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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The big brother’s gut churned with rage.
Every protective instinct urged him to choke the life out of the
lecherous bastard who wanted to become his sister’s lover. He
resisted the urge because it is a near physical impossibility to
choke yourself to death. So he seethed with impotent rage, even as
he burned with potent craving.

As the flames rose higher, a small voice
emerged from the deepest recesses of his consciousness. "There's no
blood tie and no legal tie. You drew a line. You can erase it." He
squinted in disgust. Even the inner demon attempting to excuse the
inexcusable sounded aroused.

Just the sight of her in profile, raising her
long skirts to expose her shapely legs made him throb. She tossed
back her head to laugh as she landed, and a wild gust of wind
billowed under the front of her skirt, tossing it up until it lay
around her shoulders. Jake started to sweat and tremble as heat
stole his composure. His rapt gaze followed the long lush lines of
her legs to her thighs and then to the gates of paradise. Satan
must have inspired her to wear the sheer drawers that highlighted
more than hid the wild nest of black curls.

The couple of seconds that passed before the
wind died down enough for her to gather her skirts were the longest
and the shortest seconds in the annals of recorded time. The beat
of his rampant erection became drums heralding his descent into
hell. The forbidden fire kindled so rapidly that it blazed past the
boundaries of his control to become an inferno his formidable
self-loathing could not quench.

As she turned, she reached to withdraw
several of the midnight locks that escaped her upswept hair to fall
into the deep "V" of her purple gown’s neckline. The dress matched
the eyes sparkling with the joy of her homecoming. The lover
thought of the darker fire that would light her gaze as she climbed
the mountain of passion to perch with him at the summit of --- no,
that could never happen.

After she tamed her skirts, she turned
towards the house, and tried to repair her hair. But the wind and
her impatience made the task impossible, so she removed the pins
from the wild mass, and allowed her the thick black mass to fall
free. It fell to curve around her firm buttocks like his hands
would when -- damn it Jake - stop it. But it got worse before it
got better, because her attempts to tame her locks dislodged the
neckline of her dress, and her breasts nearly overflowed their
confinement.

Jake licked his lips, and then licked them
again, imagining his approach to that bounty. His tongue would lick
every inch of flesh teasingly before his mouth fastened to the
pebbled nipples and -- he was doing it again. He commanded himself
to get a grip, but lost it a second later when she reached inside
her neckline to withdraw one of the long locks wound around her
luscious globes.

Jake could hear his own breathing as he saw
himself taking the ends of that hair and tickling her nipples until
she spread her thighs. Then he'd move lower to tickle the lips of
her cleft until the lock was coated with the moisture of her need
for his … no. Forbidden. Turn around you pervert, he thought, but
she'd remembered that her bodice was askew, and reached up to tuck
her breasts back inside. He stumbled on legs that did not want to
support his weight as he saw himself lifting her skirts while he
unbuttoned his jeans and freed his staff to lunge inside her wet,
aching…damn it, stop. No more.

As she mounted the steps to enter the house,
he sought refuge and camouflage for his badly tented trousers
behind the bar. Closing his eyes, he pictured the scrawny tomboy
with the bad haircut and all the allure of a stick. Where did she
go? He was prepared for her return. And where did the exotic
temptress come from?

Just last night he and his brothers had joked
that they would likely have to lasso somebody clumsy enough to miss
his chance at escape and haul him to the altar. As though they'd
been privy to his thoughts, which they certainly were not because
he was still standing and wasn’t bloody, his younger brothers began
to comment on her changed appearance.

"It's a good thing I've been working on my
right hook," Josh commented.

"Yep. We better check our side arms too,"
Jared added.

"SHUT UP! BOTH OF YOU!" Jake snarled, poured
himself a shot of whiskey, and tossed it back in one shot.

Jake stood frozen, holding his shoulders
erect, as though his formidable 6’3" height would intimidate the
lover who crawled out from some dark, hidden place. He gripped the
whiskey glass he didn’t remember emptying. His half-lowered lids
failed to disguise the smoldering need in his dark chocolate eyes.
As though eager to leave its creamy brown brethren, and perhaps the
bastard it graced, a single chocolate lock sprawled across his
forehead. His brow furrowed as he swabbed his free hand across his
eyes as though that would fix his problem. It wouldn’t because the
problem was far from his eyes.

What had happened to him?

The minute he saw Jessi, the beast inside the
man woke up and roared. Roared at the wrong prey. He couldn't get
hard from staring at Jessi. No legal tie, no blood tie, okay he'd
give the little voice that much, but she was his sister by word and
by deed. Why then had his body responded so instantly to the
siren’s call of the temptress who wore his sister’s soul? Somehow,
she'd awakened the lover within the man she would call brother.

He could not shake the thought – where had
his sister gone?

It seemed like yesterday, but it had been
seven years since 11-year-old Jessi arrived at the ranch as skinny
as a reed and swaying like one too. Her little eyes had been red
and swollen but she seemed almost beyond grief, beyond feeling. She
was with a US Marshal who told them that their father and her
mother, their dad's soon-to-be bride, had died in a train accident.
The lass who would've become their stepsister kept her eyes glued
to the floor and stood unnaturally still. She quivered like a
frightened mare until he knelt beside her and tilted her little
chin up to introduce himself.

He introduced his brothers and asked her
name. After a long pause, in a tight little voice, she'd replied.
"Jessica. My name is Jessica Elaine Marshall."

He'd smiled and appeared to consider her
answer. "Well, this is the Circle J Ranch and all three of us have
first names that start with the letter J too. So I reckon that the
Good Lord must have meant for you to join the family
regardless."

She just looked at him for a couple of
minutes. Finally, she must have decided he was right. She wiped her
eyes with the back of her hand, sniffed and summoned an
almost-smile.

Fitting a girl into a formerly male household
turned out to be tough. The awkwardness eased when they started
treating her like a little brother. They taught her to ride, shoot,
rope and even to brand the livestock. She acted the way the boys
acted because she learned by example, and likely because she wanted
to fit in.

Jessi reconstituted the grief torn group into
a family. The need to teach her, to train her distracted them from
sorrow. Acquainting her with ranch life helped the brothers
tolerate the gaping absence of their father. They all grew close.
But Jake and Jessi shared a special bond from the moment of that
first introduction.

Horses terrified the girl at first. It
tickled Josh’s perverse sense of humor. He played a couple of
practical jokes on her. But after one of his pranks involved a pony
being placed in Jessi’s bedroom during the middle of the night,
causing her to wake up screaming in terror, the punishment Jake
administered persuaded him to let up. Jake showed great patience
with getting Jessi over her fear, a necessary thing on a ranch that
made much of its living from breeding and training those very
animals.

He started with a pony she named "Pal." It
took Jake a long time and a lot of trips with Jessi to the barn,
taking carrots or lumps of sugar and enduring her long, rambling
conversations with Pal. Eventually the day came when he convinced
her to get on the pony and be led around the corral. In slow steps,
she learned to ride and to love horses as much, if not more, than
her brothers.

They taught her to shoot, and she took to
guns right off. She had been far more afraid of the horses. Of
course, she had been younger then. She worked with all of them
around the ranch. She could ride, rope, and brand.

Things continued pretty well until one Sunday
when Jessi was nearly fifteen. The brothers emerged from Church to
find her kneeling on the dirt, one knee pressed to the back of the
Davis' boy, Mike. She had him pinned face-down as she ground his
face into a mud puddle, yelling, "You dirty SIDEWINDER, I am every
bit as tough a cowboy as any of you."

Reverend Hargraves’ wife emerged from the
scandalized crowd and took them aside for a stern lecture about how
negligent they were in rearing the girl and allowing her to turn
into a complete tomboy. Mrs. Hargraves allowed as how she
understood that the three single men might not know a great deal
about turning a young girl into a lady. She promised to help and
about a week she showed up at the ranch with some brochure about a
fancy "finishing" school in Richmond, Virginia. After some debate,
but feeling cornered, they agreed to send Jessi to the school. None
of them doubted that the hard part would be convincing her. Like
most unwanted tasks, that chore fell on Jake.

He took her for a ride that ended at a lake
on the ranch. Trees and rocks hid the crystal blue water, making it
a private sanctuary. A view of the ocean from the lake made it seem
like a world of water. Years earlier, Jake taught Jessi how to swim
here and it became a favorite stopping point on their rides to the
shore.

He'd put his hand on her shoulder. "Jessi,
after today, it's pretty clear that there are lessons three fellows
can't give. We don’t know how to teach you to be a lady."

"I don’t want to be a lady. I love the ranch.
I'll just stay and work with the family."

"Some day you'll want a husband and children.
If you stay here you will never have that."

She knew what she wanted and wouldn't stand
for her ideas and plans for her future to be challenged. Her future
was the ranch, the horses, and Jake. She thought it over for a few
minutes. He was right, she did want children. Then the perfect
solution came to her. "Well, maybe I will just marry you then. You
will always be here working the ranch. This place is in you like it
is in me."

Too surprised to be diplomatic, he laughed so
hard he fell off his perch on a rock. "Marry? You and me? When I
marry, it will be to a lady, not to a girl who wants to be a man.
You’re not lady enough for me, little girl. Go away and grow
up."

She had never thought of Jake in any romantic
sense. But she had never thought of him married to any other woman
either. She just thought of them together, working the ranch. The
exchange made her see him as a man, and that unsettled her. His
disdain at the idea of a marriage between them stirred up a
hornet's nest of discontent. Not enough of a lady for him?

Unaware of how upset she was, he went on.
"Enough of this foolishness. Jessi, I was ashamed of how you acted
at church. I guess I let you down and brought you up wrong. I could
teach you to be a cowboy, but I can’t turn the cowboy into a
lady."

The thought that she had made Jake ashamed of
her was devastating but the fact that he found the idea of the two
of them together laughable destroyed her.

She couldn’t even face him. "If you will make
the arrangements I will go and pack my things."

They all made the trip to Richmond. Just over
three years earlier, Jake had hugged her goodbye and she'd made a
prediction.

"I will learn to be a lady and will never
again give you reason to be ashamed. I'll also prove that I can be
all the lady you could ever want." She'd turned, squared her
shoulders and walked straight up the staircase without once looking
back.

Today, the uncontrollable reactions of his
body caused him to look back on those words and wonder if it had
been some kind of a curse. Had she cast a spell to summon the lover
to battle the big brother who scorned her?

He had never reacted to a woman like this.
Yes, he was a big brawny guy, and yes sex was something he enjoyed.
But he enjoyed it in a controlled fashion. He had a reputation for
that control, both in and out of the bedroom. It wasn’t absolute
but it took a lot to make even a small crack break the surface of
it. Jessi managed it by opening the door of a carriage. That scared
the hell out of a man who was scared by very little in this
world.

Now she was outside. She would walk into the
room give at least some of them a big hug in greeting. Jake didn’t
know if her feelings toward him had mellowed enough for a hug. She
had been pretty well upset when he left and Jessi could hold onto a
mad with great fervor. In his present state, well he hoped maybe
she was still holding on to that mad. No, he hoped she had gotten
over it and would throw her arms around him to bring him close
enough to smell her fragrance, nuzzle her hair and maybe get a
closer look at those…

Hell no, she was his sister. She couldn’t
feel his current state, the loss of control over his bodily
reactions that he vowed would never happen again. But the lover
said, yes, hug me, hold me close. No, he didn’t want that. Yes, he
did, no… Great green toad frogs, he dithered like a randy teenager
on the verge of his first lay.

Jake stood imprisoned behind the bar. He
could not emerge to show the rise in his Levi’s. That bulge was a
badge of shame. It would show the world his unnatural reaction to
his little sister. That shame had to be hidden and it had to stop.
She would come in to greet the big brother and the lover he had
been for an unwary moment would be banished forever.

He poured and tossed back a second whiskey
and worked hard at convincing himself that his helpless and
instantaneous reaction meant nothing. She was his sister but now
she'd grown up. They would help her find a husband and settle down.
Any man could have been momentarily thrown off balance when he was
expecting to see a little wren and saw a beautiful swan instead. It
was just natural, right?

But if it was natural the other two would
have experienced the same thing, especially Jared who was well
known for unbuttoning his pants at a moment’s notice. The thought
of Jared opening his jeans for Jessi made him want to throw the
whiskey glass across the room. He sat it down on the table instead
and found himself glancing at the fit of Jake and Jar’s pants to
find that they had NOT shared his reaction. Now he was looking at
his brothers’ crotches for the love of all things Texas. He had to
get hold of himself.

Jake flexed his hands as he realized that the
lover’s palms were itching to touch her.

The big brother stared at the doorknob. That
better and more moral part of him wanted to protect his sister. It
willed the doorknob not to turn until he had banished the beast who
wanted to ravage her.

The lover wanted to dance with her in the
midst of the forbidden fire. He was almost salivating in his
eagerness to have the sultry vixen within touching distance. He
willed the doorknob to turn now, right now.

And suddenly it did.
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CHAPTER TWO











She swept into the room like a queen.

Jessi first approached Jared, who stood
closest to the door. "I see you still have those lady-killer looks.
Do tell me how you've managed to escape the parson’s noose this
long?"

In answer, he swung her off her feet. "Jessi.
Great goodness above, I've missed you. I see you're still mighty
sassy. That’s good. I wouldn’t want to give up those interesting
chats of ours, so I’m glad they didn’t make you too fancy!"

She turned and Josh spoke. "Who are you and
what have you gone and done with our scrawny sister?"

She hugged him, laughing. "I see you haven’t
changed much. Well, maybe you did grow up a little. I bet I can’t
talk you into playing Indian anymore, can I?"

"Well, I’ve got to admit that I’m pretty much
always the Cowboy these days, sis," he replied.

Jake tensed, knowing she would approach him
next. He had faced men with death in their eyes and guns in their
hands without fear. He was more than a little afraid now. That
traitor in his pants didn’t seem to know it should not react to a
sister. It didn’t seem to know that it should not begin to pound
and --- was he getting harder, was that even possible?

He could smell musk and vanilla but would bet
the price of their next mare that she wasn’t wearing perfume. It
was her, and he could suddenly imagine her in his bed wearing
nothing but that smell. Her long, midnight hair, would spread out
across the pillow and … shit.

He had to get out of here and summon the big
brother. He had to get out of here before she hugged him. He could
feel his palms sweating and itching with the need to touch.
Suddenly it was too late. She walked towards him but stopped just a
few feet away and twirled so that he could see her from all angles.
Then she walked behind the bar providing strategic cover. She
walked right up close to him, cloaking him in a world of vanilla
musk and lust so potent he could scream with it or shatter with it
or, more likely, die with it.

He gripped the bar so hard his knuckles
turned white. He had to hold onto it because if he let go he would
throw himself right at her, right on her, right in her. Why, then
did he take a deep breath and then another and another?

For a moment, Jessi’s step faltered. Jake.
Strong, and patient, but firm. He was hard as a rock to the world,
but she thought he saved his soft, caring side for her. Now she
wanted to sweep that stray lock of chocolate back over his forehead
and let her hands keep playing in his hair. Had he always been this
much a man?

"Don’t I get a hug from you too?" She winked
as he asked the outrageous question.

By God she actually winked! Could she know
what she was doing to him? What had she learned at that school
anyway? And who had taught her? It was more than obvious what she
was doing to him. Okay, it would have been more than obvious if she
had looked down. Fortunately she didn’t look down. She seemed to be
a looking at his hair. Thank God. His hair was safe.

She may not have looked down but he did. Down
to where her breasts soared above her dress. He was looking now. He
could not stop looking, or smelling, or --- swelling.

"Of course." He cleared his throat to cover
his husky tone. In an act of idiocy, he opened his arms. With tears
sparking in the corners of her eyes, she ran those last couple of
steps. Those tears must have called the big brother because he
picked her up and whirled her around.

He laughed. "Brat. Of course you get a hug.
And it is so good to have you back and finished. You are finished
aren’t you?"

She smacked her lips together and lifted one
brow. "You tell me. Do I look finished?"

The laughter left his eyes as he looked into
the purple haze that must have him ensorcelled. She took a deep
breath and he couldn't stop his eyes from darting down again, but
he did make himself look up fast. "You look fantastic."

He stared at her and took another deep
breath. It was all he would permit himself, that moment when their
eyes locked and the rest of the world disappeared.

She felt hot and cold because of that look.
It made her shaky and shy, bold and wanton. It scared her a bit.
Okay. A lot. The years and balls in Richmond taught her enough to
know what he'd been looking at so briefly. None of the Richmond
dandies' complements or courting affected her as much as that one
glance from this man. He'd meant everything to her since long
before she knew what that meant.

She didn't exactly know what made her ask the
question. "So I look good enough to trap some man into that
parson’s noose all of you have managed to avoid?" But somehow she
knew he would put her down then. And he did.

His harsh laugh owed a lot to how he felt as
he imagined her in a marriage bed with another man. "Yeah. I have
been working on a list of potential victims. Right now, the list is
pretty short. I really don't have that many enemies."

Those words betrayed her all over again.
Couldn’t he feel the magic between them? The connection? She wanted
to cry at what should have been a happy homecoming, a victorious
homecoming, an in your face and look at me now homecoming. But she
hadn’t spent all that time at balls and socials for nothing. She
wanted to pound his face in the dirt and insist that she was still
the best cowboy. Instead, she dipped her head, hunched her
shoulders, lowered her lashes and gave a sad little sigh.

He'd made her unhappy and he'd have to fix
it. The proper big brother thought couldn't survive the view her
posture provided. The lover wanted to kiss it and make it better.
Hell, a kiss would make him better - or at least it might if he was
kissing the lush ivory that filled his vision. He had to look away
or he'd bust his britches. He did it slowly, and only got as far as
her mouth. His privates pounded in time to the tremble of her lower
lip. Tremble? He grabbed her hand and squeezed. "I'm sorry, Jessi."
Then he told the absolute truth. "I'm a little off today."

She met his eyes and pushed a little farther.
"Either you're very off or you're not sorry. That's not how you say
it." The memory flashed between them, a palpable force. From her
first days here, sorry had been a kiss on the nose and a nip of her
chin before he said, "Go get 'em tiger."

The tension in his groin grew at the
suggestion. He squeezed her hand again, involuntarily, but got
nowhere near her mouth. It wouldn't be a peck and a nip this time.
It would be a feast that would last until she, Jared and Josh
ganged up and beat him bloody. He raised her hand to his mouth.
"You're too old for the childish version," he said. He planted a
proper peck on the back of her hand but, before he knew he was
going to do it, he turned her hand over. He kissed her palm
tenderly before his mouth rebelled, giving a swiping lick to the
fleshy pad beneath her fingers.

When he released her hand, her eyes sparkled.
Before he could decide what to make of that, she wrinkled her nose,
unfurled her palm and pressed it over her heart. Well, indirectly
over her heart. Directly it was pressed against the left breast
that expanded with a deep breath as he watched.

"I shall treasure it always," she said
dramatically, moving her palm in and out to imitate a beating
heart.

"Damn," he muttered as a tic in his cheek
heralded the strain of his effort to keep his hips from imitating
the motion. He had to get her out of here before he cracked and did
...Don't think it Jake. "Wouldn't you like to get settled in your
room?"

She took her hand off her breast and placed
it on his arm. "Absolutely. I'm all worn out. I believe I'll
stretch out on my bed awhile. Jake, would you please take my bags
up for me?"

His arm burned and he kept his other hand
tucked in his pocket so it couldn't get out and take that hand off
his arm and move it to his crotch. Stretch out on her bed? Jake
could not think of anything he wanted to do as much or needed to do
as little as getting Jessi anywhere near a bed. What he needed was
time, and distance, and maybe a trip into town to visit with one of
the saloon girls. It had been too long since his last visit
upstairs at the saloon. In his urge to excuse himself, he
conveniently forgot that he'd been there just a few days ago.

That excuse made him feel so much better that
he sounded almost normal. "I’ll be glad to take your bags up for
you."

He fetched them, but the lover followed her
upstairs, noticing the curtain of dark hair flying around her
swaying hips, falling to the upper curve of her bottom. He opened
the door and tried to be the big brother who would sit the bags
down just inside the room and leave. He didn’t want to see the bed
right now. She paused behind him and he heard the click of the
bedroom door closing. She sauntered over to where he was setting
the bags down.

She leaned close and smoothed his hair away
from his ear. "Jake, tell me. Am I lady enough for you now?"

Her fragrance surrounded him. She licked her
lips as her fingers played in his hair. When she straightened she
took off her gloves, slowly peeled them off one at a time and
turned and threw them, Saints above, she threw them right on the
bed.

His eyes went completely black, save for dark
sparkles tracking through like shooting stars. He took two steps
before he stopped himself. If his mouth opened again it would be to
take hers in a kiss that wasn’t a brotherly greeting. He turned and
escaped without a word.

She leaned back against the door as her smile
turned into a giggle. She'd upset him, unsettled him and she was
glad. It was a start. She didn’t want a husband. Well, she did not
want a husband who wasn’t Jake. Maybe, just maybe, the years in
Richmond had taught her a valuable lesson after all. She didn't
want to be the best cowboy anymore. Cowgirls had more fun.

Right now, what she wanted was to get on her
horse and ride. Yes, that's what she would do. There was plenty of
time before dinner for a ride. She would ride out and her world
would welcome her back to it. Maybe this mad obsession she had
would stop and Jake would be just her older brother again. She
ignored the chasm of loss in the pit of her stomach at the
thought.

Downstairs, Jake walked by his brothers
without saying a word. Most especially without giving them a chance
to notice the badge of shame in his jeans.

He jumped on his horse and galloped away like
the devil was at his heels.

"What’s eating Jake?" Josh asked.

"Dunno," Jared said, pouring himself a
whiskey. "But he has been acting mighty strange today. Something is
riding the hard edge of his temper. When Jake gets that look in his
eyes and that tone in his voice, it is just best to stay well out
of his way for a while."

Jared mused. "You know, I always thought that
maybe something was said that last time at the lake to finally get
Jessi to agree to go away to school. The change was just too
sudden. They walked back and I expected tantrums and days of
protest but Jessi just started packing."

The pair were interrupted by their sister.
She whisked into the room wearing blue jeans and reminding both of
them of the old Jessi. Of course, the old Jessi had never filled
out her jeans like the new one did. The new one would indeed call
on the protective resources of her brothers.

"What’s that about Jake?" she asked.

They explained that Jake had not seemed like
himself and had appeared troubled about something.

"I need to talk to him. Do you know where he
went?" She asked the question, although when she had come
downstairs her very last thought had been hunting Jake.

Josh said that when he was upset he often
went to the lake. She nodded as thoughtful contemplation stole over
her features.

The lake was where he was headed. After that
last encounter, he needed nothing on earth so much as to cool off
and calm down. He needed to get himself and his body under control,
and then he could get some space and perspective. Jessi was his
sister. His reactions today were unnatural. And he knew that given
just one more minute in that bedroom with her… He did not let
himself go beyond that thought. That thought was quite bad enough.
Nothing had happened. And it would stay that way.

Then he arrived at the lake. It brought back
that conversation. It always did. For all these years the thought
of Jessi being so innocent that she would suggest that they marry
made him smile. He wasn't smiling today. He couldn't suddenly lust
after a sibling!

"Shut up," he said aloud, speaking to the
small voice that reminded him again that there was no blood tie, no
legal tie, nothing preventing a mating with her. The voice was
wrong, that’s all. It was just wrong.

The searing lust terrified him. The thought
of panting after his sister horrified him. But his fear didn’t calm
his rampant desire. Despite the big brother’s every intention to
never think of her that way again, the lover’s every other thought
was of her, of putting his tongue into the bodice of that dress and
laying her back on that bed and… STOP. For God’s sake this had to
stop. He tore off his clothes and jumped into the lake. The water
was frigid.

The icy water would do its job if he could
stop thinking about how she had looked and how she had smelled and
how she had felt when she hugged him, how her hand had felt playing
with his hair, how it had looked rubbing his kiss against her
breast. Instead his thoughts kept going forward. He imagined doing
more than pushing down the bodice. He saw himself sucking on her
nipples and ripping off every stitch of her clothing. She would
writhe with passion on the bed, whimpering with need. She'd reach
over and take his hand and put it on her velvet love-canal and he'd
play with her until she was moist and spread her legs wider and
hunched up against the air. Only then would he take his index
finger and plunge it inside and thrust.

He stood. No water could cool thoughts this
hot. He was so hard, full and tight that he was in pain verging on
agony. He looked down at the thick, erect proof of his perversion
to see the veins standing out, seeking relief. He could count each
pulse. He'd be in real trouble if he did not find release soon.

But he couldn’t do it, or at least, he
shouldn’t do it. Dad said that touching himself like that meant he
couldn't control himself. Jake had never been so embarrassed in his
life as he was the time when he was fifteen and his Daddy walked in
and caught him in his room with his pants around his ankles, and an
"I’ve found heaven" expression on his face. His hand was covered in
his own juices and was where it had no business being.

Dad delivered a stern lecture Jake carried
with him every minute after that and just the thought of that
lecture kept him from repeating the act. He hadn’t done it since,
not one time. He suspected that on long roundups his brothers, like
the other men, took care of things. He never questioned or lectured
but he'd also never forgotten the disappointment on his Daddy’s
face. So he never had.

But, he hurt badly. He was so aroused that
the breeze blowing on his inflamed organ caused him torment. He
stood still for long moments with his fists clenched and his head
thrown back, thrusting out against nature's caress. Then he dove
under again, but the cold water still did not help. In fact, as his
thoughts strayed back to that bedroom he got more aroused even
under the icy water.

He could hardly stand erect against the pain.
But he fought the need until he thought he heard a noise behind
him. As he turned his hand brushed by his staff. Then it betrayed
his will. He told himself to stop but his body insisted it would
take what it needed. His will had not failed him in his recent
memory but it did today. He reached down and took himself with his
own hand. All the while, he remembered the smell of her, and her
purple eyes firing as she leaned to display those rosy nipples. The
young lass he adored had grown up to be an exotic temptress who
made him burn.

His need was so great, and he was so far
beyond ready that it only took a few strokes before the pulses of
pleasure began. With a shout, he emptied himself into his hand.

The duel between relief and release nearly
overpowered him. But humiliation and shame tainted the release. He
promised himself that his thoughts, his control, and surely his
body, would be his own from this day forward. He would get
temptation out of the way, out of his house. He would find Jessi a
husband pretty damn quick. He didn't even acknowledge the idiotic
rage that threatened to explode at just the thought. It was the
only solution. One sight of her decimated his control and made him
break a promise he'd thought unbreakable.

He would have been devastated had he seen the
object of his fascination standing in the forest. She arrived as
Jake threw off the last of his clothes. She had been about to call
out to him when he turned to face her and she saw his completely
nude body. Honest, she didn't mean to spy but the sight of his
rippling muscles covered with fine creamy hair stole her ability to
speak. That's why she hadn't called out to him, right? It was only
natural that she'd be struck dumb and rendered senseless by the
image of power coated with caring. Jake. Only Jake.

She saw the heat in his eyes before he looked
down at himself. Her eyes followed, at first lingering on a thin
line of hair below his navel, painted chocolate like that single
lock of hair on his head. The secret chocolate grew molten,
dissolving her will to look away and forcing her to look further
down. His male part touched his stomach, bobbing to completely
obscure the chocolate line. It was hard and she watched it fill
more and put her hand over her mouth to stop her cry. Watching made
her feel strange all over. Her breasts hurt and the hidden part of
her that she barely allowed herself to touch with a washcloth
throbbed and grew moist. These must be the secret sensations her
classmates whispered about. She'd thought them the product of vivid
imaginations because she'd never felt anything close to black
magic. She felt it now. She saw it now.

When he touched himself she started panting
and nearly melted. Her private parts grew wet, and she shifted
where she stood. Then he gave a hoarse shout and milky white liquid
shot out from his manhood and covered his hand. She licked her
lips, finding that her mouth dry with desire for the taste of his
passion. She intended to weave a spell of her own.

He came here straight from her room. Josh and
Jar said he hadn't slowed down, stopped or spoke beyond a growl
about a ride. Had she inspired this? The thought empowered her.
Could a woman have such an affect on someone this much a man?

Jake’s thoughts kept him from going straight
home. He rode by the ocean, and the turmoil inside him was echoed
in the violent crash of the waves on the shore. He spent the ride
telling himself that desire for Jessi was taboo, forbidden. Surely
she'd be flabbergasted if she were ever to know of the hours when
he'd felt this way. He vowed that he'd return as her brother and
she would never know about his temporary insanity. Brother was the
role he'd created for himself, the only role he could ever have in
her life. He'd get her married off if it killed him and the way he
felt about it indicated the task just might. Time got away from him
and when he arrived it was to hear Hattie’s loud call to
supper.

Jessi wandered in wearing a pretty peach
colored dress that made her look like a bouquet of flowers. Her
dark hair was swept up but a few tendrils hung loose, draping down
the side of her neck and curling around her ears. Jake walked over
and drew back her chair to seat her, drawn irresistibly to get
closer despite every vow he spent the afternoon making.

She smiled up at him as he prepared to seat
her in the empty chair beside his at the head of the table. He
pulled back the chair, and she released her grip on his arm. His
skin was a bit damp. Jessi was nervous. She brushed past him to sit
down. He caught a whiff of her vanilla and musk, and nearly bent
over to take a bite. But grown up brothers didn’t bite their little
sisters. He couldn't help picturing it in his mind, stripping the
peach fabric to find the real fruit underneath.

"Jake!" Jessi squealed. He looked down to see
that while his senses basked in her essence, he'd kept pushing her
chair under the table, until she was wedged tight.

"Woolgathering?" asked his youngest brother
with a twinkle in his eye that was pure Josh. "It looks like you
didn’t realize that Jessi isn’t quite so little anymore. These days
if you push her too far she’s got these cushions that just bounce
right…"

"JOSH." Jessi protested, tossing a piece of
bread at him.

The bread bounced off his chest and landed on
the table. In typical Josh fashion, he picked it up and ate it.
"Five second rule. Still good. Jess, speaking of which, can you
pass the bread and butter? It has been a while since lunch."

Conversation swirled around them and Jessi
looked down as Jake picked up his fork with his right hand, poised
over the creamy mound of potatoes on his plate. Just about an hour
earlier, he'd curled that hand around the manliest part of himself.
He'd touched and caressed until that pearly white liquid brought
him such vivid, such obvious relief. Staring now, she remembered
how much she'd wanted to lick off the liquid, and then move on to
lick the drops that clung to his…

Why was she staring at his hand? Why was she
staring at that hand in particular? She looked up and met his eyes
and he saw her expression. Her amazing purple eyes stretched wide
open. They were dark and dewy and sparkling. She looked like a
virgin in the throes of her first fit of passion. But that couldn’t
be. She was looking at him and he was her brother, and it damned
well couldn’t be. The feelings couldn’t be mutual. He had enough
trouble fighting the forbidden flames burning him alive when he
thought he fought alone.

Her lips had gone dry and she was shaky. She
sipped her wine and spilled a couple of red drops on her hand. She
picked up her hand to lick the drops off and met Jake’s eyes.
Emboldened and acting upon an instinct she couldn’t name, she
flicked out her tongue and caught one drop before she slowly
flicked her tongue out for the second.

She’s teasing me, thought Jake, and it’s
working. Right there at the dinner table, not more than an hour
after he conquered the beast in his trousers, it woke up again. He
tented his pants at his sister’s homecoming supper. The fire came
too fast and burned too hot for his will to fight it. He had years
of practice in presenting a stern visage to the world. His face
didn’t show his turmoil, remaining steady. He looked away, and
tried to regain some normalcy by joining in his brothers’
conversation about the merits of a new stallion they just
purchased. For the first time in his life, he could've cared less
if they made a good purchase or bought a pig in a poke. He didn't
care if the animal ran like the wind or bred nothing but champions.
He only cared that he didn't look like a man dying from a thirst he
could never slake.

Jessi lacked practice or the ability to hide
her expressions. As Jake cut off a piece of meat, he glanced at her
and saw her staring at his hand again and licking her lips. She
squirmed in her seat, like she couldn't sit still. His thoughts
went unerringly to that hidden nest of fur between her legs, and he
wondered if it might be moist and throbbing and, WAIT, stop it
Jake, just stop it. Feeding the fire only makes it grow.

But why was she staring at his hand and
showing signs of being aroused? He couldn't mistake the meaning of
what he read in her face, in her actions. Could he? Maybe misery
loved company but he wasn't enough of a prick to want her to share
his eternal damnation. Was he?

"Jake, did Jessi find you down at the lake
earlier?"

Jared tossed out the casual question as Jake
took a big swallow of wine. He was setting his glass down when he
missed the table. It fell to the floor and shattered. His big gulp
of wine went down the wrong way. He started to cough, nearly
choking.

"God, Jake are you all right?" Josh was half
out of seat, going to his brother before Jake managed to get a
breath to say that he was fine.

"Sorry. I guess I just swallowed wrong," Jake
said.

Fortunately, the choking distracted his
brothers, who forgot Jar’s question. Jake didn’t forget. That
comment coupled with Jessi’s actions. He remembered the noise. He
had forgotten that noise. He had been attuned only to the demands
of his body. Had she seen him? Had she been watching? How much had
she seen? Surely she had turned right around and ridden away.
Surely.

He looked at Jessi. She was staring at his
hand again and looked up at him, still with that dewy, enthralled
expression on her face. He couldn’t help noticing that her nipples
were now sharp points, clearly visible through her dress. For a
long silent moment he stared at them before he could tear his gaze
away.

Jake kept his face as clear as his soul was
cloudy. Turmoil rampaged through his mind and his spirit. What did
she see? How much did she see? Did she turn away, or did she stay
and watch? Did she see him naked and helplessly aroused - by her?
Had she seen him pleasure himself? Was that why she could not stop
looking at his hands? No, she was a virgin. The sight of his
aroused naked body would have scared her and she would have run
away. He tried to convince himself of that, but couldn’t quite
manage it in the face of her current behavior.

Now Josh and Jared were both looking. What
they saw was Jake with a stoic expression, and Jessi with an
expression no girl should wear while she looked at her big brother.
The younger brothers reached silent agreement to keep a close eye
on their sister.

The meal ended and Jessi excused herself,
claiming tiredness. The boys went out to the porch. Jake could not
stop thinking about what Jessi might have seen at the lake. Surely
she had not seen him loose control like that. Jessi would have been
disgusted. That is why she kept staring at his hand. That has to be
why. She would have left, just left. He could not make himself sit
still, and kept pacing around the porch, so uncharacteristically
restless that the other two stopped their conversation and looked
at him.

"Jake, are you all right?" Josh asked.

"Yeah. Just a little worried about something.
It will pass."

Jared and Josh thought they knew his concern.
They didn’t really want to talk about it for fear they'd lose their
supper. But ignoring the elephant wouldn't make it leave.

"Jake," Jar began, looking concerned, "just
let her get her bearings back. She’s been gone a while. We’ll get
back into our routine tomorrow and it will pass. Don’t let it worry
you. You’re not responsible, Okay?" Jared looked puzzled at the
anger that swept Jake’s face.

"That’s not right." Jake began, but he
stopped. He could not explain to his siblings what he didn’t
understand himself. He couldn’t speak of the unspeakable. Besides
they were right, they had to be right. Tomorrow the world would
right itself and he wouldn't be a demon that wanted to march
upstairs and soothe the need he'd sensed.

"Look, I ‘m just tired, Okay? I’m going to
bed. Good night."

He turned to go upstairs before either of his
brothers could say anything else. He consoled himself that at least
his lapse at the pond should guarantee him a good night’s sleep.
But he was wrong again. As he passed Jessi’s room he imagined her
inside. He swore he could smell her scent in the hall. He stripped
and crawled under the sheets, with her fragrance feeding the fire.
The lover grew hard again. He kept recalling those rosy nipples
peeking from the purple gown, and pebbling the peach surface at
supper. The pain-filled night he spent tossing and turning on the
bed wasn’t enough payment for his sin of lusting after his sister,
but it was a start.

Jessi couldn't sleep either. She heard him
pause by her door. She lay there in taut suspense until he
continued to his room next door. Then she imagined him naked as he
had been at the pond. She saw again that firm manhood stretched
taut, and his face as the pearly liquid spurted from it. She
recalled his shout of—was it joy, or relief? So she also tossed and
turned on her mattress, with aching breasts and an itch in her
moist hidden place, torn by a need her body had never experienced
before.

Jake would know how to scratch her itch. But
did he see her as a sister or a lover?
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CHAPTER THREE











Jake woke with the devil riding his
shoulders. He was not amused at running into the pretty brunette
maid emerging from Jar’s room. He stuck his head in. "Shake a leg.
We have other ways to work off all that energy."

After an abbreviated breakfast they rode to
the North range to mend a fence damaged by a blustery storm a few
nights earlier. Jake turned to his brother. "Jar, you have to
remember that with Jessi in the house we are all going to have to
be especially careful to mind our behavior at home."

"What are you talking about?" queried
Josh.

"I tried out the new maid, last night. She
had such enormous assets that I just couldn’t resist. Let me tell
you, she was something, big boobs and an appetite to match. I’ve
always had an oral fixation and she returned the favor. One good
lick deserves another and …"

"Jar! That will be enough of that." Jake
yelled, heartily pissed that his brother’s description of his
nocturnal fascination with the girl’s breasts gave him that illicit
picture of his mouth on Jessi’s nipples that had kept him awake,
hard and hurting most of the night. They also brought back the
fantasy, here and now on the range when he should be working the
kinks out of his thoughts and getting back to normal.

Understandably perturbed because such
conversations were frequent among the brothers, Jar growled. "What
bee crawled up your butt? Did you join the ministry and take monk
vows or something without telling us? I know for a fact that you
enjoy getting your mouth on a woman’s…"

At that, Jake stopped his horse. "You're
forgetting the point. Our ... Jessi is back now. How would you have
felt if she saw that girl coming out of your room this morning? How
would you have explained that?"

Chagrined, Jar agreed that his brother was
right. "Sorry Jake, I guess I just forgot. I’ll be more careful in
the future and confine my romantic adventures to areas away from
the house."

"See that you do." Jake’s rejoinder was as
terse as his mood.

Jessi woke after some odd dreams that were
all of Jake. Not sure what the feelings were that kept her restless
and too excited to sleep, she knew instinctively that she needed
what Jake experienced at the lake. That absolute relief, yes that's
what she needed. And she needed it from him, with him. Well, it was
a new day. She'd have to work harder at making him feel what she
felt. She finally dressed in an old pair of blue jeans.

She went downstairs late and all of the boys
were already gone. Hattie had kept breakfast warm but all she
wanted was toast and coffee. She went outside and Old Bob told her
that the boys had ridden out to the North pasture to repair a break
in the fence line.

Feeling more like herself than she had for
years, she saddled her horse and rode out to join them, with a bag
filled with several jugs of cold sweet tea. After she had traveled
only a short way, she unbuttoned the top two buttons on her shirt,
thinking that she would be pretty glad for a cool drink herself
when she arrived. She'd have to get used to the dry heat all over
again. Richmond got hot too, but it was hot and wet. Texas heat
felt different. But she'd get used to it because this was home and
she intended to stay.

Physical labor made it even hotter. All of
the men had stripped off their shirts, but none of them had
stripped off their Stetson. Jake was nailing a loose board when
Josh made the mistake of asking what had been wrong with him the
day before.

"You were acting pretty well pissed off most
of the day yesterday. And then you just took off. I don’t know what
Jessi said to you at the lake, but she was sure enough strange
acting last night," Josh’s words revived the specter of his comment
on the porch.

Jake threw down the board and rounded on his
brother. "What the Hell do you mean by that? I was aggravated,
having our sister show up with a dress cut down to her navel and
displaying her limbs right out in front of the house for everybody
to see. Looked like one of those saloon singers and acted like one
too." Jake snorted, "Finished, is she? I wonder just what they
taught her at that fancy school."

Jared laughed. "Well, whatever it was I
reckon that they just couldn’t tamp down the fire in Jessi, even if
she is misdirecting it at you right now. Don’t know if anyone could
kill those flames and I reckon her future husband would thank us
all very kindly not to try."

"What do you mean misdirecting the fire at
me?" Jake couldn't restrain his tongue although his brain knew he
should let the comment wither.

"Jake, those looks she was giving you weren’t
ones that I of all people would get wrong. She will get her head
straight and find some decent fellow and he’ll give her a proper
direction for that fire," Jared said, with a teasing wink.

"Jar, you’re talking like we are going to run
out and start selling Jessi’s favors," Jake tossed back, beyond
himself at the thought of another man bathing in her fire. She
couldn't be his and he already couldn't imagine giving her to
anyone else.

By that time, Jared’s temper was sparking
pretty well too and he spoke without thinking. "Well, I’ve sure
enough had some women I’ve paid mighty well and not one of them
looked at me like Jessi was looking at you. Maybe she’s got a
hidden talent for the world’s oldest profession."

Jake literally jumped on his brother. Fists
flew and they rolled over and over in the grass, with Josh finally
breaking them up by pouring the last of their water on top of them
to cool them off.

"For the love of all things cowboy, Josh"
Jake’s temper was quite clearly still intact, "don’t you have any
sense? Now we have to work out here all afternoon with not one drop
to drink. Do you ever think? Either of you?"

Just then Jessi arrived. "Well it looks like
I am in the nick of time doesn’t it? I brought some iced tea, and
it looks it’s time for a break. Unless Jake and Jar are still
riding their mad and want to continue trying to break each other.
"

"Just in the nick of time indeed, sis," Josh
laughed. I thought they were going to kill each other." He handed
his handkerchief to Jared so he could repair the damage.

Jessi looked at Jake and couldn’t look away.
His chest was tanned from hours working under the sun. Drops of
sweat glistened over his corded muscles and melded his creamy fur.
It made her want to growl. Then she saw his battered face and
jumped off the horse, and unscrewed the top off of one of the jugs.
She poured some cold liquid on her handkerchief and walked over to
him. In her mind’s eye she saw him as he was last night standing
naked in the lake with his hand on his… She knew she was getting
redder with each step.

Jake looked at her like she'd turned into an
unexploded bullet that might blow up at any minute. "I’m fine." He
growled. "There is no need for you to go fussing over me. Your face
is all red, I think maybe you should sit down and rest. You must
not be used to the heat out here yet."

Jessi reached him at that point. She stopped
inches away, and took out that wet handkerchief and touched him
with it. "I’m fine, Jake. You, however, don’t seem to be doing so
good."

She dabbed at the blood drying on his lip and
stretched up to reach his forehead. A whinny from a nearby horse
startled her enough to fall into him. He caught her waist to
balance her and they froze. Vanilla and musk filled his senses and
shrank the world until only the two of them existed. Her breasts
pressed against his bare chest and her nipples pebbled. The lover
turned his head down, about to narrow the small space between their
mouths.
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