant, wrapping his arm around my shoulder and kissing the top of my head as I cried into his shoulder. He mumbled apologies and words of reassurance into my temple, and I nodded along, trying to force myself to believe him. It felt impossible.
Soon, the door to the room opened, and Dr. Smith came in. He didn’t look worried, and I found a little comfort in that.
“Madison,” he greeted, before acknowledging Jensen with a nod. “I hear we’re experiencing some cramping?”
I nodded as Jensen stood up. “I am. Sometimes it’s not too bad, but other times … it’s all I can do to keep from keeling over.”
Dr. Smith nodded, coming over to look at the tape that was being spit out of the machine beside me. “Well, the bad news is that what you were experiencing were definitely contractions.” Jensen took my hand in his and gave it a supportive squeeze. “But, the good news is that they’re nothing more than Braxton Hicks contractions, and they seem to have stopped, based on these readings.”
The three of us all breathed a sigh of relief, and I let my head fall back on my pillow. “That’s great news,” I told him, but then my curiosity kicked in. “So … what caused them? I mean, that couldn’t have been normal?”
Dr. Smith smiled at me, glancing at my father, then at Jensen. “Actually, they’re quite normal. It’s the body’s way of warming up for the main event.” He paused, jotting something down in my chart, his forehead furrowing. “Though, it does seem a tad early. Tell me, Madison, have you been overly stressed or maybe engaged in any strenuous activities in the last twenty-four hours? Heavy lifting, riding, running, sex? An orgasm causes the uterus to contract, and during pregnancy this can often mimic labor.”
“Well, that’s my cue to leave.” The three of us looked up just in time to see my dad duck out of the room, his cheeks an unnatural shade of crimson. I was sure it matched my own based on how hot I suddenly felt.
As soon as the door was closed behind him, I looked back to Dr. Smith and nodded. “We, uh … we had sex tonight, actually. About ten to twenty minutes before the pain started.”
“We’ve also been dealing with our shady neighbor for the last few weeks. I’m pretty sure that could be considered stressful,” Jensen reminded me, and I promptly told the doctor what happened.
“Well,” Dr. Smith said, “at this point, I’m honestly not too concerned. Let’s keep an eye on it, though. Take it easy for a couple days, but you should be able to resume your regular day-to-day routines soon enough.”
Feeling relieved, Jensen and I grabbed our belongings before finding Dad waiting out in the waiting room. He couldn’t make eye contact with either of us, and his cheeks still held a little bit of redness. Made sense since I was just as embarrassed. Sure, the situation Jensen and I were in made it pretty obvious that we were sexually active, but what parent wants to hear the details? I’m guessing very few, if any at all.
Once Jensen pulled the car to a stop, Dad gave me a hug and then went home. “Take the morning off, Mads.”
I prepared to protest when Jensen cut in. “The doctor said to take it easy.”
“Okay,” I agreed, rubbing my slightly swollen belly as exhaustion rolled over me. I’d almost forgotten how late it was. “Thank you. Maybe I can come do some of the month-end paperwork in the afternoon?”
With an amused grin behind his fair mustache, Dad nodded before turning for home. “I’m not going to fight you for it. You know how much I hate that shit. Good night, you two.”
“Night, Daddy.”
“G’ night, Wayne.” Once Dad was out of sight, Jensen pulled me toward the house. “C’mon, sweetheart. It’s late. You need rest.”
Yawning, I followed Jensen inside to find Bones laying by the front door. His head perked up as we stepped through the door, tail wagging, and he followed us to bed. It didn’t take long for the three of us to fall back asleep, and it seemed like even less time before Jensen was kissing my forehead before slipping out for work.
 
 
 



Chapter 15. Left Out

As the weeks passed, I was pleasantly surprised that we’d seen neither hide nor hair of Charles Dalton after the wash stall incident. He stopped visiting the barn, which made me think that maybe he really was afraid of Jensen following through on his threat. Every time Jensen or I would drive into town, we’d pass by his land and find the number of mustangs was slowly dwindling. Because he seemed to be making the effort to get rid of them, Dad hadn’t called it in—even though I still thought he should. 
In addition to the chaos Charles had brought into our normally peaceful lives, Jensen was busy trying to finalize the plans for the camper’s cabin. With summer only a few months away, we were cutting it pretty damn close. On my end, I was starting to plan Jensen’s birthday party. While it wasn’t a secret by any means, I definitely wanted to make it special. It might be the last big party we threw for a while once the baby arrived in a few more months.
I was now nearing the middle my second trimester and was at the stage where I didn’t fit into any of my old clothes anymore and finally gave in and bought some maternity clothes. It was frustrating, actually, because I looked and felt like I had a case of permanent bloat. I wanted to feel sexy and beautiful, but it really just felt as though I’d eaten one too many cheeseburgers—which was actually accurate. Jensen assured me I looked radiant, but I was sure he just wanted to keep getting in my pants. When he wasn’t acting like a total sourpuss, anyway.
“Madi?”
Shaking free of the turn my thoughts had taken, I looked up from my cup of coffee on the table to find Jensen staring at me from the other side of the kitchen island. He looked a little worried. How long had he been standing there calling me?
I smiled and grabbed my cup so I could wash it. “Sorry.”
Jensen shrugged, dropping his eyes back to the counter. “That’s okay. I’ve got to head out to the barn right now anyway. I’m late.”
On his way past me, Jensen leaned down for a kiss. Unlike how he used to kiss me, this one felt different—like it lacked emotion.
I had no idea what was up with him, but it definitely felt like Jensen was keeping himself at a safe distance emotionally. I couldn’t be sure why—and maybe I was just acting a little sensitive about everything—but it freaked me out a little. He’d barely touched me in days, and whenever I asked him if something was wrong, he just told me he was busy or tired … or some other lame excuse that only loaned itself to my rising insecurities.
If I thought back to when it started, I could pinpoint it to when I felt the baby kick for the first time a few days ago…

Feeling refreshed after a nice, long shower, I pulled on a new pair of maternity jeans and grabbed a long-sleeved shirt from my dresser. Before I pulled on the shirt that would no doubt hug my rapidly expanding waistline, I grabbed the lotion I’d been told by Willow was supposed to decrease my chances of getting stretch marks, and applied it to my belly. I still wasn’t sold on how accurate her information was, but I was willing to try.
As I applied a liberal amount to my skin, spreading it around and massaging it in, I felt a strange fluttering. It stopped almost as quickly as it had happened, and I figured it was nothing more than a little gas—glamorous, am I right? I went back to moisturizing, and was just working the last little bit in when it happened again, only this time it stuck around until I was sure it was something much more special.
Ignoring the fact that I was just in my jeans and a bra, I ran down the hall. “Jensen!” I called out excitedly, running right past the living room entrance and toward the kitchen.
“Madi, I’m in here.” 
I slid to a stop on the hardwood and turned around, practically bounding into the room and flopping down onto the couch beside him, my cheeks hurting because my smile was so wide. 
“Everything okay?”
I nodded, reaching over for his hand and placing it on my belly. “Super great, actually. I felt the baby kick.”
Jensen tossed the newspaper aside and turned to face me on the couch, tucking his left leg under him as he rested his other hand on my belly too. “Seriously?” His eyes were wide with excitement the whole time we waited.
“Just give it a sec,” I said, biting my lower lip, anticipating the look on his face when he felt his child move for the first time.
Several minutes passed, and I was about to admit defeat when I felt those telltale little flutters begin. Soon, they escalated, and I watched Jensen’s, expecting a big, goofy grin, but was met with expectation instead … and then disappointment as he realized it was happening and he couldn’t feel it.
He pulled his hands back and smiled, but it didn’t reach his blue eyes the way it usually did.
“Jensen?” 
He inhaled before leaning forward and kissing me lightly, and then he stood. “I forgot, I promised Wayne I’d run into town for a few things.”
“Jensen …” I tried again, sitting forward on the couch. “I’m sorry.” An overwhelming feeling of remorse filled my heart for having gotten his hopes up and then crushed them minutes later like an asshole.
“It’s fine, sweetheart. It’s still early.” And then he was gone. And while he didn’t seem angry when he returned, he did seem off. Like he was guarding himself from more disappointment.

Apparently, it was normal for the first few movements to not be strong enough to be felt externally. According to the books, anyway. It still sucked, and ever since then, Jensen has seemed a little down. I hoped the ultrasound would turn that around, because I missed him. 
As he stepped around me, I grabbed his wrist and looked back at him. Jensen looked at me, his somewhat dazed expression telling me he’d been lost in his own thoughts. This sobered me a little, reminding me of the distance he seemed to be putting between us.
Knowing I needed to get to the bottom of things, I finally broke my silence. “You okay?”
Jensen’s eyebrows pulled together with confusion. “I’m fine. You?”
I sighed. “I feel like you’re … I don’t know. Upset about something? About the baby?”
“What?” Jensen seemed genuinely shocked by my inquiry. “How could you even think that?”
“You’re joking, right?” He looked at me like he had no idea what I was talking about. “Jensen, you’ve been distant these last couple weeks. Always finding some excuse to be anywhere but here. With me.”
Sighing, Jensen ran a hand over his unshaven face. I watched the way the muscles in his shoulders and bicep rippled beneath the colorful tattoo that traveled up his arm. “I’m sorry if that’s how you feel, I swear I’m just stressed with all the preparations for the summer camps.”
“Maybe so,” I challenge, “but there’s more to it. You’ve been acting funny since the day I felt the baby move.”
Jensen froze, his hand still covering his mouth. Within seconds, it fell to his side, and he looked shocked and even horrified by my accusation. Then his expression shifted as he came to the same conclusion. “Oh, baby, no.” He turned to me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry I let my fucked up male brain get in the way. While that’s not what’s on my mind lately, I won’t deny that it’s how all of this got started.”
“What does that mean?”
Jensen sighed and pulled me to the table where we sat facing each other. He held my hands in his, and it was the first time in weeks that I felt that familiar hum beneath my skin, and the warmth in his blue eyes had returned. “I can’t explain it, but the best I can say is that I was jealous…feeling left out, even.”
“Jensen, that’s ridiculous.”
He laughed. “Don’t think I don’t realize that. I do. I’m not justifying the feelings, but that’s the best way I can describe it. And maybe it makes me sound like a total bitch-baby, but the truth is, you’ve been experiencing all these wonderful things, and I haven’t.”  
At just that moment, the baby kicked really hard. To me, it felt like a pretty big sign, so I pulled his hands forward and placed them on my belly. It only took a couple seconds before Jensen’s head snapped to where his hands rested on my belly, his blue eyes wide and alight with what looked like wonder. He finally felt his baby kick for the first time, and it brought tears to my eyes.
Damn hormones. 
“Holy crow!” he cried out, sounding a little off because his exclamation didn’t end in his usual profanity. I could only imagine it was to save the baby from hearing such things; he was ridiculously sweet. “Was that …?”
I nodded enthusiastically. “See, you get to experience it in a different way, and it makes me understand exactly what you’ve been feeling.”
And just like that, all of Jensen’s feelings of inadequacy seemed to lift, and everything between us returned to normal. It was a relief, and I was so grateful that we’d been able to talk through this instead of letting it explode like the last time we let things fester between us. It was a true testament to just how much we’d grown.
 



Chapter 16. Big Discoveries & Bigger Mistakes

“Okay, I think I’m done,” April said, sliding her book across the table to me and interrupting my muddled thoughts. We were sitting at the table in the viewing gallery late one the afternoon, working on April’s certification, and I had let my mind wander to the morning’s discussion with Jensen.
April looked pretty pleased with herself, and she was probably right to; she was doing amazingly well with this part of her certification. It was great to see someone so young taking this so seriously, because it would only make her a better rider and, one day, a better competitor. She reminded me a lot of myself at her age, actually.
I looked over the paper she’d just filled out; on it was an outlined drawing of a horse with blank spaces pointing to various parts of the animal’s anatomy. I wasn’t surprised to see she got them all right, and soon enough we were catching Max for her private lesson.
April was tacking Max up when warm arms circled around my waist. Strong, familiar hands flattened out over my swollen lower belly and lips caressed the length of my neck, leaving me light-headed and breathless. He seemed to really love my changing body—more than I thought should’ve been possible. His obsession bordered on fetishism; I was starting to think he was one of those preggophiles.
“Hey, beautiful,” Jensen whispered into my ear, his breath triggering a ripple of goose bumps across my skin. “How are you?” his hand moved back and forth over my tummy, and I giggled looking down and placing my own hand over his.
“We’re good,” I whispered, running my hand over his. “I’m just taking April for her lesson. I told her we’d work on higher rails once she completed her level one, and she did really well.”
Jensen nodded against my shoulder before releasing me. “How long will you be?”
“Maybe an hour. Her mom’s coming to pick her up in an hour and a half,” I told him, knowing he was nervous because I’d been a little clumsier these last few days. 
I know, I didn’t think that was possible either. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how bad it would get as my pregnancy progressed.
Smirking at me, he winked. “So, it goes without saying that you should be careful?”
“It does.” I nodded once. “And I will be, don’t worry.”
Jensen greeted April as he passed her, congratulating her with a high five for completing the first part of her training before disappearing into the office where he said he was going to approve the blueprints for the campers’ quarters. We wanted to start offering camps when school let out, and in order for that to happen, construction would have to begin in the next couple weeks. 
April and Max followed me into the arena where she mounted up. As she warmed up, April started asking questions about competing
“What’s it like?”
“I think everyone feels a bit different,” I explained, setting up a small course for April to do with Max, “but for me, my heart races, my palms get a little sweaty, and I get butterflies in my stomach. But as soon as my name is called, everything just goes … really still.” She listened raptly as I spoke about it, and I smiled. “We’ll get you into a few local shows for practice, don’t you worry. You’ll see soon enough.”
Between runs on the course, April and I talked more about some of the local shows in the area, and she seemed really excited about the idea of showing Max when they were ready. During our hour together, April and Max hit a new personal best, raising their jumps by six inches, and she couldn’t have been more thrilled, nor I more proud. April’s mother showed up while she was brushing Max down, and April talked about her day practically in fast-forward, showing her mom her completed assignments and explaining everything she learned. Knowing how most teenagers could be, it was reassuring to see just how excited she was about all of this, and it was equally as heart-warming to see how receptive her mom was to it all.
Just as I was doing one last walk-through of the barn, I noticed the light to the office was still on, so I popped my head in to find Jensen all furrow-browed as he stared at the blueprints that he had unrolled in front of him on the desktop.
“Hey,” I said softly to avoid startling him. “What’s got your forehead so crinkly?”
He sighed in exasperation, running his fingers through his hair as he leaned back in the chair. “These damn blueprints. It’s the second set the contractors have given us, and they’re still wrong.”
Pushing myself off the doorframe, I entered the office and circled the desk to take a look. While certain it would all be gibberish to me, I was willing to see if I could make heads or tails of it and maybe give him a hand.
I leaned on the desk and looked at the lines that made up the campers’ quarters. As I continued to look them over, I could kind of see what was what, but I didn’t see anything wrong with it at all.
Suddenly, Jensen’s hands were around my waist, and he pulled me down onto his lap before sliding us closer to the desk as he explained everything to me. “See, your dad and I discussed the cabin having two separate rooms with a few bunks in each one.” Jensen pointed at the blueprints. “But the contractors have it as one big common room. I would think that if we had both male and female campers that they would want their privacy, you know?”
I hummed in agreement. “And what was wrong with the first set?”
“Ugh, don’t even get me started on that shit-show.”
I groaned sympathetically, shifting to sit sideways in his lap. “Oh, baby. You’re so stressed out,” I pouted, running my fingers through his hair until his eyes lulled shut and he moaned softly. “Why don’t we go home, and I’ll make dinner, and then we can curl up on the couch together and watch some TV?”
Bringing his right hand up, he rested it on my tummy’s slight bulge and began moving his thumb back and forth slowly. “God, that sounds amazing,” he whisper-sighed before opening his eyes. I saw immediately that it wasn’t going to happen. “I need to make a few notes on these and get back to the contractor tonight, though, if we’re going to break ground in the next few weeks. I don’t think I’ll be longer than an hour.”
I nodded, placing a quick kiss on his lips before standing up. “Okay. Take your time.” I looked down to Bones who was asleep at our feet. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go on home. Daddy’ll be along in a bit.”
Bones hopped to his feet and padded along beside me as we made our way through the barn and toward the house, where I decided to start a load of laundry while I tried to think of what to make for dinner.
After putting our colors into the washer, I made my way to the kitchen where I filled Bones’ dishes and rifled through my cupboards and fridge for something to make for dinner. It didn’t take long for me to hunt down the ingredients to make mini pizzas on the pita bread we had left over from lunch. Twenty minutes later, they were prepped and ready for baking, so I set them on the stove while the oven warmed up, and I was just about to start sweeping the floor when the timer to the washer went off.
When I opened the dryer to put our wet clothes in, I noticed that our load of whites from last week was still in there and waiting to be folded. This wasn’t the first time I’d done something like this; the further into my pregnancy I got, the more scattered my train of thought was. Annoyed with myself for forgetting them, I pulled them out and set them on the dryer while I put the wet clothes inside and started another load to wash.
Thankfully, the load needing to be folded weren’t as wrinkly as I figured they should have been since they sat neglected for a week. Smoothing out the few creases as best I could, I folded the shirts before pairing and rolling the socks. When they were all done, I picked them up and carried them to our room so I could put them away. After putting my few pairs of socks away, I moved to Jensen’s half of the dresser and put his shirts in their drawer before opening his sock drawer.
One look inside had me shaking my head. What was usually the picture of perfection—something a drill sergeant would be proud of—looked as though someone had thrown a cherry bomb in there. There were both loose and bundled socks tossed in there haphazardly. I set the socks in my hand down so I could tidy the drawer, all while wondering what on Earth—
I had just lifted about three rolled pairs of socks when a tiny, black velvet box tumbled into my line of sight. I froze, my breath catching in my throat as I tried to tell myself I was seeing things. Unable to turn my head away, I clenched my eyes shut for a few seconds before opening them and still seeing the box.
“No,” I whispered to myself, dropping the socks I now held in my hand to the floor as I reached for it. The box looked aged, so I tried to tell myself that maybe it was his high school or college grad ring—a totally reasonable explanation for the mystery box I now grasped in my hand, right?
Swallowing thickly, I opened the box with a soft click and gasped when the square solitaire diamond stared back at me. It’s thousands of tiny facets glittered in the remaining sunlight that spilled in through the windows, and I smiled in excitement and disbelief. Nope, definitely not a grad ring.
Unable to stop myself, I lifted the delicate ring from the cushion that held it in place before setting the box down. The white gold band was in pristine condition, leading me to believe that the ring could have been new, but the box was aged, and the setting the stone was in looked almost antique. As I stared at the ring, wondering how long Jensen had been holding onto it, realization hit me like a freight train: this was what he was keeping from me on our way back from his parents’ place in November.
Apparently, it wasn’t enough to just hold the ring between my fingers; soon enough, I was sliding the delicate ring down my left ring finger and marveling in just how right it felt sitting there. My heartbeat quickened, and I could feel my lips turning up into an excited smile as I stared at the sparkling diamond. While I knew I was worried about what others would think if we got married now, I couldn’t help but wonder if Jensen was going to ask me again soon and why he hadn’t tried giving it to me in the last few months.
I was so caught up in my own thoughts, I didn’t even hear the front door open before Jensen called out, “Madison? Baby, I’m home.”
Panicked, I looked from my finger to the bedroom door, and then back to my finger before I realized I had to take the ring off so he wouldn’t find out I’d discovered it. I quickly tossed the socks back in his drawer, not worrying about tidying them because I now understood why they were disorderly. Once I had them all picked up, I lifted my hand and pulled gently on the ring …
“Fuck,” I muttered when it didn’t move past my knuckle. How could I have been so stupid? I continued to twist and pull the ring, hoping that I’d be able to get the friggin’ thing off before Jensen reached me.
“Love?” Jensen’s voice was getting closer, so I pulled again to no avail …
I was so screwed.
 



Chapter 17. Suspicions are High

After a longer-than-fucking-necessary phone conversation with the contractors, it felt like I was never going to get through the blueprint approvals for the bunk house. They said they finally “got it,” and that they’d rework the plans and have them to me in a day or two, but only after I explained in great detail what the problem was. 
Before going home for dinner, I double checked that the barn was secure. When Madison tried tempting me away from work with the promise of dinner and a movie while we curled up on the couch, it took all my strength to tell her I’d be along shortly. I wanted nothing more than to let her help me forget about the contractors messing everything up.
“Madison?” I called out to her over the rumbling of the washer and dryer just off to my left. When I looked into the kitchen after taking my boots off, I saw what looked like individual pizzas sitting on the stove—uncooked. “Baby, I’m home.”
When she didn’t answer for the second time, I grew concerned and made my way for our bedroom. Bones greeted me the minute I passed the living room and escorted me down the hall. 
“Fuck.” I heard Madison’s muffled curse coming from the partially opened bedroom door at the end of the hall. Whatever was going on in there had me both curious and a little nervous.
“Love?”
Slowly, I placed my hand flat against the door and began to push it open …
“No!” Madison cried. “Nonononono!”
When I walked into the room I found it empty and the bathroom door just closing. The lock clicked into place immediately. “Madison? You’re starting to freak me out … What’s going on?”
“Uh …” She sounded almost nervous about something. “Nothing. Everything’s fine. Just, uh, cleaning the sink … shit!” Her voice dropped to a whisper on that last word, but I still picked it up.
“What is it? What happened?” I inquired, panicked.
“Um, can you grab me my cell phone?” she asked. “I need to call Brandon and ask him a question.”
“Regarding?” What the hell was she being so cryptic about?
The door opened quickly, and I took in her frazzled looking appearance. She was trying to mask it with a phony smile, but I saw right through it. “It’s nothing to worry about. Can you just grab it for me? It’s on the island in the kitchen.”
“Sure, but are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help?” I offered, looking behind her to see that she had the cabinet beneath the sink open and completely emptied, its contents thrown all over the floor in what looked like a moment of blind panic.
“Mmm hmm. Thanks.”
Realizing she wasn’t going to open up to me right now, I grabbed the slender cell phone off the counter and brought it to her. She thanked me with a kiss before asking if I’d mind putting dinner in the oven and closing the door.
Because I was a nosy son of a bitch, I stayed outside the door for a minute before heading to the kitchen—just to make sure she really was okay and not just saying she was so she wouldn’t freak me out. 
 “Hey, Will. Is Brandon home?” I heard her ask quietly. “Hi, Brandon. Listen, what do you know about plumbing? Oh, I dropped, um, something down the drain by accident.” I was just about to knock on the door and tell her that I could give her a hand when I heard her continue. “Uh huh… Um, I think I have one out in the tool shed… Yeah? That’s it? Great! Thanks, I owe you one!”
What the hell did she drop down the sink drain that had her so worked up?
Shaking my head, I decided to let her handle this on her own; I mean, if she wanted my help, she would ask for it, and clearly she wanted to do this on her own. Not that it made this entire situation any less strange.
After Bones and I went back out to the kitchen, I put dinner in the oven and sat at the table and started playing a game of Angry Birds on my phone to pass the time before Madison joined me. I saw her blurred form dart past the kitchen and to the front door before I heard her voice in passing.
“I just have to grab something from the shed!” Within a few minutes, she was back and rushing in the other direction with a huge pipe wrench in her hands.
“Babe? Are you sure I can’t give you a hand?” I called after her with a chuckle.
“Uh huh!” was her quick reply before I heard our en suite door slam shut behind her.
Chuckling to myself, I shook my head and refocused my attention on the three green pigs that had barricaded themselves within the stone walls that were proving to be impossible to smash. Fuck, I hate this game.
Madison’s loud sigh drew my eyes up to her as she entered the kitchen. She still looked a little frazzled, but like she could breathe a little easier, having solved her problem. “Sorry about that.”
“Everything go okay?” I asked, somewhat nervous about the condition of our washroom.
Nodding, she headed to the stove and peered inside the oven. “Yeah.”
“May I ask what you dropped down the drain?” I asked, smirking.
Madison’s body froze, still bent over in front of the oven as she let the door close. “Oh, uh … Well, I was cleaning the sink and counter, and as I was wiping everything down, I flung a piece of jewelry into the sink.”
I wasn’t entirely sure if I believed her or not. “And you thought to ask Brandon over me? I was right there …” She was still refusing to look at me, picking up the dishcloth and wiping the counter to busy herself, and it made me suspicious—really fucking suspicious.
“I needed you to pop dinner in the oven,” she responded quickly, sounding a little surer of her answer as she turned to face me with a bright smile. “Besides, you’d just finished up a long work day; I didn’t want to bother you because I had been careless.”
“You’re sure?”
Nodding, she circled the island and fell into my lap. “Yup. Now, dinner’s almost ready. Should we eat in the living room and watch some original Star Trek, or Next Gen?”
Knowing that Madison had this inexplicable crush on Patrick Stewart, I opted for Next Gen—she’d be going to bed with me that night, after all, and I was more than okay with reaping the benefits of her ravenous libido.
 



Chapter 18. Got it Right This Time …

We were in our favorite picnic spot, lying back on our blanket while our daughter laughed as she, Bones and Vlad ran around and around in the lush grass and wild flowers. Everything was perfect; the sun was shining and there was a light breeze keeping us cool as we watched our beautiful four-year old having fun.
Madison watched over our little girl with so much love and pride, her right hand moving over the slight bulge of her stomach as our second child grew within her. It was now or never.
“Marry me, Madison,” I asked, sitting up and gaining her full attention.
“Baby …” she whispered, her eyes widening in shock.
Smiling, I shook my head. “What are we waiting for?”
“Jensen …”
That was weird … I heard her, but her lips didn’t move.
Suddenly our daughter’s laughter stopped, and when I looked back to where I last saw her, she was gone. I panicked for a moment until I looked back over at Madison, whose stomach had multiplied in size at an alarming rate. The look on her face was one of elation and apprehension combined.
“It’s time.”
Rolling over, I opened my eyes, groaning and squinting against the sunlight that was filtering in through the sheer curtains until I focused on Madison. My beautiful Madison. Everything I had just dreamed seemed foggy and unclear as I took in her appearance, sitting on the edge of our bed, fully clothed and rubbing her belly, looking serene …
Everything came back in a flash, and I shot up, panicked and throwing the blankets away from me. “Holy shit! It’s time?”
Madison laughed, moving one of her hands to her chest. “Relax,” she instructed far too calmly. When I looked into her eyes and let the final fragments of sleep clear, I realized I may have dreamed that last thing she said. “It’s time to get up. Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Letting my head fall back onto the pillow, I ran my fingers through my hair, my racing heart slowing to its former pace. “Sorry, I guess I’m just a little on edge with our due date approaching.”
As weeks turned to months, things on the ranch slowly settled back into some kind of normalcy—or they kind of did. Construction on the campers’ quarters was finally underway and making great progress, so the stress that I’d been experiencing had started to wane. We were now in the middle of May so camp registration has been open for about a month, and all the camps were almost full. It was exciting and vomit-inducing. 
“That’s okay.” Madison shifted until she was leaning over me and pressed her lips gently to mine. My cock stirred, as it always did when she was in the same room with me. Though, I’d be lying if I said my body’s reactions to her pregnancy wasn’t more extreme; I imagined taking her multiple times throughout the day. Every fucking day. 
“Happy birthday, by the way,” she said, pulling my thoughts away from the more impure ones. It didn’t last long, though. As she pushed herself back up, she released a soft groan, and I was right back to imagining her under me … and on me … and in front of me. It really didn’t matter.
I smiled, reaching out and placing my hand on her swollen stomach, stroking it lightly in hopes that the baby might reward me with a little kick. “So it is. Thank you.”
“How does it feel to be thirty?”
“Actually,” I said with a grin and a wink, “pretty damn good. I really couldn’t ask for anything more.”
Madison’s eyes narrowed and her nose crinkled. “Well, that’s too bad because we’ve got a party to host tonight.”
Laughing, I sat up and got out of bed. “Love, unlike you, I actually enjoy celebrating my birthday.”
“Hey, I never said I didn’t like to celebrate it, I just don’t like parties,” she corrected me. When I glanced over my shoulder at her, I caught her smirking down at her bulging belly. “Well, maybe the last one wasn’t so bad.”
After pulling on a pair of jeans and a shirt, I walked over to her and placed my hand on her lower belly where the baby was busy kicking away. “How are you feeling today?” I asked. “Did you sleep any better?”
“No worse,” she admitted with a shrug.
The last few weeks had been rough on Madison when it came to her sleeping habits. There didn’t seem to be anything I could do to help her; she was just restless and often found herself walking through the house or sitting out on the back porch with the dog and a cup of warm milk or tea until she finally felt tired. At her father’s insistence, Madison was no longer doing hard labor around the ranch, even though she swore she felt fine. It didn’t matter though; Wayne wasn’t taking any chances after our little scare a few months ago.  
As I was feeling the baby moving around inside Madison, I felt her stomach tighten and her body shift slightly. “Oooh,” she moaned, and when I looked up at her, I noticed her face was slightly scrunched.
“Baby?” I asked, a surge of excitement and adrenaline flowing through me. Was this it?
Shaking it off, Madison smiled. “Sorry. These Braxton Hicks contractions are full force today.”
My eyes widened and I looked at her skeptically, knowing she had a habit of downplaying things. “Are you sure that’s all it was?”
She nodded. “Definitely. They’re actually less painful than usual. They just catch me off-guard and leave me a little winded because my lungs have less room as the baby grows. Come on, I made you breakfast.”
Following Madison into the kitchen, I kept asking her if she was okay. We were about a week away from our due date; she could technically go into labor any time now, and being out in the country, I really didn’t want to risk her giving birth on the side of the road. Sure, my mom was a doctor, but I wasn’t.
“Jensen, I’m fine. I swear. I’m almost forty weeks pregnant; discomfort is just par for the course at this point, I’ve found,” she tried to rationalize. “Look, if it becomes consistent or the pain is unbearable, I’ll call you.” She grabbed the oven mitts and pulled her famous French toast casserole from the oven before setting it on the stovetop. It was one of my favorites, and she knew that when she chose to make it.
I watched her carefully for the next forty-five minutes before I had to go to work. Wayne had tried to give me the day off, but Madison insisted that she’d be fine and would like the day to set up for my party. I didn’t mind working either because I knew with Madison unable to, my being there would help out immensely.
In the time I was in the house with Madison, I never once noticed her have another contraction or experience any discomfort whatsoever, so I felt all right leaving her for a few hours.
“You’ll call if you have any problems or need anything?” I asked, needing to make sure she was okay before taking off.
Rolling her eyes, Madison nodded. “Yes, go. Willow is going to be here soon to help me set up.”
“Okay, well you two have fun and I’ll see you at lunch.” After kissing Madison one last time, I headed to the barn to help Wayne with the stalls. On my way, I passed by the almost-finished bunkhouse. In just two weeks’ time it would be filled with our first group of campers. Since Willow offered to help out with the camps over the summer, she and Brandon just signed a lease on a place so they’d be close. She was going to help with the classwork while Madison and I found our groove in those first weeks of parenthood.
Wayne and I worked through the morning and around eleven, just as I was finishing up the last stall in the new barn, he came and found me. “You got an hour or so before lunch to come for a ride with me?” he asked.
My curiosity was piqued; Wayne never asked me to join him on his trail rides. After taking one last look around, I nodded, brushing my hands off and following him to the barn. “Uh, yeah, sure. Sounds fun.”
Wayne and I grabbed Ransom and Bandit and took them into the barn. While we groomed and tacked them up, we talked about how Madison was feeling and whether or not his grandchild would be gracing us any time soon.
I laughed. “Well, Madison assures me she feels fine.”
“But you’re not so sure,” Wayne assumed knowingly, and I shrugged as I tightened the latigo on the western saddle I was using for today’s trail ride. “Allie was the same way when she was pregnant with Madison. She didn’t want me to worry over every little thing.”
“And?” I asked, hoping that he actually didn’t have to worry about anything.
Untethering Bandit, he looked at me with a smile. “I’d trust her. If she’s anything like her mother, she’ll know when it’s time.”
Deciding he was right and that Madison knew better than anyone what was going on with her own body, I relaxed a little and released Ransom from his tether before following Wayne outside. The sun was out and the weather was perfect for a late morning ride. As we rode along the familiar trail toward the river, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was some underlying reason for this impromptu bonding session.
Whatever the reason, it actually couldn’t have come at a better time, because there was something I wanted to talk to him about anyway.
“You excited for your party tonight?” Wayne asked, glancing over at me as our horses ambled down the trail.
“Yup. Madison and Willow are setting up this morning, and I think everyone is showing up for dinner around seven,” I answered. “It should be good; I always enjoy when we’re all together.”
Wayne nodded. “Yeah, it’s been great. It was just Madison and me for so long, it’s been nice having everyone around.” There were a few minutes of silence as we continued to travel down the beaten path before Wayne spoke again. “So, you and Madi are doing all right?” There was something in his tone that told me there was more to his question.
“We’re great. Better than that, actually.” Inhaling a deep breath, I found some courage and went on. “Wayne, there’s actually something I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Oh?”
With a nod, I looked over at him to find him staring at me almost knowingly, the left side of his mouth curing up beneath his thick mustache. “I love Madison very much.” His head bobbed up and down. “And I would do anything it took to make her happy. While I understand our relationship has been anything but conventional, I’d like to try and do right by her. I guess what I’m saying is that I want to marry her, but I need to know I have your blessing.”
He halted Bandit abruptly, his smile fading fast, and I suddenly found myself worried that I’d misread his expression before I started blathering on. Pulling Ransom to a stop next to him, I prepared for whatever was about to come my way.
Then his mouth turned up into a full smile, and I expelled the breath I had been holding. “Jensen, you’re a fine young man, and I know Madison loves you very much. Honestly, I haven’t seen her this happy in a very long time. Of course you have my blessing. In fact, that’s why I invited you out here. I wanted to let you know in case that was all you were waiting for.”
“Thank you,” I said, relieved. “That means a lot.”
Content, Wayne and I nudged our horses forward and continued on our ride. We rode along the river until I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket. I stood slightly in the stirrups and grabbed it, seeing it was Madison.
Chuckling, I nodded toward the phone. “She’s probably wondering why we’re late for lunch.” I touched the connect button and held it to my ear. “Hey, what’s up?”
“Oh, Will and I were just wondering where you two were. It’s almost one,” she responded.
“Your dad and I went for a trail ride and got caught up talking. We didn’t realize we were late.” Wayne and I turned our mounts around and started back toward the ranch. “We’re on our way.”
“Okay, I’ll start lunch soon then. I’ll see you in a bit. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” I said before hanging up the phone. The way Wayne was looking at me as I put the phone back in my pocket told me just how huge and ridiculous my grin was.
“So,” he started to say, “when do you plan to ask her? Have you bought a ring yet?”
“Actually, my mom gave me my grandmother’s ring in hopes I’d give it to Madison,” I explained. “I hoped to give it to her tonight after the party.”
The smile on Wayne’s face grew so wide that the corners of his eyes creased. “Well, I wish you both nothing but the best. Good luck tonight.”



Chapter 19. … Or Not

When we arrived back at the ranch, we quickly brushed our horses down and turned them out before heading to the house to meet the girls for lunch. Upon entering, we found Madison and Willow just setting the soup and sandwiches on the table.
“Ladies,” I greeted, making my way for the sink to wash my hands while Wayne used the washroom to do the same.
“Hey, how was your ride?” Madison asked quietly, snaking her arms as far around my waist as she could with her belly in the way.
Turning around, I kissed the top of her head. She pushed her bottom lip out into a pout, probably having expected something a little more intimate. “Really good. It gave us a chance to really talk about a few things.”
“Yeah? Like what?” she inquired, the green flecks in her hazel eyes twinkling.
With a wink, I kissed her soft lips sweetly before shaking my head. She tasted sweet, and I wanted more. I pulled away quickly, inhaling a deep breath and trying to focus on anything other than what my dick wanted. “Well, I guess you’ll just have to wait and see,” I teased.
She bit her lower lip and her eyes lit up with contemplation—almost as though she suspected what it was she would be waiting for. To be honest, it wouldn’t matter if she did or didn’t suspect it; what mattered was her answer. And if I was reading her right, I’d say my chances of her saying yes were pretty damn good.
During lunch, Madison had a few more contractions, which worried me a little. The way she’d wince and clench her jaw had me thinking we’d be headed to the hospital soon, for sure. Hell, even Wayne and Willow thought it was time—which of course made Willow giddy since she had guessed that Madison would go into labor on my birthday.
Madison was bound and determined for her to be wrong.
“I’m fine,” she kept telling us as she all-but shoved us toward the front door. “I promise you, I’ll know when I’m in labor, and I’ll call you.”
“Baby,” I whispered, placing my hands on either side of her belly. “Don’t you think we should just go in to see?”
“And be sent home when they tell us that nothing is happening? No. I’m fine,” she repeated for the third time since lunch. “Now, you two go back to work. Willow and I have a bit of food prep for tonight, and I’ll see you here at six sharp. Your party starts at seven and you’ll want to be showered and presentable.”
I was hesitant to leave, but Willow assured me that if she noticed the contractions intensify, she’d make sure Madison called. Or she would do it herself.
So, Wayne and I left. We spent the next four hours cleaning up the grounds and making any final changes to the camping itineraries before we started bringing the horses in for the night. It would be a lie to say that the entire time I worked I wasn’t constantly wondering if Madison had gone into labor or if her water had broken. The only thing that kept me from running to the house every five minutes was knowing that Willow was keeping a watchful eye on her.
When I arrived home, it was eerily quiet. As I made my way into the house, finding the kitchen empty before moving to the living room, I found Willow curled up on the couch with Bones at her feet as she read a book.
“Where’s Madison?” I asked, concerned.
Willow looked up from her book. “Oh, she went to lay down a while ago. She was pretty beat from all the party prep.” I nodded. “You know, I bet I’m right,” she gloated. “I bet she goes into labor at some point tonight.
“Well,” I replied teasingly, “don’t hold your breath.” After seeing how much discomfort Madison was in, I wouldn’t have been surprised in the least if Willow’s prediction was right, either. “I’m going to hop in the shower.”
“Sure thing, birthday boy,” she said, looking back down at her book and turning the page.
After my shower, I wrapped my towel around my waist and headed for the bedroom to find Madison curled up on her right side, still fast asleep. Considering how little sleep she was still getting at night, I didn’t have the heart to wake her. So, being as quiet as possible, I stepped into our closet and grabbed a pair of jeans and a nice gray sweater.
Once I was dressed, I went to close my sock drawer when the black velvet box came into view. Knowing that tonight would be the night I finally gave it to Madison, I picked it up and quickly slipped it into my jeans pocket when I heard Madison stir.
 “Hey,” she said quietly, her voice slightly raspy as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”
“Almost six thirty. What time did you come lie down?”
Turning over, Madison swung her legs off the bed and stood up, stretching her back a little. “Um, about three?”
Smiling, I crossed the room to her. “Well, I’m glad you got some sleep. How’ve you been feeling?”
“Good.”
“Any more contractions?” She shook her head and caressed her stomach lovingly. “Well, why don’t you do whatever it is you need to do and tell me what else needs to be done before everyone gets here.”
Smiling, Madison stood on her toes and kissed me softly. “Actually, I think Will has everything covered. Maybe just check with her?”
“Sure thing. I’ll see you in a few.” I gave her one last kiss before leaving the room.
Madison was right, Willow had dinner in the oven already, so we were just waiting for our guests to show up. With nothing else to be done, I went to the living room and sat in the chair next to the couch. “What are you reading?” I asked, drawing Willow’s attention to me.
 “Oh, it’s called Gone Girl,” she replied, showing me the cover.
“Is it any good?”
Willow shrugged. “It’s different. Kinda weird and dark in places, but interesting too. They made it into a movie, and I keep putting it off until I finish this.”
While Willow and I talked about her book, Madison emerged in a beautiful, red dress that hung to just above her knees, and her long blond hair hung loose around her shoulders. “Thanks for taking care of everything, Willow.”
“No problem. How was your sleep?”
“Good, actually,” she said, sitting on the arm of the chair next to me.
Leaning to the left, I kissed her arm. “You look radiant,” I told her just as there was a knock at the door. Bones’ head snapped up, but he remained silent and on the couch with Willow while Madison and I got up to answer the door.
Brandon was the first to arrive, followed shortly by everyone else, and by seven sharp we were just sitting around the tables Madison and Willow had decked out in crisp white linens. Willow retrieved the casseroles from the oven while Madison offered everyone a glass of wine before they took their seats and we began eating.
Conversation flowed freely, and as the night wore on, the alcohol didn’t seem to flow as freely. I could only assume it was due to the fact that Madison’s due date was so near and no one wanted to miss the exact moment she went into labor. Even Kyle dialed back on indulging.
We were all gathered in the living room—or so I thought—when the lights suddenly went out. The room was almost completely black save for a warm glow behind me. Confused, I turned around to find Madison walking in with a cake. The candles atop the chocolate masterpiece lit up her already gorgeous features as she started singing, everyone soon joining in. 
As the song came to a close, Madison stopped right in front of me and the heat of the candles warmed the skin of my face as we stared at each other. The flickering flames danced in her already vibrant eyes as she spoke. “Make a wish.”
All I could do was shake my head. “What more could I possibly want? I already have everything.”
Laughing, Madison rolled her eyes. “Cheeseball.”
I leaned in with a wink and extinguished the flames with a single blow before the lights came back on and everyone gathered around us. Setting the cake on the coffee table, I served everyone, and after we all indulged in what had to be the most delicious chocolate cake on the planet, Madison pulled me to the couch to open gifts, starting with the one from my parents.
“We know it’s not much,” my mother said as I ripped the paper envelope open, “but your father and I know how much fun you had a few years back … before everything happened.” She cleared her throat. “Wayne and the everyone else pitched in, too.” 
When I opened the long card, two pieces of paper fell into my lap, so I reached down for them. When my eyes landed on the largest font on them, they nearly popped right out of my skull. I blinked a few times to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me before glancing back up at my parents. “Are you serious?”
“It’s a few months away, still,” Mom said with a sly smirk and a shrug. “But I’m sure someone would be willing to watch the baby …” Her eyes drifted to Madison. “If you’d be feeling up to going, of course.”
Madison looked down at the tickets, a smile forming. She clearly had no idea about this, because she looked just as surprised as me. “You guys want to send us to Vegas?” There was something in the emphasis on “Vegas” that made me wonder if she was maybe hinting at taking that final step while we were there. Her bright eyes lifted to mine. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s a great idea,” I replied before looking around the room. “Thank you all so much.” 
“You’re welcome,” Wayne said first, his eyes locking with mine. “Have fun, but not too much. I’d hate for the two of you to get yourselves into a situation that doesn’t sit too well with the entire family.
Catching his drift, I nodded. “Of course.” I could tell Madison knew he was alluding to the possibility of us eloping while we were there, because her cheeks turned pink, and she started nervously tucking her hair behind her ears. Casting my eyes around the room, I noticed everyone was definitely giving us the same warning without having to say a word, and it was making me a little uneasy.
Thankfully, Kyle was able to change the subject to lighten the mood by asking Madison how her “eleven-pounder” was doing.
“Ha ha, Kyle,” Madison retorted, standing up and tidying the table. She leaned over to collect the plates and empty envelopes before freezing for a brief second.
When she didn’t stand up right away, instead using her right hand to brace herself on the coffee table, I grew a little concerned. “Babe?”
Inhaling a deep breath, she straightened up and smiled. “Fine. Just got a little dizzy there.”
“You’re sure?” Wayne asked, looking at her with the same skepticism I was clutching onto.
“Mm hmm. I promise,” she replied before heading to the kitchen.
Excusing myself, I followed her. “Sweetheart, are you sure you’re okay? If you’re scared, I get that … but if there’s any chance this could be it, I’d prefer to be on the way to the hospital.”
“Jensen, I promise you I feel fine. I’ve had some Braxton Hicks today, and I really did get light-headed. I think I just stood up too fast; it’s happened a few times today. I really do feel great.” She paused for a minute. “I’m not scared about going into labor—a little nervous, sure, since I don’t know what to expect. But more than anything, I’m excited to finally meet the baby and be a family.”
Feeling at ease with her explanation, I gave her a kiss and led her back to the living room. “Are you having fun?” I asked, leading her to the living room where our guests were.
“I am,” she replied, smiling. “You?”
I nodded. “Thank you for putting all this together.”
“You know,” she said, looking down at the glass of water in my hand. “You can have a drink.”
Smirking as I brought the icy beverage to my lips, I shook my head once. “You’re right, I could, however, I wouldn’t want to impair myself for any future activities that might happen later. I’ve learned my lesson.”
Madison rubbed her belly and laughed. “I think the only lesson learned there was to never take Kyle on in a round of shots. I mean, it’s the same lesson I learned at your sister’s wedding,” she pointed out, remembering how she passed out the night before the wedding after getting the hiccups. 
I laughed at the memory myself, my gaze sliding around the room. “Hey, it looks like Gavin and Jill are hitting it off over there.”
Turning to look in their direction, Madison smiled wide. “Good. It’s about time we tried to get them together.” We watched for a few minutes while Gavin said something to Jill, making her giggle before flirting with him a little more.
A knock at the door surprised both of us, because as far as we knew, everyone we invited was here. Before we could go see who our unexpected guest was, Wayne jogged past us to get it. Curious, Madison peeked around the corner, her eyes widening as Wayne returned to the room with a woman. I recognized her from various functions with my parents.
“Who is that?” Madison finally asked, to no one in particular.
I had to rack my brain to try and remember her name. “Uh … Jodi? Yeah, her name’s Jodi Fisher. She’s a really great woman, involved in the community quite a bit. She’s been friends with my mother for years,” I explained, smiling when Jodi said something that made Wayne laugh. “She must have set them up.”
It was Jodi’s turn to laugh at something he said in return, and Madison’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe it … He’s flirting. My dad’s flirting.”
“He seems happy …”
Madison’s head snapped toward me. “Oh, no. I wasn’t upset by it. Not at all. It’s just … I’ve never seen this side of him. I can’t even remember the last time I saw him go on a date. It’s a bit of a shock, but I’m happy he’s putting himself out there again.”
Wayne caught us staring at him, so he made his way over to introduce his date to his daughter. Madison was excited to meet her formally and offered her a glass of wine before we stayed and talked with them for a bit. The look on Madison’s face as she watched her father wrap his arm around Jodi, occasionally kissing the side of her head was pure joy for her father’s happiness. 
After a while, the music from the stereo shifted until the soft melody of a love ballad filled the room, and Madison looked up at me. “Dance with me.”
Stunned, I looked at her, a goofy smile forming on my face. “Dance with you? You sure you’re feeling okay, love?”
Madison shrugged. “It’s your birthday.”
“Well, I’m not going to say no.” I led Madison to the middle of the living room, where I pulled her as close as possible. There were no elaborate dance moves, no spins or dips; we just simply moved back and forth in time with the music while the dog looked on like we were completely insane, and our guests just smiled. 
“This is nice,” she said, placing her right hand on my chest, right above my heart, and sighing when I kissed her forehead.
Madison smiled as the words of the song affected her the way they did me, and I knew that there really was no better moment than right now. Dropping my forehead to hers, our eyes locked. “I love you … so much,” I told her. 
Releasing a sigh, Madison rested her head against my shoulder. “I love you, too. And I’m so happy. I don’t want anything to change.”
My courage quickly deflated like a balloon upon hearing her. Not sure I could handle another rejection, I put a pin in my proposal plans. I knew we’d be married one day, but I would wait until she was ready.
 



Chapter 20. Enter: The Ice Queen

“Well, everything seems to be right on track,” Dr. Smith said, closing up my file. “How’ve you been feeling?”
“Honestly,” Jensen said before I could speak up. “I’ve been feeling a little nauseous.”
Laughing, I lightly swatted his shoulder. “I’m pretty sure he was talking to me.” Jensen looked at me with an impish smirk, and I rolled my eyes. “I’ve been fine. Having more of those warmup contractions lately, but other than that, nothing too concerning.”
“Good, good,” Dr. Smith replied. “Now, Madison, since you’re in the final five weeks of your pregnancy, it’s wise you continue to slow down on the ranch. Rest and relax as much as possible, because before you know it, you’ll have a baby keeping you up at night.”
The doctor left, and Jensen offered me his hand to help me off the exam table. I looked up at him as I buttoned my pants, my heart fluttering with excitement. “Can you believe how fast this is all going? It’s going to be over before we know it.”
“It is pretty incredible, isn’t it?” Jensen took my hand and pulled me close, kissing me. 
It was the most passionate embrace we’d shared in a few days, and as always, my over-active hormones took over, the heat between us escalating quickly until I was on the tips of my toes and weaving my fingers into his soft hair. I momentarily forgot where we were as I started moving us back toward the bed when suddenly Jensen laughed, breaking the kiss.
“What do you say we head home, and we can pick up where we’re about to leave off?” he mumbled against my lips “It’s not like there’s a lot to be done on the ranch today.”
“Sounds like a plan.” 
He was right. The last couple of months had been a bit slower, but it wouldn’t be for long. We were all expecting it to really pick up, so we wanted to take advantage of it while we could. The ground had thawed a few months ago, and the rain started early in April, which allowed the lush green foliage to quickly over take what once was brown.
It wasn’t just spring that was going to make us busier, though; Jillian’s abrupt departure a month ago when her father took a turn for the worse and passed away was going to add to the workload. We were sad to see her go, but we understood her need to move back to Texas to be with her family through all of this. Since we were down an instructor, I stepped into her role while still keeping up with my own workload. It was difficult in the beginning, but it became second nature after the first week or two, and we adjusted pretty quickly to the new routine.
Jensen and I were both still buzzing after a positive appointment as we stepped out into the warm spring weather when a familiar voice registered like nails on a chalkboard, setting my nerves on fire. “Jensen?”
I inhaled sharply as I peered around Jensen, who was slowly turning toward the voice. I couldn’t believe it—no, actually I could, because every time something was going unbelievably right for Jensen and me, something had to bring us down.
Enter the ice queen herself: Kaylie.
As she continued to blatantly stare at my stomach, feelings of unease burrowed under my skin, urging me to place my hand over it. Clearly, my hand passing through her line of sight snapped her back to the situation we found ourselves in, and she shook her head before glancing up at Jensen.
“What are you doing in Tennessee?” he demanded.
Kaylie seemed genuinely shocked by his venomous tone, blinking a few times in disbelief before gathering her bitchy composure. “Actually, I’m here on business. Ever since you didn’t come back to Daddy’s company, someone has to do the travelling—”
“And I’m sure you just jumped at the opportunity to fly out here when it presented itself,” I sniped, drawing her attention back to me. “Does Lilah know you’re here?”
The corners of her lips twisted upward, and she huffed lightly, ignoring Jensen’s question. “You know, I wondered how you’d trap him. Didn’t take you very long, did it?”
“Excuse me?” I ground out through clenched teeth, my hand falling to my side and clenching into a fist, my entire body following suit and tensing. I tried to keep myself from lunging forward and tearing her limb from limb, but it was a struggle I worried I might lose.
Looking up at Jensen, she arched an eyebrow and tilted her head in my direction. “You even sure it’s yours?”
That was it; all rationality was lost in a blind fit of hormonal rage, and I rushed forward in preparation to beat the ever-living shit out of this bitch. Thirty-five weeks pregnant or not. My fingers barely brushed her long auburn hair as she stepped back, and before I could move any farther ahead, Jensen’s arms wrapped around my distended middle and held me against him.
“How fucking dare you,” I snarled, struggling against his hold on me.
“Easy, Madi.” Jensen was doing his best to calm me down, but there was no coming back from where I’d gone—not until I told her exactly what I thought of her. “Kaylie—” he started to say.
Turning my head slightly, I stared at him like he was crazy before cutting him off. “No! She has no right …” I turned my murderous stare back on Kaylie, finally ceasing my struggle against Jensen’s firm grasp on me. “Just because you’re jealous—”
Kaylie huffed. “Hardly.”
Seeming to trust that I wasn’t going to do anything rash, Jensen released me. He stayed close, though, just in case. “So, you’re going to stand there and tell me that you’re not the slightest bit jealous that Jensen and I are together?” I began rubbing my hands over my belly in soothing circles the second I felt the slightest hint of tightness—it could have been the unease of the situation upsetting my stomach, or it could have been Braxton Hicks; the feeling was still so new that I couldn’t be entirely sure. “It doesn’t bother you that we’re starting a family? That we’ll spend the rest of our lives together while you stay awake at night wondering what could’ve been had you not fucked everything up?”
Kaylie glanced down at my hands on my stomach and smirked like the bitch she was. “Funny,” she quipped. “I don’t see a ring on that finger. Seems to me he might not be so sure and wants an easy out.”
I knew she was just trying to rattle me, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t working just a little, based on Jensen’s strange moods as of late. The only thing that kept me from believing her entirely was the ring in the back of Jensen’s sock drawer. I was hoping he’d have given it to me by now, but I was telling myself he was still waiting for the right moment. God, how I wanted to throw it in her face, though.
Feeling particularly catty, I finally smirked right back. “Pretty weak argument considering you once wore a ring he gave you, don’t you think?”
I saw the exact second my words hit home, because her cocky expression soured. But only for a second. “Think what you want, little girl,” Kaylie snarled, clearly still upset by what I’d said. “He loved me, or he’d never have asked me to marry him.”
“I have no doubts in my mind that he did, Kaylie,” I told her, knowing that Jensen did have deep feelings for her once.  “But those feelings evaporated the minute you betrayed his trust and left him when he needed you most.”
Something flashed in Kaylie’s eyes just then as they danced between Jensen and me. “So, you’re telling me I should have put my life on hold because he fucked up?”
Fighting the urge to roll my eyes, I shook my head. I couldn’t believe that she was implying that Jensen going after his sister’s abuser was anything but justified. “You know, I’ve tried seeing things from your point of view, Kaylie,” I told her, sarcasm heavily lacing my voice, “but I just can’t seem to get my head that far up my own ass.”
Kaylie didn’t seem overly impressed by my wit, bravely stepping toward me in challenge. “Tell me, Madison, the weekend of the wedding, you spoke of competing again …” I acknowledged her by raising my eyebrows; I was only mildly curious to see where this was headed. “Are you telling me you don’t feel bitter about your situation just a little bit? That you won’t resent Jensen or that ba—”
Before she could even finish, my hand flew across her face, shocking even myself. The palm of my hand pulsed and tingled as heat radiated through it, and I watched Kaylie rub her cheek, her wide, disbelieving eyes never leaving mine as I continued to stare daggers at her.
I didn’t get the chance to say anything else before Jensen stepped between us, glaring daggers at his ex. “You need to leave.”
“Oh, so I get slapped and—”
I saw Jensen’s jaw clench from where I stood as he leaned down and got right in Kaylie’s face; I could tell he was teetering on the very edge of control. I’d seen him like this before. “After everything you said? You should consider yourself lucky that’s all that happened.”
“Is that a threat?” she demanded, not seeming fazed by his anger in the slightest.
Jensen shook his head. “Not at all. I’m just merely pointing out that Madison showed a lot of restraint considering the filth that was pouring from your mouth.” Taking a step back, Jensen took my hand again, eyes still on Kaylie. “Now, do what you came here to do and then leave. I’ve moved on, and I think it’s high time you did, too.”
With that, Jensen turned and placed his hand on my waist, turning me around until we were headed back toward the car. I could still feel my anger bubbling just below the surface; apparently, that slap hadn’t quite gotten it all out of my system.
When we reached the car, Jensen turned me to face him and stepped forward until my back was pressed against the door. “Are you okay?”
I nodded solemnly, the tightness in my belly returning. “Yeah. Just … pissed off.”
“Well, you know she was just saying that shit to get under your skin, right?” I nodded again and Jensen fell silent for a moment. “You don’t, do you?” On impulse, my eyebrows pulled together in confusion, prompting him to carry on. “Resent me for forcing you from your career?”
“What?” I asked incredulously. “No, of course not. And you didn’t force me from my career. It took both of us to make this baby, and I can compete next year—if I even want to. But for now? Jensen, I’m more than content to just … be.”
“Yeah?” The worry lines in his furrowed brow deepened, and I ran the tips of my fingers over them in hopes of softening his expression. He reached up and took my hand, looking down at my ring finger contemplatively.
I swallowed thickly, wondering if this was it. Was this the moment Jensen was going to propose? The sound of my pulse filled my head, drowning out the rest of the world, and my acceptance rested on the tip of my tongue. But I could see his hesitation for what it was.
“I’m not proposing,” he rushed to tell me, pulling me from my thoughts, and extinguishing my response before I could let it out. His words forced my hope to fall a little, and it was probably a good thing my head was already tilted downward, because my chin quivered slightly. I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was, though; he was probably still a little gun-shy considering I turned him down the first time.
Gently, Jensen used a bent forefinger under my chin to force my eyes to his. “But I will,” he promised. “When we’re both ready and the time is right. I heard what you said. It’s best we don’t rush this relationship more than we already have, and I’m happy with everything the way it is between us.”
I couldn’t argue with his logic—or was it my logic originally? It was getting really difficult to keep track. Every aspect of our relationship had been rushed since the day we met, and we owed it to ourselves to manage this one hurdle before adding another. 
Of course, that didn’t stop me from wanting to wear his ring on my finger.
I guess I’d just have to keep practicing patience.
“Now,” Jensen said, his hands falling to ensnare my hips, “let’s go home, shall we? My sister should be there soon for your afternoon together.”
I looked up at him through my lashes and smiled seductively. “Plus, I think you and I are in need of a little alone time.”
Seeing his mouth play up into a sly smile was a huge relief given the weight of the situation the universe had just thrown at us. “Well, I’m not going to say no to that.”



Chapter 21. Caught in the Crossfire

Putting the Kaylie thing as far behind us as possible—quite literally as we drove away from the clinic—we made our way home. From my spot, I rested my arm across the center console of the new Ford Edge I picked up a couple weeks ago and slipped my hand into his. Naturally, I had a lot of reservations on spending that kind of money, but after a lot of back and forth, I realized my old truck—while I loved it—just wasn’t reliable or practical for a growing family.
We had just turned onto the stretch of road leading home when my gaze automatically shifted to Charles’ land. I’d seen him maybe a handful of times since that day in the wash stall, but only ever from afar. Sometimes he’d be driving to or from his place, sometimes he’d be out with Vlad, walking up and down the road, and it always made me nervous when he’d walk past our driveway. Luckily, he never crossed that imaginary boundary that marked this land as ours; he must have really been afraid of Jensen making good on his promise.
Shortly after the wash stall incident, we’d called and reported Charles—Dad even used his connections in hopes of forcing someone out here to check on Charles’ operation. Unfortunately, without probable cause, they couldn’t secure a warrant to check the land thoroughly. It was frustrating to still be so uncertain of what exactly that man was up to, but with the high traffic of horses coming and going, it was starting to look suspicious. It was no longer just about the mustangs anymore.
As we drove right by one of the newest acquirements to Charles’ pasture—a smaller, palomino mare—I had to avert my eyes when they landed on the deep lacerations that were on her neck. I couldn’t be sure how she had acquired them, but I knew it had to be stopped. It made me physically ill to see her like that: her eyes wide with fear as she walked cautiously with her ears always moving so she could hear where the next strike was coming from—even if she didn’t stand a chance to outrun it at her obvious advanced age. I watched her pace along the barbed-wire fence until I couldn’t anymore.
As I stared down into my lap, Jensen’s hand appeared, covering my tightly clenched fists and rubbing his thumb over my fingers. “I’m going to talk to your dad again and see if we can’t have someone from the department come out again and take a look at what the hell kind of operation that psycho is running, baby. Don’t worry, one way or another, we’ll save them from whatever is going on,” he promised me.
“We’ve already been down that road, though. What good is it going to do now?” I was starting to feel a little hopeless and like Charles would get away with … whatever the hell he was doing.
“They won’t ignore the worsening conditions of the horses he keeps bringing onto his land. I’ll do everything I can to make sure what he’s doing stops.”
Nodding my understanding, I forced a small smile and looked up at him as he turned into our driveway. “Thanks,” I whispered, shifting my hands and tightening my own grip slightly around his fingers.
After parking the car in its spot, we got out and headed for the house. Finding myself slightly peckish, I headed for the kitchen. “Do you want a sandwich?” I offered, my head half inside the refrigerator.
“Sure.”
I set to work making a couple of sandwiches while Jensen leaned against the island, watching me intensely. “You’re going to make me cut my thumb,” I scolded, not chancing an injury by looking up at him—not that I had to; I could feel his eyes burning into me.
“Madison, it’s a butter knife.” 
“Noooo … it’s me using a butter knife,” I corrected, with a pointed stare.
He laughed as I dropped my focus back to our food, kissing the side of my head before pushing away from the counter. “Touché.” 
I thought for sure he’d head over to the table or the living room until I had lunch ready, but I was shocked when his warm body pressed up against mine from behind. His right hand covered mine, easing the knife from my grip, as his lips explored the right side of my neck. Tingles erupted below the surface of my skin, travelling at light speed throughout my body until my fingers and toes curled.
“What about our sandwiches?” I sighed, pressing my palms flat on the counter when my knees started to tremble.
Jensen bit my earlobe gently. “They can wait. This”—he pushed his hips against my ass, and I gasped when I felt every solid inch of him through our jeans—“can’t.”
His hands moved down, and he undid the button on my jeans before sliding a hand inside. When his fingers made contact, I moaned, pushing my hips into his touch. Back and forth they slid, teasing me until my entire body started to tremble with my burgeoning release. Needing to feel his lips on mine, I raised my right hand off the countertop and wove it through his hair, craning my neck as far around as I could and pressed my lips to his hungrily. It was awkward and made the position we were in pretty difficult to carry on with.
As always, Jensen must have read my mind, because he yanked his hand from out of my jeans and turned me abruptly. The edge of the counter bit into the area above my ass, but it was a dull pain that I welcomed as his lips found mine again. As hot as it was, I couldn’t help but be a little saddened by the fact that our bodies no longer pressed flush against one another; my growing belly seemed to be forcing us further and further apart. We sure gave it the old college try, though.
His busy hands roamed up my shirt until he palmed my left bra-clad breast in his hand, pulling the cup down to expose my nipple to his dexterous fingers. I groaned heatedly into our kiss as my hands moved down and started to release his belt and pants, pushing them and his boxers down his legs in an instant. Quickly, his hands moved down and around my body, causing a trail of goose flesh to rise up in their wake, until his hands were down the back of my jeans and palming my ass firmly. The way his long fingers dug into the soft flesh made me tremble with anticipation. 
I slid my hand down the front of his legs, and he met my touch with a forward thrust of his hips. Releasing a groan, his eyes rolled slightly before closing, and he deepened our kiss, our tongues sliding and pressing firmly against each other with need. I was so utterly consumed by desire that I felt as though I might spontaneously combust.
Jensen forced my jeans down over my thighs, and they pooled at my ankles. Frantically, we both kicked our feet free, trying really fucking hard not to break our kiss; for the most part, it worked.
Our shirts were quickly shed, joining the scattered clothing on the kitchen floor, before Jensen turned me back around, his nails scratching lightly down my back until his thumbs pressed into my lower back. Bringing one hand back up to my shoulder, Jensen gently urged me to lean over the counter. Once I complied, his hand slid down the length of my back, joining the other at my waist. A low moan escaped me as he circled his thumbs around the slightly tense muscles of my lower back, deepening the moment I felt him slide between my legs.
He brought one of his hands up and pulled the veil of blond hair away from the right side of my face and leaned against me to whisper in my ear. “Is this okay?” I nodded, holding back a whimper as the tip of his erection hovered teasingly. “You’re comfortable, then? Over the counter this way?” I bobbed my head again, pushing my hips back until he baaaarely entered me.
In one swift move, he thrust his hips forward until they rest against my ass and soon we were moving at a steady tempo. I could tell from the way Jensen’s rhythm was slowly increasing that he was close. The force of his movements caused my belly to repeatedly bump against the counter; it didn’t hurt, but it was a little uncomfortable now. In an attempt to minimize the discomfort, I pushed myself up a little, forcing an entirely new and delightful angle.
With every forward movement, warmth continued to blossom in the very depths of my body, spreading and slithering through me, the threads of my release beginning to unravel at an exponential rate.
“Oh … shit …” My words were punctuated every time he would sheath himself deep inside me. “Yes … yes!”
Jensen seemed receptive to the sheer volume of my very vocal encouragement, the moans, grunts and all the other sex noises he usually made escalated in time with mine as we reached the peak of our climax together before crashing down, literally falling to the floor when our legs gave out beneath us.
“Holy crap.” I could barely talk between the labored breaths as I propped myself up on my elbows and looked over at Jensen, still flat on his back on the cool tile floor.
Releasing a winded chuckle, he rolled onto his side and placed his hand on my stomach. “Sorry, I meant for us to make it to the bedroom.”
“Meh,” I said with a casual shrug. “I think the bedroom is overrated. Spontaneity is much more fun …” I was just about to say something else when I felt a solid thump from inside. 
Jensen grinned. “That was a strong one. Does it feel … weird?” he asked, completely in awe of what he was experiencing as he moved his hand around my belly to follow her.
Laughing, I arched my body to the right and away from what I assumed was a kick to one of my kidneys. “Um, sometimes. I don’t know; it’s hard to explain. At first, it was like flutters, and now it’s pretty strong and obvious that the baby’s moving around in there.”
“It’s just so amazing.” He was completely captivated as the baby choreographed a gymnastics routine inside my uterus.
We remained like that for a few moments, just enjoying the bonding experience when a loud knock at the door jarred us from our moment. Unable to keep from laughing, Jensen and I flew to our feet, scrambling to gather our scattered clothes and re-dress. After washing up quickly, Jensen went to the door while I finished the task of cleaning up the mess we made when Jensen had me over the counter: the bread from our sandwiches had been scattered across the wood top, tomato slices off in the corner and on the floor …
“Hey, Madi!” Lilah greeted as she and Jensen entered the kitchen. “What are you—?” Her blue eyes widened before her face scrunched up and she shook her head. “Never mind. Forget I asked.”
Jensen and I laughed. “Hey, Lilah. You want to go for a walk before your lesson?”
Resolute to bleach her brain of the knowledge that she just walked into a post-coitus atmosphere, she nodded. “Sure. That sounds great.” 
“Sandwich?” I offered, hoping to change the topic, because I knew I would probably crack under enough pressure.
Glaring skeptically at my kitchen counter, Lilah finally nodded. “Sure, thanks.”
After we all finished eating, Jensen gave me a kiss before telling me he was heading out to the barn for the afternoon. “You two have a good walk.” He directed his attention solely to me, his eyes indicating just how serious he was. “Be careful and stay close.”
“Always. I promise,” I assured him, standing up while rubbing my tummy.
After he left, Lilah started helping me tidy the small mess I had made while making our snack. “So, you guys still haven’t caved and found out the sex of the baby?”
My laugh filled the room as I rinsed the last dish and put it in the dishwasher. “We haven’t.” I sighed. “It’s been kind of fun waiting. Like we didn’t rush this one thing, you know? Plus, we’re going to love the baby regardless, and I really just want to be surprised.”
Lilah sighed in defeat. She still obviously struggled with our decision. I knew she was excited, but sometimes it felt like it was more than that. “Fine. I’ll just keep waiting like everyone else, but you know this has put a serious cramp in our shopping efforts, right?”
“So, being overdramatic runs in the family, then?” I teased, narrowing my eyes as I dried my hands off on the dishtowel.
Obviously unenthused, Lilah pursed her lips. “Ha ha.”
Laughing, I looped my arm through hers and led her for the door where we put our paddock boots on. “Come on, let’s go for a walk. It’ll help take your mind off the disappointment.”
Arm-in-arm, Lilah and I made our way through the grounds, passing by Jensen as he supervised the construction of the cabin. Jensen looked up, offering me a smile before turning his focus back to the designs for the campers’ bunkhouse.
“How’s all that camp stuff coming along?” Lilah asked as we walked down the gravel driveway toward the road.
“Really good, actually. We’re almost completely booked, and the final touches are being done this week,” I explained as we stuck to the side of the road. While I’d much rather be riding, it just wasn’t worth the risk.
“Hey, so, I know I’m not certified or anything, but if there’s anything I can do to help with the camps this summer, you let me know. I could cook, help with the horses, maybe even do some promotional photography for your Facebook page … whatever you need,” she offered.
“Yeah? There will probably be plenty to do, so I’ll look things over and talk to Dad and Jensen, and I’ll definitely get back to you,” I told her. “The extra set of hands would be fantastic.”
“I just, really enjoy coming out here, you know?” Lilah sighed, and one look over at her told me something pretty huge was weighing on her. Before I could ask her, she spoke up. “Look, I’m sure you think I’m crazy obsessed about this pregnancy.”
Shaking my head, I laughed and nudged her. “You’re excited, Lilah. We all are.”
“True, but there’s more to it than that.” She exhaled again, eyebrows furrowing as she kept them on the horizon ahead. “I can’t have kids … not conventionally.”
“Oh, Lilah,” I said softly, stopping in my tracks and causing her to do the same. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even know you guys were trying.”
“We weren’t. I’ve known since the attack. The internal damage I sustained was just too severe. Kyle’s been great about it, though. He wants kids—and he’d be a wonderful father—but sometimes I wonder why he’d choose to be with someone who can’t give him everything he deserves.”
“Stop that,” I admonished. “That man loves you. So you can’t get pregnant. There are other ways—more fulfilling ways—to become parents.”
“I guess,” she agreed. “Anyway, I just wanted to apologize for being a little pushy.”
“Don’t stress yourself over it. Besides, Willow might have you beat.” I laugh. “She keeps sending me updates on how far along I am and how big the baby is now. And don’t get me started on the Pinterest board she’s started for nursery plans.”
Lilah smirks. “We might both have access to that.”
“You two are trouble.” Laughing, I loop my arm back through hers and tug her along the trail as another thought occurs to me, and I hope maybe it’ll cheer her up. “Hey, I don’t know that I’ve told you, but we’ve recently put Starla up for sale. Her training’s all done, and with all the new foals we’re expecting in the spring, plus the baby and my possible return to the circuit, I just won’t have the time for her …”
Lilah’s smile fell as she looked down at the ground. “Oh, yeah?”
“Mmm hmm,” I hummed with a smile, knowing that she was misunderstanding my intention. “Well, she’s been on the market for a couple of weeks and only a handful of offers have come in, but I’m just not so sure that she’s theirs. I’m pretty particular about making sure my horses are perfectly suited to a buyer.”
Lifting her head, she turned to me with her eyebrows pulled together in confusion. I was sure she probably knew where I was going with this, but I decided to elaborate, just to be safe.
“I’m not sure of your financial situation, but I’d be willing to offer her to you over anyone else. It’s obvious that the two of you are bonded, and I’d be happiest knowing she went to someone I trust.”
“Really?” She seemed a little shocked, but more than receptive to the idea. “I mean, I’d have to talk to Kyle, obviously, but … yes!”
Lilah and I walked along a path that led to a small creek, getting completely caught up in our conversation about her plans for Starla. I grew excited to show Lilah everything that little mare was capable of. It wasn’t until a breeze picked up and I shivered that I realized how late in the afternoon it had gotten.
“We should probably head back,” I suggested, looking up at the darkening sky.
Nodding, we turned back for the ranch. As we walked along the trail, a sharp whinny pierced the air. Lilah and I froze less than a five-minute walk from the main road, and listened. Off in the distance was another shrill roar of a horse in trouble. It wasn’t often I heard the sound that could only be described as a high-pitched scream, but every so often …
Another cry sounded, turning my gut, and I acted without thinking. I ran as fast as I could, barely slowing enough to look both ways before crossing the road. The combined sound of my heavy breathing and my pulse in my ears drowned out Lilah’s panicked cries for me to slow down and be careful. I couldn’t though, because every time the horse cried out, my heart and stomach clenched; I knew where it was coming from, and this time, he would be stopped.
Slowing once I reached the outskirts of Charles’ pasture, I carefully searched for where the sound was coming from. That was when I saw them: Charles and the Appaloosa mustang in the far corner of the pasture.
My hands flew to my mouth to contain the sharp gasp that burned my throat as I witnessed what was happening. I may have been clear across the field, but I could distinctly make out the red on the mustang’s mostly-white coat, speckled and streaked amongst the black and running down his chest and shoulders. A loud crack was heard and the stallion let out another cry as the weapon Charles was using (a crop or cattle prod, maybe?) came down hard across the horse’s neck.
Where had he been hiding the mustang all this time? It had been weeks since Jensen and I had laid eyes on him; the only horses we’d seen lately were the older and slower ones that were constantly coming and going. And now the mustang was back—or was he never really gone? Why?
“Madison,” Lilah hissed, coming up behind me before I threw my hand up to silence her. “No! Come on; let’s go back. This doesn’t look good. We can go and tell Jensen or your dad or someone. Please.”
I knew she was just trying to keep me from doing something stupid, but there was something telling me not to leave. “You go,” I told her, keeping my eyes trained on Charles and the mustang. I cringed when I saw Vlad at Charles’ side barking and snapping at the huge horse’s legs. The mustang’s eyes were wide with fear and his legs were moving wildly, stomping the ground beneath him in warning a few times before he’d rear up, only garnering him another beating before he’d almost submit; it was an ugly cycle and somebody was going to get hurt—and I wasn’t entirely sure if it would be Charles or the horse. “Go! Tell Jensen.” And with that, I slipped through the fence and stalked carefully through the overgrown field.
“Madison!” Lilah whisper-yelled after me. “Damn it.”
Crouching down low to keep as hidden as possible, I pushed through the tall grass to get a better view. I knew I was trespassing, but I needed to do something. My heart pounded harder and harder with every step I took, my lungs tightening as I tried to keep my breathing quiet and steady, and my hands and legs trembled with the fear of being caught. Stopping when I felt I was a safe distance away, I watched until I couldn’t take anymore. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop him on my own; I’d need help. Lilah had been right to try and stop me. Why didn’t I listen? I was such a stubborn asshole.
Being sure to stay crouched as low into the tall grass as possible, I started backing away from the scene. I was doing all right, too, until my left foot came down and a twig snapped loudly. I held my breath, clenching my eyes and silently hoping I hadn’t just alerted Charles to my presence.
One at a time, I opened my eyes, only to find Charles and his dog staring in my direction while the mustang saw his opportunity to pull the lead free and run to the far end of the rickety round pen they were in. My entire body froze as my heart leaped into my throat, and my stomach rolled; I’d been caught trespassing by a man who quite obviously had a violent streak, and he had his sights set on me.
“Hey!” he shouted, his voice carrying all the way across his land. “I don’t know who you are, but you realize you’re on private property, don’t you?”
I breathed a quiet sigh of relief when he didn’t recognize me from so far away and took another shaky step backward and away from the mess I had walked into. I crouched even lower, hoping that I could shroud myself completely in the overgrown grass.
“You’ve got about thirty seconds to get the hell off my land before I start shooting!” he warned.
There was no way I was making it back to where I’d left Lilah in that time. I could only hope it was an empty threat. The minute I heard the cocking of a shotgun, though, I found my legs, turning and running as fast as they would take me toward the fence.
Unfortunately, I didn’t quite make it before the first shot was fired.
 



Chapter 22. Rescue Mission

Ransom moved smoothly around the arena, which was shocking considering how wound up he was as I got him ready for our session. We moved at a steady pace, counter-clockwise, as Tom watched on from the center of the indoor arena after setting up several jumps. Ever since Madison had hurt herself in my first week on the ranch, I’d been working with Tom on getting Ransom over higher and higher rails—especially after learning what Madison had in store for him.
Even though she’d given Ransom to me months ago (something I still had trouble believing from time to time), I had every intention of continuing his training so she could still show him. On paper, he was still her horse after all.
“He looks good, Jensen. Why don’t you try that combination to warm him up, and then we’ll raise them half a foot,” Tom suggested just before a loud bang was heard from far away.
Ransom’s ears perked forward, and his head shot up for the briefest of seconds before he refocused on what I was asking of him. After all, it wasn’t an uncommon sound out here; there were several old vehicles in the area that had a tendency of backfiring, so none of us thought anything of it.
I was just rounding the far corner when my phone vibrated in my pocket. Normally, I wouldn’t answer it, but something felt off. My body stiffened, and my stomach flipped with unease as the phone continued to buzz against my thigh.
“Hey, Tom? Hold up a sec, okay?” I halted Ransom abruptly and stood in the stirrups to reach for my phone. Lilah? “Hello?”
“Jensen,” Lilah whispered frantically into the phone, and my entire body was suddenly on high alert; I could hear the fear in her voice and knew that something was terribly wrong. There was only one other time I’d ever heard Lilah’s voice tremble like that: right after Robert attacked her, and she was afraid he’d come back to finish what he’d started.
I tried to tell myself I was over-reacting, because Lilah was with Madison …
Unless …
The contents in my stomach churned, and my fears were confirmed when she spoke again. “You need to come here now. I think Madison’s in trouble.”
“Where are you?” I demanded, already having my suspicions.
Lilah hummed very briefly. “Um, I don’t know who owns the place, it’s just down the road from you—”
I didn’t need to hear anymore. The phone fell from my hands and into the dirt of the indoor arena. “Tom, open the door … now.” Tom must have heard the distress in my own voice because he didn’t question me, he simply rushed to the arena door that led outside and slid it open, stepping out of the way as I raced Ransom outside.
As soon as we were through the door, I pushed Ransom forward into a gallop, and we rounded the corner to the main stretch of road. I continued to race forward until I saw the dark blond head of my sister. But Madison was nowhere to be seen.
“Fuckfuckfuck!” I called out, nudging Ransom a little more to extend his already long gait. I was at Lilah’s side in less than a minute from first spotting her and had barely stopped Ransom before I dismounted and looked around for Madison, removing my helmet and dropping it at my feet. It wasn’t until I continued to look that I saw Bones at my feet, sniffing the ground like he knew something was amiss. “Where is she? What the hell happened?”
“She went out there.” Lilah pointed to Charles’ pasture, and I flipped the fuck out.
With what had to look like crazy-eyes, I stared at my sister. “And you just fucking let her? Holy shit, Lilah!”
“I told her to wait!” Lilah called after me, her voice full of fear and remorse, as I hopped the creaking fence with ease while Bones slipped through the bottom two rungs and followed me.
I felt bad for losing my cool with her; it wasn’t like this was her fault. No, Madison made the decision to go in there all by herself. It upset me, but the worry I felt was much more prominent.
I had only taken a few more steps before I spotted the top of Madison’s head less than twenty yards away from me. I panicked when I saw Charles scouring the tall, unkempt grass with his pit bull at his side and a shotgun in his hands. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized it wasn’t a vehicle backfiring that I’d heard; it was his shotgun … and Madison was in his field. On the ground.
The contents in my stomach churned again, but I didn’t have time to think pessimistically; I needed to get his attention away from her.
“Hey!” I shouted after signalling Bones to take off, putting my hands up the minute Charles raised the gun to me. I thought for sure he’d see me as non-threatening and lower the weapon, but he only smirked and cocked his head to the side.
“Well, well, well,” he said through an evil chuckle. “If it’s not the Landry’s farm-boy. You realize you’re trespassing on private property, don’t you?”
Quickly glancing toward the area Madison was in, I saw the grass rustle, her head moving carefully through the grass, and I breathed a sigh of relief. She’s fine, she’s fine, she’s fine …
“I’m sorry, Charles. It’s just, Madison and I were out for a walk, and our dog chased a gopher into your field. Knowing that he and Vlad don’t get along, we thought it best to come after him.” The man fucking hated me, that much was obvious by the way he eyed me up and down, and I wasn’t his biggest fan either. I hated that I was giving off the impression of being afraid of him, because I wasn’t. What I was afraid of was the fact that I was staring down the barrel of the shotgun the coward was hiding behind.
“What’s with the gun?” I asked, slowly lowering my hands to let him see that I wasn’t afraid of him. He hesitated to lower it, but eventually did, probably understanding that if he were to shoot me he’d have cops swarming the place. And if his dealings were as shady as Madison and I suspected, well then, that was something he wouldn’t want happening.
“Thought I saw somethin’,” he replied, looking smug, like he knew I was lying.
“Someone?” I amended, feeling pretty damn pissed off that he’d fired a shotgun around—or at—Madison. My vision was starting to blur as I saw red; I wanted to rip this fucker apart. 
Charles’ eyes started to scan the area, looking for his trespasser—whose identity I was willing to bet he knew—and my gaze followed over to where I’d last seen Madison. I didn’t see the grass moving anywhere around us, I didn’t see or hear anything other than the slight breeze whistling. Where the hell was sh—
“I found him!” I heard her announce from close behind me.
Charles craned his neck to look around me, and I was hesitant to turn my back on him in order to make sure she was okay. It took everything in me to not turn, but I was afraid of what he might do if I did. It wasn’t until I felt her hand slip into mine, using my body as a shield, that I felt most of my body relax. She’s fine, she’s fine, she’s fine, I repeated to myself again.
I gave her hand a squeeze before addressing Charles again. “Okay, so we’ll be going now.” While I still wanted to rip his head off, I knew I needed to get Madison the hell out of there.
“Wait,” Madison said quietly, and I shot her a look that said, “are you fucking kidding me, right now?”
“No,” I stated firmly, hoping she’d hear just how fucking serious I was about this. “We’re leaving … now.”
Madison nodded, quickly submitting to my demand with a whisper. “Okay.”
We were just slipping through the fence rails with Bones when Madison lifted her head and glared at Charles. “By the way, Charles, that appy stallion isn’t looking so good. You might want to call a vet to come and take a look at him. I’ve got the number of a good one if you’d prefer I call.”
I was struck dumb by her comment, raising my eyes to Charles. “He’s still here?”
For a split second, Charles looked panicked, but he managed to mask it as he backed away. “What goes on around here is nobody’s business. Heed your own advice, farm-boy, and keep off my land.”
Once we were through the gate, I hauled ass to where we’d left Lilah and Ransom partially shrouded by the trees, pulling Madison behind me. “Hey! Slow down; I can’t—”
Probably a little too roughly, I turned around and pulled her into my arms, my hands roaming over her back and down her sides until I was undoing her jacket to see if she’d been hit at all. My hands trembled as they moved over her body, lifting her shirt and exposing her swollen belly slightly to inspect her skin, lifting the hair covering her neck only to find soft, unmarred flesh. She’s fine, she’s fine, she’s fine. I made a few more passes, tugging at her with fear and frustration when she’d finally had enough.
“Jensen, what are you—?”
“What the hell is the matter with you?” I shouted, stepping back and looking at her in a fit of rage. “Do you even understand what the fuck could have happened to you? Do you have no sense of self-preservation, whatsoever?”
“Jensen—” Lilah started to say, but I cut her off.
“He had a gun, Madison. A fucking gun. He fired it … at you!”
Madison looked down at her hands on her stomach, ashamed. “I know,” she whispered.
“DO YOU?”
“Jensen, calm d—”
“Don’t, Lilah,” I warned before turning back to Madison. “We’re going home.”
Madison nodded once, still unable to look me in the eyes. I told Lilah to ride Ransom back to the ranch. He was tired from our session and then our frantic run, so I knew he wouldn’t cause her any trouble. 
Not that it surprised me, but it was a pretty quiet journey back to the ranch. Madison walked a few feet ahead of me, staying next to Lilah on Ransom. I didn’t mind, because it allowed me to keep a watchful eye on them both. While I knew they couldn’t possibly get into any more trouble, I wasn’t taking any fucking chances.
“Are you okay?” I heard Lilah whisper to Madison, who only nodded in response. “He was just scared, you know. He gets a little … crazy when people he loves are threatened.”
Madison’s response was short and said with a sigh of defeat. “Yeah.”
Inside my body was a hurricane of warring emotions, and it felt like they were tearing me apart. I hated to hear her so upset, but at the same time, I couldn’t forget that she could have been killed only a handful of minutes ago. It was frustrating that she had been so fucking careless.
When we reached the barn and I saw Jeff emerge from the barn, I took the reins from Lilah after she dismounted and handed them to him. “Jeff, would you mind brushing Ransom down? I need to talk to Madison.” I looked toward Madison, and as she turned to face me, I found that her eyes were slightly bloodshot and red around the rims. In addition to that, she seemed shocked by my clipped tone, but never argued. “Alone.”
Dropping her head, she said goodbye to Lilah and turned for the house.
“Lilah, I know you had a lesson planned, but maybe you should go on home,” I said. “Thank you for calling me. I’m sorry if I seemed angry with you.”
Lilah shook her head. “You were freaked out. I get it.” She paused. “But, Jensen? I don’t think she thought she’d be seen. She may be impulsive, but I don’t think she’d purposefully put herself or that baby in harm’s way like that.”
“It doesn’t change the fact that she did, though,” I reminded her before groaning and running my fingers through my hair. “God this day’s been one shit storm after another. First, running into Kaylie earlier—”
“Wait … what?” Lilah asked, completely stunned. “What do you mean you ran into Kaylie?”
“Madison didn’t tell you?” Lilah shook her head. “Yeah, after our appointment this morning, we ran into her. I’m sure Madison just didn’t want to upset you.”
“What happened?” Sighing, I briefly filled Lilah in on the run-in with Kaylie before she slapped me upside the head. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded as I rubbed my arm. “You didn’t say anything while she was ripping Madison apart?”
“Lilah, it all happened so damn fast, they didn’t really give me the chance to—”
Lilah didn’t just stop at hitting me; she shoved me too. “So interrupt!”
“And say what? Madison had it all under control.”
Looking at me like I was stupid, Lilah crossed her arms. “You coulda told Kaylie to shut the hell up and then, oh, I don’t know, walked the fuck away before she said the things she said. Did you even think about how your keeping silent might have made Madison feel?”
I thought back to this morning and instantly felt like shit. It never should have escalated to where it did; I should have just taken Madison and gone home. I already knew that what Kaylie said upset Madison—how could it not have?
“Oh shit, you’re right. What do I do now?”
“Just … deal with one thing at a time,” Lilah suggested. “Considering what happened with Kaylie is in the past, maybe deal with what happened now, and then talk to her about your stupidity later.”
“You’re right.” I sighed. “Look, you should probably head home. It’s been a long day.”
With a nod, Lilah hugged me before making her way to her car. I thanked Jeff once more before heading to the house to talk to Madison, and on my way, I ran into Wayne.
“Jensen? What’s going on? Tom says you took off from Ransom’s session like a bat out of hell, and I just passed Madison—who could barely speak two words through her sobs,” he inquired, clearly upset by his daughter’s state of distress. He wanted someone to blame, and I was the most likely suspect.
“It’s a long story—and I don’t think I even understand half of it. Why don’t you give us a minute, and then maybe stop by? There’s something going on over at Charles’ ranch, but until I talk to Madison—”
Wayne cut me off before I could finish. “If there’s something going on, don’t you think we should both talk to her? Get all the information at the same time?”
I shook my head. “No, I’d like to discuss a few things with her privately first, if that’s all right?”
“Is everything … okay?” he asked carefully.
Nervous, I pushed my hand through my hair. While I was upset that Madison put herself in danger—regardless of whether it was for a noble cause—I didn’t want to rat her out to her over-protective father. She didn’t need us both ganging up on her. “I hope so. Look, give us a bit, and then we’ll figure everything out. I think there’s more to Charles having the mustangs on his land than we realized.”
After convincing Wayne that I needed a few minutes with Madison, I headed for the house. Every step I took caused my conflicting emotions to flare up again. On one hand, I was so thankful that she was okay, but on the other, I was pissed right the hell off that she not only put her life at risk, but that of our unborn child. It was unacceptable.
My angry side must have won out as I walked into the house, because I used entirely too much force when closing the door, causing the sound of it slamming to echo through the silent house. After removing my boots, I stepped out of the small foyer and saw Madison sitting at the table, staring at her hands tightly clasped on the tabletop. The floor groaned beneath my feet, and Madison’s head lifted, her cheeks damp and her eyes red and puffy from crying.
“I’m so sorry,” she said in a shaky voice, and I wanted nothing more than to pull her into my arms and take away all her hurt.
But what about my hurt?
“What the hell were you thinking?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. “You realize what could have happened, don’t you?”
“Yes, but—”
“But what, Madison?” Her head snapped back in shock at the brash sound of my voice. “What possible excuse could you have for putting you and that baby’s lives at risk? Please, enlighten me.”
“It wasn’t … I didn’t … it’s just, I heard him and—”
“And what?” I interrupted again. “You ran in without knowing what the hell to expect? Dammit, Madison!”
“I know!” she cried out, the fire in her eyes igniting. “Don’t you think I know how stupid it was? How stupid I was? I get that. I do. It’s not like I went in there with the intention of being seen. I just wanted some kind of visual proof that he was mistreating these animals so we could finally do something to help them. To stop him.”
“You should have come back to the ranch and gotten someone!” I told her bluntly, my anger at her carelessness quickly escalating again as I crossed the room and pulled her to her feet. As I thought about the possibility of what could have happened, my eyes burned with tears, and I cradled her face in my hands. “Madison, I could have fucking lost you.”
“I know.” She sniffled again, the fire in her eyes fizzling as reality set in again. The look of remorse in her eyes told me she wasn’t going to fight me on this; she knew she fucked up.
Dropping my forehead to hers, I looked down at her hands moving over her belly, and my stomach rolled. “Both of you. You could’ve been killed.”
“What?” Wayne’s voice boomed from behind me, startling us both.



Chapter 23. Two Against One

“D-Daddy,” Madison stuttered, pulling her face from my hands as her eyes moved between me and her father, who had come in behind me at some point without either of us noticing. Apparently, we’d been too wrapped up in our discussion to notice much of anything.
“Is that what you were keeping from me?” he demanded, his accusing eyes narrowing in on me as he entered the kitchen with Bones at his side. “What the hell happened this afternoon?”
Madison continued to look from me to Wayne, and then back at me before exhaling loudly. “Lilah and I went for a walk, and on our way back I heard what sounded like a horse in trouble,” she began. “It didn’t take long for me to realize the sound was coming from Charles’ farm, and when I got there I found him beating on a horse.” She looked to me and shrugged. “The Appaloosa mustang.”
“And what’s this about almost getting yourself killed?” Wayne demanded, glaring angrily between Madison and me. I was sure I was going to hear something about keeping that from him, but if it was going to happen, he was saving it until later as he turned his focus back to Madison. “What the hell were you even doing on his land, Madison?”
Madison cringed, likely because it was rare he used her given name. “I needed to get a closer look. I swear I never intended to be seen. It wasn’t like I was going to just run in there and try to stop him myself. Be mad all you want, I get it, I screwed up. But I’m fine …” She continued to rub her hands over her belly. “We’re fine.”
Wayne went on lecturing Madison, saying all the same things I already had. I didn’t stop him, nor did I interrupt with anything more, because I was still pretty pissed, and Madison needed to know just how serious her actions were. She wasn’t just my world, but Wayne’s, too.
“I know, Dad,” Madison assured him. “Again, it’s not like I meant to be seen. I just wanted a closer look—some kind of proof. I wasn’t thinking; I heard the horse, and I just reacted how I would have before, without another thought in my mind.” She looked down, almost ashamed. “I’ve always looked out for the welfare of the animals on this ranch and the ones we’ve saved in the past. This is all so new to me … and I know that’s no excuse, and neither of you should forgive me any time soon—I sure won’t …”
Sighing, I took her face in my hands and looked at her seriously. “I need you to promise me—both of us—that you won’t do anything like that ever again. I mean it. Do you have any idea how terrified I was?”
Madison’s head quickly bobbed up and down in my grasp. “Absolutely … I swear. I should have waited until I spoke to one of you first. I should have listened to Lilah. I’m so, so sorry. It won’t happen again.”
I was far from over what happened, but I needed to try and move us past this. It would probably take a little while for me to be able to trust that she wouldn’t be so impulsive in the future, but I knew that it wouldn’t be good for our relationship if I dwelled on it.
After a few more moments, Wayne asked about what exactly happened between Charles and the Appaloosa. Madison explained everything, starting with how she and Lilah were headed home when they heard the horse roaring. She then went on to say that she saw Charles attacking the horse with some kind of crop or prod and the horse was bleeding.
“I think he’s attempting to gentle them with the intent to sell them. Some of the horses he’s acquired are gorgeous, and he probably thinks he could charge a lot for them. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d come across it.” Madison shuddered. “The way he was treating the Appaloosa was horrifying. It was like he was trying to break his spirit. It was terrible, and I knew there was nothing I could do by myself. So, I started to leave when I was spotted.” She shrugged before continuing. “The rest, you know.”
“Well, I’m still not pleased that you put yourself at risk, Madison,” Wayne began, his eyes still narrowed at her and showing his displeasure with her actions. “But I can’t ignore what’s been going on over there either. I just can’t believe it took us this long to figure it out.”
“It’s not our fault, Dad. He was good at keeping whatever he’s been up to under wraps all these weeks. I mean, he got rid of the mustangs—or, so we thought—and has been keeping his misdoings under the radar until today.”
“Well, it ends. Today.” Wayne reached into his inside jacket pocket for his cell and dialed. “Don’t think you and I are done with this conversation, young lady … Chief Tanner? It’s Wayne Landry. Remember that issue I called about a few weeks back? Well, there’ve been a few new developments.”
As Wayne went into the details of what we knew now, Madison looked up at me and offered me a small smile. “Are we … okay?”
“Look,” I said, reaching out running my hand up and down her arm. “I’m not going to lie and say I’m not still upset about your actions”—Madison dropped her eyes from mine again, and I coaxed them back—“but I love you, and I kcalibre_3">“It’s not our fault, Dad. He was good at keeping whatever he’s been up to under wraps all these weeks. I mean, he got rid of the mustangs—or, so we thought—and has been keeping his misdoings under the radar until today.”
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