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  Chapter 1
 
   
 
   
 
  “Brian, you big jerk!” Rose Austin’s laughing voice rose above the lunchtime babble of the restaurant. “What am I supposed to do with this?”
 
  “And what the heck is it?” Tony put in, squinting down the long table.
 
  “That? That’s a shake-weight,” Brian grinned. “The best all-body workout that nineteen-ninety-five can buy.”
 
  “Is that how much it cost? Or when it was invented?” Sybil hooted mockingly.
 
  “Whatever,” Brian scoffed. “Try it out, Rose. You can shake your way to a totally buff body.”
 
  The supervisor did, and snickers broke out around the table. Alexandra did have to admit that the scene, with a blushing Rose shaking the small barbell in front of her face, did look a bit…dirty.
 
  She sighed and leaned back in her chair, and took a drink from her glass of tea. The Christmas white-elephant luncheon, which she had been given to understand was a yearly tradition with members of the accounts receivable team at American Renal Care, was in full swing, and Alexandra thought again about how lucky she was to have a good job with friendly people. Not like her last place, where her boss had undressed her with his eyes so often that she’d reported him to the HR manager. And when nothing was done about it, she’d quit as soon as she’d lined up another job. She’d been with ARC for five months now, and if there wasn’t such a thing as a perfect job, she wasn’t complaining right now, either.
 
  Yeah. People really do make all the difference.
 
  “Roxi?” Rose had put the gag gift aside. “Your turn.” She waved a hand at the middle of the table, which was piled with brightly-wrapped presents. “New or steal?”
 
  “Mine!” the older woman laughed, swooping over the table to grab the set of matched picture frames that Alexandra had opened earlier in the afternoon’s festivities. 
 
   “Aw, come on!” she protested.
 
  “Sorry, kid,” the gray-haired woman said as she tucked her prizes away. “I’ve got some new pictures of my grandkids that I need to hang up, and these are perfect.”
 
  “Alex? You get another turn.”
 
  She sighed, looking over her options, smiling as some people who had received gift cards to places like Starbucks or Amazon tried to avoid meeting her eye. “I guess I’ll pick from the pile,” she said, choosing a small box, no bigger than her palm.
 
  When Alex unwrapped it, she frowned. “A DNA test?” she said quizzically.
 
  “There was a sale,” Robert said defensively. A small, skinny man with thinning brown hair, he’d been at ARC for years. And he also, Alexandra knew, had a hopeless crush on Rose. “I was getting one for a friend of mine who was adopted. And since they were offering two-for-one…” He shrugged. “I thought it would be cool if one of us found out they were related to George Washington or something.”
 
  “It’s fine,” she smiled, and slipped the box into her purse. Luckily, the rules stated that a person couldn’t have her gift stolen twice, so the test was safe for now.
 
  Unspoken was a sudden flare of curiosity. Her mother had never told her anything about her father before she died. All that she had gotten were dark, muttered hints of a short liaison, quickly regretted, with the only tangible evidence being Alexandra herself. Unlike other children born to unwed mothers that she knew, her mother hadn’t resented her, hadn’t blamed her for being born. But until her dying day, the circumstances around her conception and birth had been a closed room with the door locked.
 
  The meal petered out a little bit later, as everyone wanted to take advantage of the half-day Rose had given them and get home early. Alexandra was happy to see that her own gift, a basket of teas and hot chocolate mixes, had been jealously guarded by the woman who had picked it.
 
  “So what’s your plan for the weekend, Alex?” Rose asked, as they put on their coats and left the restaurant together. “You and Reed going to be doing anything fun?”
 
  I certainly hope so, she thought, thinking about her boyfriend. She and Reed had been dating for about four months, and Alexandra was beginning to think that they might have reached the point where they could think about moving in together. It would definitely cut down on rent, for one thing. Columbus wasn’t an expensive city to live in. But if she and Reed started making long-term plans, any little bit helped.
 
  “Probably just some Christmas shopping,” she said, hunching her shoulders against the chilly wind. “Reed has a big family. I’d like to get something nice for his parents for Christmas.”
 
  “You two getting along all right? It’s none of my business, but I heard you saying something to Roxi a few days ago. About how you guys had a fight about some girl who was calling him at home.”
 
  “It was nothing,” she said firmly. “A girl Reed works with was calling him with a work question.”
 
  “Oh. Good.” The older woman smiled up at her. “I try not to get all up in my people’s business, but someone who has a happy home life is probably going to have a good work life, too.” She stopped beside her car. “Well, I’m off for home. I’m going to be baking Christmas cookies all weekend.” She sighed deeply. “Those kids of mine are like human vacuum cleaners.”
 
  Alex smiled. “All right. See you Monday.”
 
   
 
  Home by three o’clock, she thought smugly as she drove back to her apartment. Not bad. Traffic was light, and though the sky was gray and the weather lousy, her mood was lightened by the presence of Christmas decorations on the storefronts and the bright glitter of holiday lights. Columbus was a good city to live in. A college town, thanks to the presence of Ohio State a few miles away, and a rapidly-growing city, too, with all sorts of high-tech companies flocking to the outer ring of suburbs. Not like Cleveland, which was a perpetual national joke. Or Cincinnati, which for her money, was even worse.
 
  She shuddered. Any town that thinks putting chili on top of spaghetti noodles is a delicacy can fuck right off.
 
  Reed’s car was parked in front of her apartment building, and Alexandra’s brows pinched down in a frown. Why was he here so early in the day? She couldn’t remember that he had said anything about taking a day off. And even if he had, why was he here, instead of at his own place?
 
  Maybe he’s planning a surprise for me, she thought with a smile as she parked in her spot and got out of the car. Maybe something special, like cooking me dinner and a romantic night to ourselves? I’m going to sneak in and see what he’s doing.
 
  She kept her steps light as she climbed the stairs to the third floor. The door was unlocked, and she eased it open carefully. Her frown deepened as she walked in. Reed wasn’t in the small living room, or the even smaller kitchen area. Instead, muted sounds were coming from her bedroom.
 
  Alex’s heart went cold. Somehow, even before she opened the door, there was a part of her that knew what she was about to see.
 
  Yep. That stupid, stupid fucker.
 
  Lying prone underneath the large-breasted blond who was energetically bouncing on his dick, her boyfriend (former boyfriend, her mind whispered) was the first person who noticed her presence.
 
  “Alex! Shit!” He dropped his hands from the woman’s chest, his expression one of almost comical panic. “Riley!” He pushed the blond woman away. “Stop it!”
 
  The woman gave a startled squawk as she fell onto her side, then rolled over onto her back. Shorter than Alex, and with a soft, fleshy figure that promised to go to fat when she got older. “So. Is this her?” Her narrow eyes ran up and down Alex’s body mockingly. “Your girlfriend? She isn’t much, is she?”
 
  “I was,” Alex said coldly. “Not anymore, I don’t think.” She turned to Reed, who was covering his groin with his hands. “You monumental fucking prick,” she whispered. “In my apartment? In my own bed?”
 
  “I’ve got a roommate,” Riley said, tossing her head. “And he said his place was a mess.”
 
  “No one was talking to you, Barbie,” Alex spat. “Maybe you should go and get another cheap dye-job. I can see your roots.”
 
  “Yeah. At least Reed doesn’t need a microscope to see my tits. He told me how he liked mine way better than yours. And he didn’t have to work for like, an hour, to get me off, the way he has to for you.”
 
  The blood drained from Alex’s face, leaving her filled with cold, murderous rage.
 
  “Get out,” she whispered. It was either that, or start shrieking at the pair like a deranged banshee. “Get out, both of you.”
 
  “Sure,” Riley smirked as she began pulling on her clothes.
 
  “Reed.” She held out one shaking hand. “Keys.”
 
  “Alexandra. Listen.” The brown eyes, framed by long lashes that she had always found lovely, beseeched her. “It’s not…I didn’t…”
 
  She shook her head. “No, Reed. You blew it. As soon as she blew you.” Her voice was steady, though her stomach felt sick. “Keys,” she repeated.
 
  He bent down, the motions of his body stiff and jerky. “Here,” he snapped, as he slapped the keys for the lock and the deadbolt into her palm. “Like I care. I’ve don’t need you. I’ve got a real woman now.” He pulled up his jeans and jammed his feet into his shoes. “Come on, Riley. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
 
   
 
  Five hours later, she was sitting in front of the television, watching a sappy made-for-television romantic movie, with a half-empty carton of rocky road ice cream in her lap.
 
  Fuck him, Alexandra said to herself for maybe the dozenth time. Stupid, self-centered jerk. I should have known that he’d cheat on me with some big-boobed bitch, just from the way he acted every time he saw a woman like Valentina Belmonte on the television. As if the size of a woman’s tits are the only thing that matters about her!
 
  And besides, my breasts are just fine, she insisted to herself. She glared down at the neckline of her bathrobe. Not huge, no. Not a double-d like brainless Riley, and good riddance to the stupid bimbo. But on a girl as tall and slender as she was, a huge rack would have looked absolutely ridiculous. But until she’d started going out with Reed, she’d never thought her body had been anything to be embarrassed about.
 
  That fucking asshole made me feel bad just so he could feel better about himself. I should have recognized it right away. Always negging on me, so I would feel grateful when he actually paid me a compliment.
 
  I wish Mom was still alive. Her lower lip trembled, and she wiped her eyes with her sleeve. She had called some of her friends, but her college girlfriends, although sympathetic, had all graduated and moved to other towns. And she had only been at American Renal for a few months. She wasn’t close enough to any of the women there to have them come over and engage in the sort of cathartic, self-destructive behavior she really needed. The sort where you woke up with a raging hangover and you needed to sort out your credit card receipts to figure out what you had done the night before. And where your ex-boyfriend may or may not have a good reason to report you to the police.
 
  But she was alone. No older sisters to pour her heart out to, no mother whose shoulder she could cry on, no girlfriends who would take her out for a makeover and a night on the town.
 
  If all the world is a stage, I’m an extra.
 
  Her eye fell on her purse, dropped on the coffee table. The corner of the DNA test was still sticking out the top.
 
  Well, why not? Alexandra stuck the spoon in the ice cream and stalked to the bathroom, snatching up the box as she went. All I have on Mom’s side are a bunch of second and third cousins who live in freaking Missouri. I wonder if I can find family on the other side.
 
  And if my father’s family are a bunch of hillbillies who run around barefoot and make moonshine, well, at least then I’ll finally know the truth.

 
      
  Chapter 2
 
   
 
   
 
  Four months later, and two hundred miles away…
 
   
 
  “Mom?”
 
  Carol Harrison looked up from her computer. “Joy,” she smiled. “What’s going on?”
 
  Her youngest child held a piece of paper in her hand. “I got an interesting e-mail earlier today. A woman who says she might be related to us.”
 
  Carol snorted. “Another one? It’s really amazing,” she said, as she pushed her chair back from her desk, “how as soon as we have a couple of good years all these long-lost relatives come out of the woodwork. Where were they when we were bleeding money and we were mortgaging half the property?”
 
  Joy grinned. “Maybe. But I think this woman is on the level. It didn’t come to the corporate e-mail. It was to my personal one. The one I gave to Genetifax when we all did the DNA tests last fall, remember?”
 
  “Huh.” Carol leaned back, pursing her lips. Outside, the April sun was shining on the lush green grass of their Kentucky horse farm, and the first spring foals were walking near their protective mothers. “So there’s no way this woman could have known who we were?”
 
  Her daughter shook her head, her long mahogany hair gleaming. “I don’t think so. The return e-mail address had the Genetifax code on it. And they’re real sticklers about confidentiality. I could have Randy take a look at it to make sure, but…”
 
  Carol waved her hand. “No, you’re probably right. Did this mystery woman give her name?”
 
  “Yeah.” Joy looked down at the printout. “Mercer. Alexandra Mercer. She’s from Ohio, she says. Columbus.”
 
  “Okay.” She stared off into the middle distance, considering. Her nails clicked on the top of her desk in a slow, staccato rhythm. “Put one of the lawyers on it. DeNunzio, maybe. That’s the sort of sneaky thing that the slimy little shit is best at. Pass along what you got from her and see what he can find out about this woman. Is she some sort of con artist? Or is she actually telling the truth?”
 
  “And if she really is related to us?”
 
  “Well.” Her lips curled in a slow smile. “Then we’ll see what we will see, won’t we?”
 
   
 
  Two weeks later, Alexandra pulled her car off the state highway that had brought her from Lexington to the low, rolling Kentucky hill country east of the city. A simple white sign on the side of the road read “Redbud Farms.”
 
  She had never expected a response to her e-mail, sent late one night after her genetic results came back with the shocking revelation that she had relatives just across the Ohio River. And she had been doubly surprised when, after some friendly back-and-forth, her newly-discovered half-sister had invited her to come and visit for a long weekend and meet the rest of the family. It seemed like something that might happen on one of her mother’s cheesy soap operas, where mysterious disappearances, bouts of amnesia, and long-lost children might happen over the course of a single week. 
 
  The driveway was long and winding. To either side she could see horses. Horses everywhere. Some eating the thick green grass, some with foals at their side, some running for the sheer pleasure of it, their manes and tails flying like silken banners in the breeze. She shook her head, feeling as if she had stepped into a different century. One where cars were intruders and horses were the preferred mode of transportation.
 
  A curve in the driveway brought her to a large house. It was two stories tall and painted white, with a wide frontage and wings set back on either side. The many windows were framed with bright green shutters, and the columned front portico reminded Alex of some old-timey movie set in the south, where the women all wore long dresses and pined for their husbands, fighting on some distant battlefield. The front door was open, and a tall woman, almost her own height, was standing in the doorway. She might have been a year or two older than herself, with reddish-brown hair a few shades darker than her own, and dressed in a dark green shirt and jeans that hugged her slim legs. Her face was friendly and cheerfully curious.
 
  “Um. Hi,” Alex said, leaving the car and nodding politely. “I’m looking for Joy Harrison?”
 
  “You found her,” the other woman replied, her smile widening. “And you’re Alexandra?”
 
  She nodded again.
 
  “Well?” she asked, opening up her arms. “Aren’t you going to give your half-sister a hug?”
 
  Alexandra came forward hesitantly. Before she could change her mind, Joy gave her a firm embrace. “Welcome,” she said when they parted, spinning away and giving a grand, sweeping gesture towards the house, “to Redbud Hill!”
 
  “It’s really…big,”
 
  “Oh, it’s a fucking barn,” Joy said cheerfully as she led her inside, her hand on her arm. “All these old plantation houses look really nice on the outside, but it was practically falling down a few years ago. Impossible to heat in the winter, twice as hard to keep cool in the summer. If Dad hadn’t gotten lucky on a couple of really good studs, we probably would have had to sell the place. And that would have killed him before the cancer did.”
 
  “Studs?” she asked.
 
  “Right.” Joy gave her a look from under her lashes. “Didn’t you see all the horses?” Alex nodded. “Well, that’s what we do here. We’re horsebreeders. Started right after the war. The plantation had never made much money, even when slavery was legal.” She made a disgusted face. “And after eighteen sixty-five, well, there was no way you could run a farm this big without hiring so much help you’d never break even.
 
  “So my great-great-grand-whatever got into horsebreeding in a big way.” Her quick smile glimmered. “After all, you don’t have to plant a horse. Or harvest a horse.” Alexandra laughed. “And you could still claim to be a gentleman, instead of a dirty-handed farmer who spent all of his time grubbing around in the dirt.”
 
  “So am I going to meet the rest of the family?” Alex asked nervously. To be honest, she had never expected an answer to the e-mail she had sent when the results of the DNA test had come back. Most families, she had thought, wouldn’t be thrilled to discover that their family tree had an extra branch.
 
  “In a bit,” Joy answered. Her grin was infectious, and Alex found herself smiling back. “Randall and Richard are up at the barns, untangling some sort of problem. But Mom’s around.
 
  “We all work here, you see,” she explained as she led her through a large, formal dining room. “Way better than renting out office space. And the whole south wing was just sitting there, gathering dust. That’s the old servant’s quarters.” Her grin flashed out again. “It makes for a damn short commute, that’s for sure.”
 
  Alex laughed. “That would be awesome. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wished I could work from home full-time.”
 
  “So what do you do?” Joy asked politely.
 
  “I’m in the accounting department at a medical firm,” she replied.
 
  “Accounting, huh?” Joy’s voice was considering, as if a thought had just occurred to her. She led her down a hall, then a left turn into a narrower one. Small rooms opened up on either side. “Mom?” She knocked on a doorframe. “She’s here. Behave yourself.”
 
  “And why wouldn’t I behave myself?” a warm voice asked. “Come on in, child, and let me see you.”
 
  Joy moved aside, and Alexandra stepped into the room. It was bright and sunlit, with a large picture window looking south. The walls were hung with pictures of landscapes. But her attention was immediately drawn to the woman behind the desk.
 
  Her hair was black, her eyes were green, and she was much shorter than her daughter. Where Joy was tall and slim, she was much curvier, with an impressive bust that made Alexandra sigh in silent envy. But her relationship to Joy was obvious. It was there in in the shape of her face, in the curve of her smile.
 
  “Well,” she said, looking Alex up and down. Her smile grew a bit crooked. “There’s no doubt about it. You’re Harper’s daughter, sure enough. That hair alone is a dead giveaway. To say nothing about how tall you are. All of his kids are beanpoles. How much? Five-nine?”
 
  “Five-ten,” she muttered, blushing. The height that made her stand out in a crowd had always been more curse than blessing, as far as she was concerned.
 
  “Oh, don’t worry yourself with it. A child can’t help who her father is. And my husband, God bless him, is long past yelling at. Besides,” she said, with a rueful laugh, “if you’re the age I think you are, it’s probably as much my fault as his. We were going through a real bad patch right about then. Three kids, not enough money, and the bank hammering us every few days, threatening to foreclose. Thank God for Santa Anita.”
 
  Alex blinked. “The saint, Mrs. Harrison?”
 
  The older woman threw her head back and laughed. The sound was pure humor, and Alex found herself feeling an instinctive closeness to her. This was the sort of woman, she thought, who would dote on her children and grandchildren, telling them stories and finding excuses to bake them cookies. She knew, with a sudden clarity, that if she was wounded and hurting, that she would sit beside her and listen, and when she was done would dry her tears away.
 
  “Call me Carol,” she said. “But no, not a Catholic saint.
 
  “We were in real bad trouble back then. The operation had been going downhill for years, like water draining out of a leaky bucket. And the creditors were circling around, like sharks in bloody water, waiting to chew us up.
 
  “But a horse that was sired by one of our studs won the Santa Anita Handicap out in California right about then. And a few other big races. So the stud fees on nasty old Ringwraith went way up. It kept us above water until the boys were able to take over.
 
  “Speaking of which,” Carol said, cocking an eye at Joy. “Where are your brothers?”
 
  “They’re up at Stable Three. Last I heard, there was a big knock-down drag-out about that filly that Cloverleaf sent up yesterday. They’re insisting that she be bred to Balrog. But Randy says that the paperwork said it was going to be Renfield.”
 
  Carol waved a hand. “I’ll let them deal with it. Have you shown Alex her room?”
 
  “My what?”
 
  Joy’s mother put her hands on her hips. “Well, what did you think we were going to do? Have you over for a beer and then send you packing, like some shirt-tail cousin we can barely stand?”
 
  “I don’t know. I didn’t think about it. I already got a hotel room in Lexington.”
 
  “Cancel the reservation,” Carol said firmly. “No reason why you should give a hotel your money when you can stay with us. Look at this place. We’ve got plenty of room. In case Joy didn’t make it clear when she invited you,” she added, patting Alex’s arm in a motherly fashion. “You’re family. And family takes care of each other.”
 
  “Family…” Alex’s eyes pooled with tears. It had been so long since anyone had used that word with her. Not since…
 
  She sniffled, once, and then, to her horror, broke down in sobs. Deep, wracking cries that threatened to tear her apart,
 
  “I’ll just get her things,” Joy said quietly, and slipped out of the room. Alex barely noticed her go, as Carol gathered her into her arms and patted her back.
 
  “There, there,” she murmured into her ear. “It’s hard, I know. When we lost Harper, it was the same way. And we still had each other. You didn’t have anyone, did you, child?”
 
  Alex shook her head. “How long?” the gentle voice asked.
 
  She knuckled tears out of her eyes. “Three years. I had just graduated college. Mom was so proud. And then a couple days later, she called me up. She said she was dizzy and was having trouble walking.”
 
  “A stroke?”
 
  “No. Brain cancer. Inoperable. God, it was quick. Two months. I barely had time to get used to the idea that she was sick before she was gone.”
 
  “It hurts, when we’re left alone. The Big C got Harper, too. Of course,” Carol continued, her voice tart, “if the damn fool hadn’t stuck a wad of tobacco in his cheek every morning as soon as he got up, he might not have gotten throat cancer.” She shook her head. “Lord knows I loved the man to distraction. But sometimes I wanted to hit him over the head with a skillet.
 
  “Now you go on, let Joy show you your room, and get yourself settled.” She reached down and turned off her computer with a flick of her finger. “You come on back downstairs when you’re ready. Hopefully the boys will have gotten their mess untangled and you can meet them for dinner.”
 
  Alex swallowed. “Thank you, Mrs. Harrison.”
 
  She put a hand on her arm. “I told you before, Alexandra. My name is Carol.” Her green eyes glinted. “Keep calling me Mrs. Harrison, and I might start to get ornery.”
 
  “Carol.” She smiled. “I’m Alex.”

 
      
  Chapter 3
 
   
 
   
 
  When Alexandra left Carol’s office and navigated her way back to the main part of the house, she found that Joy had already pulled her luggage out of her car and had set it neatly in the entranceway.
 
  “Sorry,” she said apologetically. “But you left your keys on the counter, and I thought…”
 
  “It’s okay,” Alex replied. She lifted the suitcases, and Joy took the smaller bag which held her toiletries.
 
  “It’s this way,” her sister said, and led her to the front of the house, where a staircase Alex had barely noticed when she entered swept up in a shining curve of polished hardwood. “You’ll be in the same wing as us,” she added as they walked down a hallway. “The north wing is cooler during the summer. We all have our bedrooms up here. And there’s a couple of guest rooms, too. Mom’s room is at the end of the hall. Ricky and Randy on the left, you and me on the right.” She pointed out each room in turn as they passed it. “Here we are,” she said, pushing open a door.
 
  Alex stepped inside and gasped. The single bedroom was huge, almost as big as her 
 
  entire apartment back in Columbus. The walls were a light, soothing blue, the floor some sort of polished dark wood, perhaps walnut or maple, and the ceiling was white plaster. Small, cheerful rugs in bright primary colors were scattered over the floor.
 
  But what drew her eye was the bed. A massive four-poster, heaped with pillows and with a feather mattress, it belonged on the cover of a romance novel. Perhaps where a disgraced English lord took his rebellious but hot-blooded bride to bed for a night of torrid passion that would change both of their lives forever.
 
  “Good God,” she said, testing the mattress with her hand. “What do you do if someone gets lost in here? Send out a search party?”
 
  Joy laughed. “Mine is just as big. I used to hide under the covers when it was a cold day outside and I didn’t want to go to school. Dad always found me, though.” Her smile went wistful, and Alex stifled a pang of jealousy.
 
  “Well.” Her eyes sharpened as she came back to the present. “Get yourself settled and clean up, and we’ll see you downstairs, okay?”
 
  “Um. Bathroom?”
 
  “Oh!” Joy grinned at her. “Yeah, that’s pretty important.” She walked across the room, opening a door at the far end that Alex had thought was for a closet. “You’ll be sharing it with me. But don’t worry. There’s plenty of room.”
 
  “Lord.” Alex peeked in. “It’s really nice.”
 
  “Well, when this place finally started making some real money, Mom and Dad decided to remodel the house. Some of the rooms hadn’t been touched in forty or fifty years. It cost a mint, to hear Mom complain about it. But at least when it was done I didn’t have to take a shower in a bathtub with a nozzle stuck on top.”
 
  Alex looked around at the large, walk-in shower, the sunken bathtub, the flagstone floor, the marble countertop and sink. How wealthy was this family? Her e-mail conversations with Joy had led her to expect a small family farm. Not this opulent almost-mansion that made her feel like a poor relative, scrounging for a handout.
 
  “I’ve got to get downstairs and help Mom out with dinner,” Joy said. Unexpectedly, Alex found herself caught in a hug. “I’m really glad you’re here,” she whispered in her ear. “I’ve always wanted a sister. And now I have one.”
 
  “Half-sister,” she protested.
 
  “Oh?” Joy caught her elbow and turned her so they were facing the mirror. “You could have fooled me.”
 
  When faced with the truth, Alexandra had to admit that the resemblance was almost uncanny. Joy’s hair might have been a shade or two darker. But they were within an inch of each other in height, their bodies had the same slender build, and their faces bore the stamp of their shared heritage. Bold, straight noses, high cheekbones, wide-set eyes and full, generous mouths. But there was something about Joy that set her apart. An air of unhurried confidence that Alex lacked.
 
  “See you downstairs.” Joy gave her a kiss on the cheek and clattered out.
 
  Well. She opened up the suitcase and began to pull out her clothes. It’s a beginning.
 
   
 
  Forty minutes later, freshly showered and dressed in a pale green skirt and matching blouse, with low-heeled sandals on her feet, she came downstairs. She only took one wrong turn in finding her way to the kitchen, which made her feel oddly proud.
 
  “Hello, Alexandra, dear,” Carol said, from her position at the kitchen island. Joy was a few feet away, kneading something in a bowl.
 
  “Hi.” She looked around. “Is there anything I can do to help out?”
 
  The older woman smiled at her. “I could tell you were brought up right.” She nodded her head at the refrigerator. “See if you can find some vegetables in there and cut them up. My boys seem to think that food isn’t worthwhile unless it’s been deep-fried or grilled or is covered in gravy. But maybe we can catch them by surprise tonight.”
 
  “I heard that,” a deep, grainy voice said. In the process of rooting through the crisper, Alexandra turned, a bag of carrots in one hand. A tall young man, maybe a year or two older than Joy, was leaning against the doorway. Tan-skinned, black-haired, with a faint shadow of stubble darkening his cheeks, he was dressed in jeans and a chambray workshirt. As he walked forward, Alex could hear the click of boot-heels on the tile floor.
 
  “You must be Alex,” he said, extending a hand. His dark brown eyes smiled at her as she took it. “I’m Richard. I got to say this is a relief,” he added. “It’s about time we got a good-looking redhead around this place.”
 
  Alex flushed, and not just from embarrassment. Richard Harrison might have been the best-looking man Alex had ever met in her life. Tall, yes, but lean through the hips and broad-shouldered as well. The full, generous mouth she and Joy shared was wickedly sensual when transferred to him. And his face had a rugged, honest charm that put her old boyfriend to shame.
 
  “Oh, good,” a second voice put in, lighter and not as serious. “The cloning machine finally got here! But Joy!” the second man scolded, walking into the kitchen as his sister laughed. “I told you not to use it until someone was around to make sure it worked right!”
 
  “There is no cloning machine, Randy.”
 
  “Ah. Oh. I know!” He snapped his fingers. “A long-lost twin? Thank goodness.” He winked at Alex. “And I know you’re not the evil one. I’ve been dealing with her for the last twenty-six years.”
 
  “Twenty-four, you bonehead. Don’t you even know how old I am?”
 
  “See? See the way she treats me?” The second man, dressed identically to his brother, with the exception of a button-down dress shirt, raised her hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles with a smile that made her breath hitch. He was a little shorter, a little slimmer than his brother, but his face had a certain roguish charm, and his eyes danced merrily at her as she tried to find something to say, overwhelmed as she was by the sheer male beauty of the pair.
 
  “Alex,” Carol said, as she slid a covered dish into the oven and turned around, “I’d like you to meet my sons, Randall and Richard. Boys, this is Alexandra Mercer.”
 
  “Hi,” she said weakly.
 
  “You’ve already put her to work, Mom?” Randy asked. He shook his head gravely. “That’s no way to treat a guest. I’m surprised at you.”
 
  “She volunteered,” Carol said serenely, as Alex found a knife and a cutting board and began chopping vegetables. “Besides, if I’m going to feed you two bottomless pits, it never hurts to have another pair of hands. So.” She wiped off her hands on a washcloth, fixing the two men with a curious gaze. “Did you get things straightened out up at the stables?”
 
  “Yeah, we did. No thanks to those morons at Cloverleaf,” Randy said. “I’d like to know who screwed up the paperwork on their side. Was it intentional? Or did they really think we would let them have their filly bred to the best stud we have on the farm for half price? If they want Balrog to cover that claybank of theirs, they can damn well pay for the privilege.”
 
  Alexandra blinked. All the words were in English, but she didn’t have the faintest idea what they were talking about. She shook her head at Joy helplessly, begging for a lifeline.
 
  “Come on, Randy,” her sister said, slapping dough out onto the counter. As she talked, she began to separate it into three braided strands. “Can’t you use words that everyone understands?”
 
  “What my idiot brother is trying to say,” Ricky put in, his deep drawl soothing to the ear, “is that one of our clients brought a young female horse up here to be bred to one of our stallions. But they claimed that we should breed Sweet Sally to Balrog, instead of Renfield. Stud fees differ based on the horse. Balrog’s colts have had a lot more success on the racetrack than Renfield’s. So he commands higher fees. But the folks from Cloverleaf were trying to fuck us over.” He stole a radish from the serving tray, lifting an amused eyebrow as Alex frowned at him. “Luckily, our foreman isn’t a moron. And when he called Randy and me, we gave the assholes as much as they wanted to hear.”
 
  “Jerks,” added Joy, for emphasis, her pleasant face pulled down in a scowl. “No better than thieves.”
 
  Alex looked from one face to another, sure that they were joking. “All of that, just for a baby horse?” she asked, feeling naïve.
 
  Carol nodded. “Balrog never did shit as a racehorse,” she said. “Too wild. Too dumb, really. He’d burn up the track in the first half-mile, then fade before the finish line. We took a flyer on him as a stud. And six years ago, he covered a filly…”
 
  “Ocean Spray,” Randy and Ricky said in unison.
 
  “Right. And the horse he sired won the Preakness two years ago. So now everyone and their brother wants a colt out of him. To contract for a stud fee out of Renfield and then try to double-cross us and ask for Balrog, well…back in the old days, if someone had tried to pull that sort of shit, Ricky might have ended up fighting a duel.”
 
  “Pistols at dawn!” Randy declared, miming a shooting stance. “And I would have ended up as heir to the family fortune, bound to avenge my brother’s untimely death!”
 
  “Get along with you,” Carol said. “And the two of you.” She pointed her fingers at her sons. “Start setting the table. We’ll be eating soon.”
 
   
 
  Dinner was a cheerful affair. Carol sat at the head of the table, with Alex on her right. Randy was on Alex’s right, with Ricky across the table from her. Joy sat next to her brother. The three siblings kept up a torrent of friendly conversation, marked with cheerful abuse, with Carol only stepping in occasionally, as they ate the baked chicken with peppers and onions, the rice pilaf, the garlic bread, and the vegetables with dip.
 
  “So,” Alex asked, during a temporary lull in the conversation. “Where do your horses race? Is it close by?”
 
  All four people at the table stared at her. “Race?” Joy repeated.
 
  “Well, yeah,” Alex said, feeling out of her depth yet again. “You guys breed racehorses, right? You said so.”
 
  “We breed them,” Randy said. His lips twitched. “We don’t race them. Do you know how you make a small fortune in horseracing?”
 
  “No.”
 
  “Start out with a large fortune,” he replied, and the table laughed.
 
  “Horseracing is like a game of Monopoly,” Ricky put in. “A few people get really, really rich. And a lot of people go bust. There’s so much expense. Trainers and entrance fees and vet bills and jockeys and all the rest. And unless you catch lightning in a bottle, it’s just a long, slow drain.” He took a drink of milk and gave her a small smile. “We’re smart. We do the assembly. What happens after that is their problem.”
 
  “How about you, Alex?” Carol asked. “We’ve been bending your ear all this time. But you’ve hardly said anything about yourself.”
 
  “Me?” Compared with Carol and her family, her life seemed very…small. Not something that was terribly interesting, certainly.
 
  “Absolutely, you.” The older woman put her fork down, looking at her with every appearance of avid interest. “We didn’t invite you down here to listen to us chatter. Tell us about yourself. And your mother, if you can excuse an interfering old woman’s curiosity.”
 
  Her? Her entire life? And her mother’s, too? It was impossible. To encompass that small, quiet woman, whose serene silence had hidden depths that Alex could only guess at?
 
  “Well,” she started, encouraged by Joy’s quick nod. “I’m from Dayton. But Mom’s family was from a little town just on the Ohio side of Pittsburgh. Lisbon. We moved to Dayton when I was little. Mom had found a good job there.
 
  “She was small. Short.” She smiled at Carol. “Looked a bit like you, though her hair was brown, not black.” She sighed. “She was a great cook. And she was smart. Real smart, though she never went to college. She read all the time. You never knew what she would bring home from the library. And she belonged to like three or four book-of-the-month clubs. History, science fiction, biographies, mysteries, she didn’t care. I packed most of them away when she died. They’re still sitting in the rental unit.
 
  “It was just the two of us,” she went on. “She never married. Never even dated much. It’s not like she hated men. But it was as if she had decided that part of her life was over. She put everything into me.” Her voice caught, and she bit her lip. Even now, the pain of her absence hit her like a punch to the gut. “She was my best friend,” she whispered.
 
  “She sounds,” Carol said gently, with no hint of patronization in her voice, “like a woman that Harper would be very attracted to. Do you have a picture of her?”
 
  “Only a couple thousand,” Alex said, her eyes stinging. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and opened up a folder. “Here she is,” she said, handing the phone to her father’s wife.
 
  “Yes,” said Carol as she stared at the screen. “She really is quite lovely. How old was she, when you were born? Do you know how they met?”
 
  “She was twenty,” Alex said, her throat tight. It was strange. Didn’t this woman have a jealous bone in her body? “And I have no idea. She never talked about my father. Our father,” she corrected herself, looking at Joy and her brothers.
 
  “Well, Harper was a man…” Carol paused, searching for words.
 
  “Obviously, Mom,”
 
  “Hush.” She drummed her fingers. “He was a charming son of a bitch, is what I’m trying to say. And like I said, about the time he met your mother, we were having some problems.” She flicked a finger at her children. “Ricky and Randy were Irish twins, and Joy came along barely two years later.”
 
  “Irish twins?” Alex repeated.
 
  “Him.” She pointed at Ricky. “August. And him.” The finger pointed to Randy. “September, the next year.”
 
  “Not our fault,” they said in unison.
 
   “Besides,” Randy said. “You should know where babies come from, Mom. It’s not our problem that you and Dad couldn’t keep your hands off each other.”
 
  Alexandra gaped, but Carol just laughed, a warm, rich chuckle that made her feel happy.
 
  “Maybe so.” Her dark eyes softened, going reminiscent. “Ah, I miss him. Your father was a good man in more ways than one. Not a wise man. Not the best stockman or horseman, that’s for sure.
 
  “But he was a lucky man, unlike his father. And his grandfather. And he was the best kind of man for me.
 
  “Would you like to see him, Alexandra? The man who sired you and gave you life?”
 
  To her surprise, her plate was empty. Alex nodded. Why else had she come here, after all, but to learn more about her family?
 
  The older woman stood. “We’ll be back in a moment, kids. Clean the table when you’re done eating.” She extended an arm to Alex, and she took it, blinking.
 
   
 
  “I haven’t thanked you,” she said softly, as Carol led her through the house. “For inviting me here.”
 
  The smaller woman looked up at her, her brows knitted. “I lost my husband too soon, the same way you lost your mother. If there was a chance of getting one small piece of him back, how could I turn you away?”
 
  “Some women wouldn’t,” Alex said. “Some women would rather die than acknowledge their husband’s bastard daughter.”
 
  “As I am sure my children will delight in pointing out,” Carol said with a wry smile. “I’m not most women. And how can I fault your mother for having the good sense to find your father attractive? I certainly did.” She sighed, sudden and deep. “God, I miss him. The boys and Joy do all they can. And usually, it’s enough. But Harper and I had known each other since we were kids. And until the cancer took him, I had gotten very used to having him in my bed. That pain will never truly fade. Ah.” Her voice changed. “Here we are.”
 
  It was a long hallway, lined with framed pictures. The ones closest to the entranceway were black and white daguerrotypes from the time of the Civil War. As Alex and Carol picked their way down the hall, clothes and styles changed, until they became grainy color photographs. And then, even later, to the high-definition photos of the modern age. It was clear they were looking at generations of Harrisons.
 
  “Here.” Carol’s voice was soft and sad.
 
  Alex took a step closer, her eyes wide. The picture had obviously been taken several years ago. Standing behind their parents, both Ricky and Randy seemed…scrawnier. As if they weren’t quite done yet. And Joy, between her brothers, didn’t look old enough to drive.
 
  But it was the man sitting beside Carol on the park bench, with autumn leaves overhead in every shade of orange and red and gold, that drew her starving gaze. Long and lean and lanky, with a half-feral look in his gray-green eyes and red hair even brighter than hers or Joy’s, he sat back, his arm around his wife’s waist. His booted feet, stretched out in front of him, were crossed at the ankle, and one corner of his mouth was curled up in a smile that reminded her, abruptly, of both of his sons. Carol’s face was turned towards him, and her eyes were laughing, as if the two had been caught in the act of sharing a naughty joke.
 
  “What was he like?” she whispered. Other pictures of the family surrounded the one she had been staring at, as if they were in a private solar system. One was obviously Carol and her husband on their wedding day. Another, just as obviously Joy’s high school graduation, with her older brothers flanking her on either side, smiling proudly. 
 
  “Like your mother, I suppose,” Carol said, after a long pause. “You can’t capture the whole of a person in a picture, or in a few words. Not wise, maybe, but a good judge of people. In love with the land that his family had passed down to him. Kind to horses, and dogs, and cats. A gambler that saw too many of his hunches go awry, but enough succeed that his wife and children didn’t need to fear for their future.
 
  “His last days were hard.” The older woman sighed, sudden and bitter. “I tried for years to get him off the dip. But Harper was convinced that he’d live forever. I can still hear his voice. ‘My grandpappy lived on fried chicken skin, see-gars, and as much white lightning as he could sneak past my grandma, and he lived to be eighty-six.’
 
  “So when he got the throat cancer, he couldn’t hardly believe it. All the way to the end, he was convinced that he would get better, even when the doctors told us all that he was terminal.”
 
  “I’m sorry,” Alex said. The words seemed pitifully inadequate. “I wish I could have known him.”
 
  “I know he would have loved to have known you, big brave girl that you are.” One hand reached up to tug at a lock of her hair. “Do you think your mother ever told him? It wouldn’t surprise me a damn bit, to find out that he knew, but kept it from me. He always put women up on a pedestal.”
 
  She shook her head. “I don’t think so. If Mom ever did, she never told me. And,” Alex continued, striving to be polite. “If your husband had known that my mom had a kid, and it was his, I don’t think he was the sort of person who wouldn’t have tried to help her out, whether she wanted help or not.”
 
  “No.” Carol’s voice was fond, and she put an arm around her waist, pulling her close. “No, he wouldn’t. He would never have let a child of his grow up without knowing who her father was.”
 
   
 
  When they got back to the family room, they discovered that Randy had opened a bottle of wine, and that five glasses were sitting on a low table.
 
  “I hope you like red,” he said to Joy, handing her a glass.
 
  She took a sip. Dark as heart’s blood, and so rich that she could feel the heat of it all the way down to her belly. “It’s great,” she said.
 
  They talked for a long while, and as the sky grew dark outside and the hours passed, Joy found herself growing more and more comfortable with her new family. One story led to another, traded back and forth around the circle. In the way of such things, the first bottle of wine was found to be too quickly empty, so a second was produced. Alex drank sparingly, not wanting to get muddle-headed. She didn’t have a high capacity for alcohol at the best of times, and the last thing she needed was to embarrass herself in front of Carol or her children.
 
  They were an affectionate family, she saw with a hint of envy, despite the fact that none of them seemed to have any problems teasing the others. Warm hugs and gentle touches seemed as natural for them as breathing. Under Carol’s gentle probing she found herself telling them more about her childhood and her life than she would ever have dreamed. Even more than she had told some of her sorority girlfriends in college. But it never seemed prying or invasive. More like they were old friends who were catching up on the details of their lives.
 
  “What about a boyfriend?” Randall asked. He was lying on the couch with his feet in his sister’s lap. Joy had, after much pitiful begging on her brother’s part, agreed to give him a footrub, and his eyes were half-closed. “Please don’t tell me that a woman as lovely as you isn’t making some man happy.”
 
  “Unfortunately, no,” she replied, catching a sudden surge of interest from everyone in the room. Tersely, she described the ending of her last relationship.
 
  “He was screwing some piece of trailer-trash in your bed?” Joy’s voice was aghast, and Alexandra almost laughed at her outraged expression. “Do you want us to do something?” she went on. “Maybe send somebody to his house, kick the shit out of him? Or we could ruin his credit rating. Randy is real good with computers.”
 
  Alex snickered, though she wasn’t entirely convinced that her half-sister was joking. “No, that’s okay. If Reed thought that bimbo was a good match for him, that’s punishment enough, I think. It’s only a matter of time before she’s cheating on him. Maybe already has, for all I know.”
 
  Time. Her glance fell to the clock on the mantel, and she was shocked to see that it was after midnight. “Oh, my God,” she said, standing up. “I didn’t mean to keep you guys up so late. I’m sure you want to go home and get to bed.”
 
  “We are home,” Ricky drawled, smiling. “Though I am ready for bed.”
 
  Alex blinked. “You all live here?” She had thought that Joy was just telling her where her brother’s old rooms were. Not that the entire family still lived in one house.
 
  Ricky shrugged. “Dad got sick right after I graduated from college. Randy and Joy were still in school, and Mom was busy trying to take care of Dad and run things. It just seemed easier to stay here and help out, instead of getting a place in town. Besides. Look around. Can you imagine leaving here and getting a crummy one-bedroom apartment?”
 
  “Ricky.” The single word was a warning, and her half-brother suddenly looked like he was eleven and had been caught sneaking cookies out of the pantry. “Maybe some people in this room actually live in a one-bedroom apartment?”
 
  “Oh.” Abashed, he looked down, no longer the incredibly handsome and confident young man he had been, whose presence had begun to affect her on a level that wasn’t merely physical. “Sorry, Alexandra. I wasn’t thinking.”
 
  She smiled, accepting the apology, though her stomach flipped to see him suddenly vulnerable. “It’s all right. But I’m going to take a shower and go to bed.”
 
  The rest of the family stood. One by one, they hugged her and wished her a good night. “We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Carol promised. “And maybe you’d like a tour of the farm?”
 
  “I shouldn’t keep you from your work,” she protested.
 
  “Poppycock,” the older woman declared. “I’m declaring a holiday tomorrow. At least for the four of us. The hired help can do what’s necessary so that the horses don’t keel over, but I think that the place can get along without us for a day or two while we get to know each other.”
 
  Ricky drained his wineglass. “That’s good for you and Joy and Randy, Mom. But I got that filly from Cloverleaf to take care of. I don’t want her around here any longer than she has to be.”
 
  “Then make sure that Balrog covers her bright and early tomorrow. And then get her on the trailer back home. No reason why that damn horse should ruin our weekend.”
 
   
 
  Despite her warm, contented feeling, and the sinfully soft mattress of her borrowed bed, Alexandra couldn’t get to sleep. It was almost too quiet in the bedroom. Over the last few months, she had grown used to background noise at night – the faint hum of cars on the street outside, muted thumps and bangs from her neighbors in the building. And her sorority house at Wright State hadn’t been any different. Here, it was as if she had been transported back into another century. All that she could hear was the sounds of insects and the faint rustle of the wind in the trees outside.
 
  After an hour of fruitless tossing and turning, she decided to go downstairs and raid the kitchen. A glass of warm milk had always been a cure-all for sleepless nights, and she didn’t think that Carol would mind.
 
  Not bothering to put a robe on over the thigh-length t-shirt she usually wore to bed, she padded down the stairs on bare feet. To her surprise, the lights in the living room were still on, and she could hear the low murmur of voices. Suddenly shy, Alex was about to turn around and head back upstairs. But the sound of her own name drew her attention, and she paused, listening.
 
  “Alexandra,” Randy was saying. Hidden in the shadows of the hallway, Alex shivered as his mouth caressed her name. “I swear, Joy, when I saw her, I thought you guys might actually be twins.”
 
  “Oh?” Her half-sister raised her eyebrows at her brother. “Wanted to get into her pants, didn’t you?”
 
  “To be honest,” he replied as Alex’s jaw fell open, “what I really wanted to do is take that top of hers off and see if her breasts were as perfect as yours are. I don’t suppose you’ve found out, have you? I know how you girls like to have lingerie parties and pillow fights and stuff like that.”
 
  “I wish.” Joy’s head fell back onto the couch as she sighed. “But I think we’re going to need to take it slow with her, Randy. Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to suck on her sweet little titties and find out if her pussy tastes as good as you say mine does, but have you seen the way she acts? I swear, the girl has the kind of body that makes you think there really is a God, and what He wants us to do is fuck all the time. But she acts like she doesn’t even know it! Did you see her face when she was telling us about her ex? She’s been dating losers her entire life, because she doesn’t know any better. Jesus. That’s just a fucking crime.”
 
  “Those legs.” Ricky’s voice, deeper than his brother’s, reverberated in Alex’s belly.
 
  “That ass,” Randy added.
 
  “It’d be like screwing my twin,” Joy sighed. “And that is just so fucking hot!”
 
  “Kids.” For the first time, Carol’s voice held an edge. Alex held her breath. Was the older woman going to put a stop to her children’s perverted fantasies? Maybe it was all a joke. A little bit of ribald humor that had gone too far.
 
  “While I completely agree with your…assessment…of Alexandra’s charms, which are considerable, we have more important things to worry about.”
 
  “Oh?” Lounging on the couch opposite his mother, Ricky straightened. “What is it?”
 
  “The fact that none of you three have made your mother cum today,” Carol said, with such appalling frankness that Alex swayed on her feet in shock, one hand clutching the door frame.
 
  “Mom!” Randy protested. “It’s one in the morning. We haven’t had time to make you cum! Now, if it was eleven at night, then you might have a reason to complain.”
 
  “Whatever.” She flicked her fingers at her children, then, unbelievably, began to unbutton her blouse. “Come on over here and suck on Mommy’s titties, boys.”
 
  She should leave, Alex knew. Should go upstairs, pack her bags, slink out the door, and drive away, never to come back. It had been a mistake to try to contact this family. They were all a bunch of degenerate perverts. Incest! The mere word made her stomach turn into a hot, queasy ball.
 
  But somehow, she couldn’t look away, couldn’t make her body shift, couldn’t make her legs move. When Carol tossed her blouse over the arm of the couch and unclasped her bra, Alexandra stood there as if her feet had grown roots and sunk into the floor.
 
  It’s not fair! Her mind wailed as Carol’s breasts came into view. How can she have tits that are that good? She’s got to be forty-five, at least! And her chest looks like she’s my age! Did my father get her a boob job? Or did she make a deal with he devil?
 
  But her view was soon hidden as Randall and Richard moved close to their mother. Carol smiled at them, her fingers tracing the lines of their jaws. First one, then the other, was drawn down for a long, passionate kiss. Alex put her hand over her mouth as she watched their lips join Carol’s. And from the growing bulges in her half-brothers’ jeans, this was definitely something they enjoyed. They sank down, almost in tandem. Richard at Carol’s left breast, Randy at the right. Carol’s back arched, her lips parting in a breathless moan as two sets of lips began to explore her bounteous curves. Carol’s breasts were much bigger than Alex’s. Or Joy’s. A set of c-cups, at least, and maybe larger. In the low light, her skin was tan, her nipples dusky.
 
  “Such good boys,” she whispered, her eyes closed. Her hands closed cupped the back of their necks, pulling them closer. “That’s right. You make Mama feel so good.”
 
  All the while, Joy was moving. So skillfully Alex barely noticed, she was undressing her brothers. Quick fingers unbuttoned shirts, exposing strong, male chests, speckled with dark hair. Boots and socks magically disappeared. And when she tugged down their jeans and underwear, bringing the taut muscles of their legs and buttocks into view, Alex gasped. They were so fucking gorgeous! Like male models, but somehow even more tempting.
 
  As if she had heard her thoughts, Carol’s eyes flickered open, her head turning to the hallway where Alex watched. Shaking, she moved a step further back, hoping that her eyes couldn’t penetrate the shielding shadows.
 
  “What do you want tonight, Mom?” Joy asked, as blithely as if she were discussing Sunday supper.
 
  “Mmmm.” Carol’s voice was warm and indulgent. “Something nice and slow, I think. It’s been a long day.” She pulled Richard away from her breast, moaning into his mouth as they kissed. With two breasts now available to play with, Randy kissed one, and tweaked the erect nipple of the other with his fingers. “I think I want a tonguing right now. And since your brothers are doing such a good job up here, Joy, I think you should get down there.”
 
  “Awesome!” Joy replied. “I haven’t gone down on you in days. I thought you were starting to get tired of me, and you were switching to an all-cock diet.” She quickly stripped, tossing her clothes away as if she didn’t care one bit about where they landed.
 
  Jesus. Alexandra swallowed. Is that what I really look like? Joy’s body was absolutely flawless, from the wavy river of her shadowed hair to the tips of her pink-painted toes. Her legs were long, her waist narrow, her belly flat, the slender curves of her hips absolutely enchanting. And the sweet, tip-tilted bounty of her breasts made Alex flush, ashamed that she’d ever thought that anything that looked so good could possibly be too small. With a desire that stunned her, she wanted to rush out and cup them in her hands, to feel their weight in her palms.
 
  Her head swam as Joy knelt between her mother’s thighs, pulling off her skirt and panties. A terrible, horrible lust was coming over her. She wanted to be Carol. Wanted to have people worshiping her body the way her three children were. Wanted mouths on her pussy, her breasts. And when Richard turned, putting his body into profile and she saw the large, jutting erection of his cock, she realized that she had pulled up the hem of her t-shirt and that her fingers were rubbing her clit. Rubbing so hard it was almost painful. Her thighs shook, and she leaned against the wall.
 
  Leave, you idiot! With a start, she realized that her brain had been shouting at her. They’re going to see you! Do you want them to know you’ve been spying on them? Go upstairs now!
 
  But I want…With a groan that threatened to tear her apart, she saw that her half-sister was pumping her brother Randy’s shaft, even while her face was buried in Carol’s lap. Carol was doing the same thing with Richard. I want to see it! I want to see them screw!
 
  Stop arguing, you moron! Upstairs. Now!
 
  Turning away was the hardest thing she had ever done. One step. And then another, her feet numb and stumbling. Her hand groped out, feeling for the wall to guide her. Behind her, the moans of lovemaking grew louder, murmurs of pleasure chasing her up the stairs as she finally reached the sanctuary of her room.
 
  Alex flung herself down, ripping off her t-shirt. She couldn’t stand it! She had never been turned on by something so much in her entire life. She spread her thighs wide, almost flat on the bed, as she strummed her clit, her fingers rubbing against her swollen bud. With a broken groan, she shoved two fingers into her sopping channel, pumping as hard as she could.
 
  Her climax was almost instantaneous, and as her body convulsed, she muffled her shriek with her arm, terrified that someone would hear her.
 
  But to her shock, she still wasn’t satisfied. Her body craved more. In the darkness, Alex masturbated over and over again, her mind replaying everything she had seen, every word she had heard, until at last naked and covered with the sweat of unsatisfied desire, she fell into a restless, uneasy sleep.

 
      
  Chapter 4
 
   
 
   
 
  Richard was in the kitchen the next morning, nursing a cup of coffee and trying to decide what he should have for breakfast, when he heard footsteps on the stairs. To his surprise, it was his half-sister who entered the room, rather than his mother, who was an early riser. Though, he recalled, with today being a vacation day, he and Randy and Joy had done all they could to make sure Carol was worn out when she finally sought her bed.
 
  “Hey,” he said to Alexandra, lifting the mug to his lips and taking a scalding sip of sugar-laced heaven. “Good morning.”
 
  “Morning.”
 
  “You’re up early.”
 
  “So are you.”
 
  ‘Well,” he said, wishing he had his brother’s glib tongue, that could charm birds out of the trees and talk black into white and night into day. “Horses don’t much care what time it is. A lot of the time a mare will foal late at night or early in the morning. So I’ve gotten used to being up early. Randy and Joy and Mom can work nine to five.” He moved his hand in a so-so motion. “I have to be more…flexible.
 
  “Would you like breakfast? Can I find you something to eat?”
 
  “I’m not a huge breakfast person,” his half-sister said. She yawned hugely. “Maybe a muffin and some juice. Or a bagel.”
 
  “No bagels, I don’t think. But there’s muffins in the pantry.”
 
  “That’ll be fine.”
 
  He watched, trying to disguise his interest, as Alex made her breakfast. Her movements were quick and neat, he noted with approval, her hands sure. “Mom and the others probably won’t be up for a while,” he said after a bit, taking another slug of coffee. “What do you say to a tour of the place? It’s going to be a nice day out,” he added, nodding outside. The April sun was shining off the dew-speckled grass, and there wasn’t a cloud to be seen. “And I bet you have a thousand questions.”
 
  “Maybe not quite a thousand,” Alex said, with a small chuckle. “But yeah. I don’t understand half the things I’ve seen around here. Or some of the stuff you guys were talking about last night.”
 
  “Cool. As soon as you’re done we’ll saddle up and head out.”
 
  “Okay.” She blinked at him. “Wait. You meant that literally, didn’t you?” 
 
  He shrugged. “Sure. It’s a gorgeous day. What’s better than a nice ride on a spring morning?”
 
  “I’ve never ridden a horse!”
 
  “So?” He smiled down at her, enjoying her surprise. “Lots of people haven’t done lots of things before. It doesn’t mean that they won’t enjoy them if they tried. Or that they won’t be good at it. Did you decide when you were fifteen that you were never going to have sex, just because you’d never done it before?”
 
  Alex gaped at him, her face blank, and he chuckled. “This is a farm, little sister. Though the only things we grow around here are horses. If you’re going to hang around with us, you better get used to hearing about sex a lot. It’s what we depend on, after all. If all our studs decide that they’ve got better things to do, well, Redbud Farms is going to be in a lot of trouble.”
 
  “Oh?” Alex cocked a sardonic eyebrow at him, reminding him uncomfortably of Joy. The resemblance to his sister was downright uncanny. And when he remembered exactly how he and Joy had finished last night, curled in a ravenous sixty-nine in her bedroom, he felt a surge of blood start to fill his cock.
 
  Calm down, you, he thought at his penis, remembering his mother’s warning. Give her time.
 
  “I worry about it all the time,” he said seriously, answering her question. “What if Balrog and the rest think about unionizing? Or even worse, discover that they’re all gay?”
 
  She rounded her eyes at him, amused. “And is that likely to happen?”
 
  “Well, no,” he admitted. “Stallions don’t cooperate much with each other. They’re kind of jerks that way. And I’ve never seen two of them getting all romantic with each other, either.”
 
  Alex smiled, and took another bite of her muffin, her pink lips speckled with sugar-crumbs. Stifling the urge to take her in his arms and lick them off, he finished off his coffee, rinsing the mug and setting it out to dry.
 
  “So,” he said, as she swallowed the last bite. “Are you ready?”
 
  She looked down at her clothes. “I don’t know. Will these work?”
 
  “Sure.” Richard kept his opinion that the beige shorts and nondescript tan blouse didn’t flatter his half-sister’s slender figure at all to himself. She should be wearing strong colors that showed off her red hair and creamy skin, not hiding behind boring clothes. He imagined her nude, displaying her body in all of its sun-kissed glory. But he wasn’t about to suggest that Alex do a Lady Godiva and ride around naked. Even Joy, who was much less inhibited than this new-found relative, had drawn the line there.
 
  “All right then.” Alex brushed her hands. “Let’s do this.”
 
   
 
  The paddock where the family kept their riding horses was only a few hundred yards away. It only took Richard a moment to catch and saddle Strider, his preferred mount.
 
  Now. What kind of horse for Alex? He chewed his lip as he measured her with his eyes.
 
  “Why are you staring at me?” she asked, blushing and turning her head away.
 
  “Lovely women deserved to be stared at,” he said, which only made her blush harder. Her skin turned a dusky shade of pink, and she looked absolutely adorable. “But I’m trying to decide which horse would be best for you.
 
  “Not a pony,” he decided firmly. “You’re almost as tall as Randy. You’d look ridiculous. You need a full-size mount. But I think you need a patient one, too.” 
 
  He walked over to the fence, Alex following curiously. He whistled and called a name. In seconds, a chestnut mare had ambled over to them, her brown liquid eyes curious.
 
  “Here,” he said quietly, and passed her a handful of apple slices, hidden in the pocket of his jacket. “Give her these. One at a time. Let her smell you and get used to your scent.”
 
  Alex did, and he smiled as she laughed. “Her lips…tickle,” she giggled, and gave the mare another treat.
 
  “Yeah.” He patted the firm neck. “She’s a lovely little lady. Sweet-tempered and smart. Dad gave her to Mom as her saddle horse, oh, must be eight or ten years back. But we’ve all been up on her. If you’re not careful, she’ll follow you around like a puppy, always hoping that you’ll have something for her. Won’t you, girl?” He scratched her poll as she whuffled his hair.
 
  “What’s her name?”
 
  “Eleanor. Though, if it had been my choice, she would have been Rosie. It matches her coloring better. Come on, girl,” he told her, opening the gate.
 
  “Now,” he said as he closed it behind Eleanor. “Let’s teach you how to saddle a horse.”
 
  After a quick curry and a check of Eleanor’s hooves, he began to demonstrate the steps of getting a horse ready to ride. “Saddle blanket,” he said, picking one off the pile and settling it over Eleanor’s back. The horse, familiar with the routine, moved to the wall where the tack was kept. “Saddle.” He lifted it off the rack, the buckles jingling, and put it on as well. He looked over his shoulder, making sure that Alexandra was paying attention as he did up the buckles and the girth. “Bridle.” He slipped the reins over Eleanor’s head, chuckling as the mare butted his shoulder with her nose.
 
  “See?”
 
  Alex nodded uncertainly.
 
  “All right.” He stripped the horse of her tack, ignoring her as she whickered in confusion. “Now you do it.”
 
  “What?”
 
  He hid a smile, and kept his voice firm. “If you’re going to be hanging out with us, Alex, you’re going to have to learn something about horses. What would you do three months from now, if you were on a visit, and there was a bad storm and you got a call from Joy telling you that she and Randy were up in the summer pasture and Randy was hurt and she needed you to bring up a first-aid kit?”
 
  “I don’t know.” Her eyes twinkled. “Maybe call nine-one-one?”
 
  “Come on, Alex. Work with me here.” Richard moved away, making it clear that he intended her to re-saddle Eleanor herself. “As my brother is fond of saying, all knowledge is worth having.”
 
   
 
  “No, no, no!” He clutched his hair, fighting for patience. “You don’t just toss the saddle blanket over her back any which way. See that?” He pointed at a wrinkle. “If you put a saddle on top of that, inside of five miles your horse would have a saddle sore. And then you would have to take all her tack off and carry it while you walked home. And then explain to everyone else why.”
 
  Alexandra’s face went stiff. “I didn’t know I was going to have to turn into a cowgirl when I drove down here to visit!”
 
  “Don’t yell around the horses,” he advised, though secretly he was glad to see his sister showing some spirit. “And it’s not that hard.” He pulled the blanket off Eleanor and handed it back to Alex.
 
  “Try again.”
 
   
 
  “So,” Alex sniped, as they finally headed up the bridle path, their horses side by side. “Do you have any redeeming qualities at all, Richard? Or do you just enjoy bossing people around?”
 
  “My mother loves me,” he said virtuously.
 
  “I have no idea why.” The words were a dark mutter.
 
  “Oh, relax.” He eyed his sister. Her seat on Eleanor wasn’t completely terrible, he had to admit. Her back was too tense, her hands on the reins unsure. But when he had boosted her into the saddle, Alexandra hadn’t shrieked with fear or fallen off the other side, unlike one would-be girlfriend back when he was in high school. And once Alex had decided to stop being terrified of the horse and tried to learn, her quick hands and steady fingers had made quick work of saddling and bridling the mare. At the very least, she wasn’t clutching the reins like a guardrail.
 
  “Enjoy yourself,” he advised. He took a deep breath. Clean air, green grass, a hint of fragrance from the flowering trees on either side of the path, and under it all, the faint tang of horse. The aroma of his childhood. “As my mother is fond of pointing out, every day we spend on this earth is a gift. It would be foolish to waste even one.”
 
  “Hmm.” Alex glanced over at him. “You know, you’re not nearly as big of a hard-ass as I thought you were when I first met you.”
 
  “Oh?”
 
  “Yeah.” She shrugged fluidly. “You came into the kitchen last night, and I could almost hear your spurs jingling and crappy country-western music playing.”
 
  Richard laughed. Under him, Strider snorted, and he patted the gelding’s neck in apology. “Well, you know how it is. You play the role people expect. Randall was always better at the numbers side of things than I was. When Dad got sick, he and I made a deal. I would handle the outside work, and he could take charge of the genetics. Seeing what mares we would let our studs cover.” At Alex’s inquiring look, he elaborated. “Some outfits don’t care about the quality of foal they get, as long as they can brag that they have a horse sired by one of our studs. But it matters to us. Word gets around. It’s like any business. We have to keep up our standards.”
 
  “So what do Joy and your Mom do?”
 
  “Keep me and Randy from killing each other, mostly.”
 
  “I don’t believe that.”
 
  He grinned. “All right. Joy is marketing and customer relations, though she could probably do Randy’s job.” He paused for a moment as Strider and Eleanor negotiated an uphill turn. “Mine, too,” he admitted honestly. “but you should see her when we’re at one of the big meets.” He smiled. “You have all these crusty old horsemen, who think that women aren’t good for anything but getting them another drink. And then Joy shows up, knowing twice as much as they do and not afraid to show it. They turn into these helpless little puppies. They roll over onto their backs, waving their paws in the air, hoping that she’ll give their bellies a rub.”
 
  Alex laughed, and he smiled in return. “And your mom?”
 
  “Mom? Well, she runs the whole thing, obviously.”
 
  “She does?”
 
  “Well, sure.” He blinked. “You didn’t think that I did it, did you? Or Randy? God help us. We don’t have nearly enough experience yet. Mom was Dad’s right hand for close on to twenty-five years. What she doesn’t know about this place isn’t worth knowing. And there isn’t a single decision that’s made around here that doesn’t have her say-so.”
 
  “Wow.” Alexandra was silent for a hundred paces. The sound of the horses’ footfalls was suddenly loud on the dirt path. “You know, she doesn’t act like that at all. When I first met her, I thought she was kind of a stay-at-home mom.”
 
  “Well, she stays at home, sure. But so do the rest of us. But Jesus.” He took a hand off the reins to run it through his hair. “She knows everything about Redbud. And her memory is incredible. And not just when it comes to reminding me about stupid shit I did when I was seventeen. Sometimes I don’t know why Randy even bothers to keep the charts. It’s almost embarrassing, sometimes. Mom can tell you the family tree of damn near every horse on the place without even taking time to think about it.”
 
  “Oh, look at them!” As he spoke, they had drawn even with a large pasture on the right. Alex’s attention had been diverted by the sight of a mare and her foal, standing near the fence-line. “They’re so cute!”
 
  He smiled. “Would you like to go over and say hello?”
 
  Her brows, red against her pale skin, drew down in a faint frown. “Is it safe?”
 
  “Sure, if she doesn’t think that you’re a danger.” He pulled Strider to the right. The gelding obligingly moved towards the pasture. Eleanor followed obediently.
 
  He hopped off his horse. Alex followed more slowly. “Hey there,” he said to the mare. Her ears pricked forward. “How you doing, Miri?” He found a sugar cube in his pocket, and passed it to her. She lipped it up, and he rubbed her poll.
 
  Miri’s foal edged up, her eyes curious. “Nice and slow,” he murmured to Alex, and passed her a second sugar cube. “Always remember. They’re prey animals, and Miri’s a new mother. Threaten her foal, and you’re in for a world of hurt.”
 
  Alexandra held the sugar cube out on an outstretched palm. The foal sniffed curiously, then snapped it neatly up. “What’s his name?”
 
  “Hers. Talizea, to match her mother.”
 
  “What?” Alex stroked Talizea’s silky neck. “How does that make sense? Why do your horses have such strange names? Some of the ones you talked about last night. Balrog, Ringwraith…what were the others? Raistlin? Nazgul?”
 
   “Ah.” He grinned down at her. “Blame my brother.”
 
  “I’m starting to think you like doing that.”
 
  “Guilty,” he admitted cheerfully. “But really. Blame Randy. Dad was horrible at naming horses. No imagination at all. So Randy took charge when he was fourteen or so. He was on a science fiction jag at the time. And fantasy, too. I think part of it was just to piss Dad off. They were butting heads pretty bad about then.
 
  “But one of the things horsebreeders all have in common is that naming follows pretty standard conventions. The names of a father and son are related to each other. For generations, sometimes.” He racked his memory for examples. “So Man O’ War was the sire of War Admiral, who was the sire of Admiral Vee. Hardtack was the sire of Seabiscuit. And so on.
 
  “So Randy decided he was going to name the horses after his sci-fi and fantasy books. Still does, when he can get away with it. Which is why, if you look at the charts, you’ll see that Ringwraith has sired Nazgul, and Balrog, and Gollum, and Bolg, and Witch-King, and Angmar.
 
  “And the nastier the stallion,” he went on as he grinned at Alex, “the nastier the names. If you’re relatively docile, your children might get named after someone nice. Aragorn. Or Dresden. Or Vorkosigan. Kitai,” he added, hammering his brain for female names as Alexandra frowned. “Arwen. Susan.”
 
  “Susan?” Alex repeated, disbelief in her voice.
 
  “Ask Randy,” he said. “I don’t get involved with that side of things. But if you’re an evil piece of work like Ringwraith was, all of your children will have ugly names, too. Shaitan. Sauron. Nicodemus. Old Scratch. Vader,” he recalled, remembering the ferocious argument that had surrounded that decision. “And Voldemort.”
 
  He patted Miri on her neck. “Good girl,” he whispered, then threaded his fingers through Talizea’s silky mane. “You’re not like that, are you? You take good care of your mama, you hear me?” he told the foal.
 
  Talizea paid no heed, and nuzzled his palm, looking for more sugar.
 
   
 
  “Oof,” Alex said, when they remounted. “I think I’m getting blisters on my butt.”
 
  Want me to check? He strangled the words before they could escape his mouth. “If you don’t mind taking a bit of a rest,” he suggested, “I’d like to check in on Balrog and that mare from Cloverleaf. I’d love to get that bit of business over and done with, so I don’t have to worry about it the rest of the weekend.”
 
  “Suits me,” Alex replied, standing up in her stirrups and stretching her legs. Beneath her, Eleanor shook her head at the change in pressure on the reins. “How far is it? This place is huge,” she added, waving a hand. “When I was e-mailing Joy, I thought it was, you know, a family farm.”
 
  “It is.”
 
  “Right. And Amazon is just a family business. Come on, Dick.”
 
  “Richard,” he interrupted. “Ricky, if you have to. Not Dick.”
 
  She blinked at him. “Okay.
 
  “But seriously. You can’t pretend that this place is just a family farm. Not like we have back in Ohio, at least. How many horses do you have? How much is the acreage?”
 
  “A lot. And quite a bit,” he replied, guiding Strider up a narrow lane. “Yeah, we’re well off,” he added, as a large outbuilding came into view. A single mare was walking restlessly around the paddock. “But it could all fall apart with a run of bad luck. Twenty years ago, this place was bleeding money. Mom and Dad got it back on the right track, but this is a risky business we’re in.”
 
  He dismounted, wrapping the reins around a post. Alex followed more slowly.
 
  “Frank.” He raised his hand to a short, stout man who was walking toward them. “How’s Renfield doing?”
 
  “About ready to kick the slats out of his stall,” the older man replied.
 
  “Well, let’s get it over with, then. You can go on home. I’ll take care of things, and call Cloverleaf when it’s done so they can collect their mare.”
 
  Frank spit into the grass. “If you want my advice, you won’t be signing any more contacts with those bastards.”
 
  “Their money is as good as anyone else’s,” he shrugged. “See you on Monday.”
 
  “Right.” Frank tipped his hat and left. A few minutes later, the sound of his horse’s hoofbeats faded away down the track.
 
  “So what do we do?” Alex asked. She looked at the mare in the paddock curiously.
 
  “Do? Not much.” As he spoke, he took off Strider’s saddle and hung the bridle over a fence post, leaving him free to graze. Taking his hint, Alexandra did the same for Eleanor, and he gave her an approving nod. “Renfield is going to do most of the work. All we have to do is let him out. He’ll take care of the rest, as long as Sweet Sally is willing to cooperate. And I think she is.” A high-pitched whinny broke from the mare’s throat, followed by a thumping sound from inside the stable.
 
  He went through the gate and opened the door to the stable. Renfield’s head poked out, then the stallion emerged. Richard quickly hopped back over the fence and latched the gate. The last thing he needed was to spend half the day chasing the horses down.
 
  Alex moved over towards him. “Jesus.” Her voice was faintly awestruck. “Now I know what ‘hung like a stallion’ means.”
 
  He nodded, used to the sight. “Yeah. Some farms use artificial insemination. But we don’t. That’s one thing we all agree on. It’s better to have the horses mate out in the open, in a paddock, rather then in a barn or with a test tube.”
 
  “Poor thing.”
 
  “Who?”
 
  She pointed with her chin. “That poor horse. He’s going to get right on top of her and start humping away, isn’t he?”
 
  “Only if she wants him to.” Frowning, he looked at Alex’s face. It was pale. The sprinkling of freckles on her nose stood out like dots of ink.
 
  Jesus. How badly has this woman been treated, that watching a couple of horses mate brings back bad memories?
 
  He put an arm around her waist, and made his voice low and comforting. “A stallion is in a terribly vulnerable position when he’s trying to cover a mare, Alex. Kind of like a man and woman, to be honest. Look at his legs. If she doesn’t like what he’s doing, all it would take is one good kick to cripple him. If she hurt him too bad, we might have to put him down.”
 
  “Like a man and a woman how?” Alex asked. Her body was warm against his, and he stifled a pang of desire.
 
  Slowly.
 
  “Well, if a woman doesn’t like what a man is doing,” he chuckled, “She can always grab him by the balls and squeeze. That should get his attention.”
 
  Alex snorted. “Should have done that with my last boyfriend.”
 
  “Now Sally over there.” He nodded at the two horses, who were sniffing each other curiously. “She’s in season. In heat. But if Renfield gets a little pushy, she’s got ways of telling him to back off. But he won’t. This ain’t his first rodeo. He’ll make sure she’s receptive.”
 
  “Receptive? How can you tell?”
 
  “I’ll show you when it happens. But it’s not all that different than people. She has to feel comfortable with him. But her body language will tell him that she’s ready.”
 
  “So what are you saying?” She was relaxing against him now, her body snuggling into his one-armed embrace. Used to dealing with his mother and sister, Richard wondered if Alex was even aware of her own growing arousal. But he could sense it in the way her breath was beginning to come short and quick, the way her plump, pink lips were half-parted as she watched the horses.
 
  “Well, mares and women aren’t all that different.” He kept his voice low and calm. His ‘bedroom’ voice, as Joy liked to call it. “My mother taught me, back when I was first learning about sex-”
 
  “Your mother taught you?”
 
  Richard hid a smile. Carol had told them, last night, after they had made love in the living room, the four of them pairing off with practiced ease, that she had seen Alex spying on them. His mother had been disappointed that the lovely redhead hadn’t been brave enough to join them, but had escaped back up the stairs to her bedroom.
 
  She knows. I know she knows. But she doesn’t know that I know she knows.
 
  “Sure. It was after my first sex-ed class in school. I must have been about…oh, twelve, I guess.
 
  “I knew how babies were made, of course. I grew up on a farm, after all. But there’s a big difference between watching a couple of horses mate and knowing what to do with a woman.
 
  “And Mom told me that the first thing, the most important thing, is to make sure that the woman I was with was happy.” He chuckled. “I can still hear her voice. ‘If you ever want her to go to bed with you a second time, Ricky, make sure she’s happy the first time.’
 
  “So when I finally got a girl to go to bed with me, when I was eighteen, I made sure that I did what she told me.”
 
  “Eighteen.” Alex looked up at him, brows raised in patent disbelief. “I don’t believe you had to wait that long.”
 
  He smiled down at her. “You didn’t know me in high school. Tall, skinny as a rail, scared to death that if a woman ever decided that she did want to have sex with me, that I’d screw it up. But thanks to Mom, I managed.”
 
  “Oh.” She relaxed against him again. “She gave you good advice. I wish more men listened to it.”
 
  “Your boyfriend, for one?” he asked idly, half his attention on the horses.
 
  “Ex-boyfriend. But yeah. Reed only cared about himself. Didn’t matter if he was in bed or out, he was always the same. Jerk,” she muttered balefully.
 
  Richard was just about to comment on her ex, when a movement caught his eye. “Ah. Here we go.”
 
  “What?”
 
  “Her tail’s up. And she’s taken the stance.” He nodded out at the paddock, where Sweet Sally was standing. Her rear legs were spread a little further apart then normal, her rear end in the classic mating position.
 
  Alex shivered, and Richard smiled to himself. He moved behind his half-sister, his hands on her waist, as Renfield mounted the mare and began to pump away.
 
  “It’s so…raw,” she whispered as the horses mated. She huffed out a surprised laugh as Renfield dropped back to the ground in less than a minute, his penis already beginning to retract into its sheath. “And quick. Poor Sally.” Almost without realizing it, she leaned back against his chest. “I think I’ve finally seen someone worse at foreplay than Reed was,” she snickered.
 
  He chuckled, low in his chest. “Not exactly a generous lover, huh?”
 
  “You can say that again.”
 
  Alex took a deep breath, and turned in his arms. Her eyes, as they searched his face, were wide and slightly fearful, as if she was afraid of his reaction to what she was about to say.
 
  “Richard?”
 
  “Yeah?”
 
  She looked down. “I…saw you and your family last night. Having sex.”

 
      
  Chapter 5
 
   
 
   
 
  If she had expected Richard to be surprised by her accusation (or was it a confession?), she was disappointed.
 
  Her half-brother nodded slowly. “Mom said she saw you in the hallway, watching.”
 
  “And?”
 
  He shrugged. “And what? I’m not going to lie to you, Alex, and tell you that you didn’t really see what you thought you saw. My entire family are lovers. Have been for about six months now. That’s the reason we got the DNA tests to begin with. On the off chance that me or Randy manage to knock Mom or Joy up, we wanted to be sure there weren’t any nasty recessives hanging around in the gene pool. But we got lucky. Twice. We’ve got clean gene scans. And we found you.”
 
  She shook her head, confused. She had been ready for almost anything, she thought. Anger, denial, fear of exposure. Even threats. But Richard’s calm acceptance caught her off guard. “I could be trying to blackmail you.”
 
  He tipped his head to one side. “Are you?”
 
  “No.” She glared up at him. “But I could.”
 
  “You could try,” he shrugged. “But I’d suggest you don’t. We’ve got money. And enough money can buy you an awful lot of lawyers.”
 
  “Is that a threat?”
 
  “No. It’s a promise,” he said patiently. “You don’t want to be on this family’s bad side, Alexandra.”
 
  “But…but…” She stuttered, unable to force the words out. “But why?”
 
  “Why?” As if he feared she would resist him, would flinch away from his touch, he took her in a tentative embrace. “Because we love each other,” he whispered into her hair. “We were hurting. And sex helped us heal. And,” he added, his voice turning devilish, “Randy and I happen to think our mother and our sisters are three of the sexiest women in the world.”
 
  She wrinkled her nose at him. “You and Randy don’t…”
 
  “No. Mom and Joy go to bed together once in a while. Especially if we’re out of town on a trip or something. But me and Randy? No. We like women too much.”
 
  She blinked at him as the import of his words struck home. “Wait. What you just said. You and Randy think your mom and your sisters are sexy?”
 
  He shrugged, as if the answer was so obvious that it didn’t need to be said. “Of course.”
 
  “Me?”
 
  “Sure.” He frowned down at her. “Really, Alex. You look so much like Joy you could be her twin. Or a full-blooded sister, at least. If we’re attracted to her, you can damn well bet we’re going to be attracted to you!”
 
  Caught in his arms, she moved. And then, as she brushed against his front, her eyes went wide. A certain something was pressing insistently against the front of Richard’s jeans. Something long, and hard, and very, very warm. Her belly flinched away, but the mere promise of her brother’s arousal made heat pool in her loins. Under her panties, she felt her lips getting wet.
 
  “Men.” She tried to charge the word with scorn, but her voice quavered. “You’re disgusting. All of you. Is that what it takes? Someone talks about incest and you get hard?”
 
  “No.” His deep voice was unoffended. “What it actually took was having one of the sexiest women I’ve ever seen in my arms. And knowing that she wants me.”
 
  “I don’t want you!” she retorted, suddenly furious. “It’s incest. It’s sick! I’m not going to screw my half-brother! Either of them!”
 
  “Oh?” He tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. She shivered at his touch, and she knew he could feel it. “Prove it.”
 
  “Prove what?”
 
  “Prove you don’t want me. Or Randy.”
 
  “How?”
 
  The motion deceptively casual, he raised his fingers to the first button of her blouse and undid it. “Tell me you don’t want me to strip you naked and make you cum,” he said, his voice doing wonderful things deep inside her. “Right here. Right now. Tell me to stop. And I will. I won’t say a word. You can ride back to the house, drive home, do whatever you want. It’s completely up to you.”
 
  She took a deep breath. Every part of her mind was screaming at her, telling her to put a halt to this insanity.
 
  But somehow, she couldn’t. As Richard undid the buttons, one by one, his dark eyes gleaming with more than amusement as her chest came into view, she began to shake. It wasn’t just fear. A terrible arousal and hunger began to consume her body. Every beat of her heart drove a spike of heat into her pussy, until the mere feel of her panties on her lips was an uncontrollable goad to her desire.
 
  “There.” Her blouse was hanging loose, the tails waving in the light breeze. “Should I stop?”
 
  Alex shook her head. Her throat was too dry to speak. “No,” she whispered, as he ran a finger down her throat. Her breath caught as it stopped, just inside the valley of her cleavage. But instead of taking off her bra, Richard crouched, unsnapping the button of her shorts and drawing them down her legs. The warm air was gentle on her skin, and Alex closed her eyes as Richard took her shoes and socks off. Wavering on one foot, she thought she might topple over. And then wondered if she should just avoid all the trouble and fall with her legs spread.
 
  “Absolutely gorgeous.” He ran his hands up her legs as he stood again, pausing to cup her bottom for a moment. Even through her panties, she could feel the heat of his work-callused hands. The hands of a real man, who worked for a living, instead of pushing numbers back and forth on a spreadsheet. “Well?” She could hear the smile in his voice. “Should I stop?” he asked again.
 
  Alex couldn’t have said yes if someone had offered her a free ticket to heaven. Her body yearned towards her half-brother, consumed by hidden fire.
 
  “I guess not,” Richard commented, and undid the hooks of her bra. Alex bit her lip, somehow keeping the moan that threatened to escape her lips locked in the back of her throat. But her skin caught fire as she looked down at her breasts, their tips obscenely stiff.
 
  The sun was warm, the air balmy, the grass cool under her feet. And as Richard moved behind her, his hand trailing over her skin, and pulled down her panties, the white cotton the last barrier between him and whatever wonderful, terrible things he was contemplating doing to her body, she felt the last bit of her resistance melt away. As he came in front of her again, she moved towards him, her body longing for the touch of his muscles on her bare skin.
 
  “No.” He put a palm flat on her chest, just above her breasts, stopping her.
 
  “What?” Incredibly, her eyes filled with tears. Was this some sort of cruel joke? Was he proving to her that she would do anything, was just as depraved as the rest of the family, and then reveal that he wasn’t really interested in her after all?
 
  “I am not going to try to make you cum,” he said, “in the middle of a meadow, where you could pick up ticks or chiggers or roll into a pile of manure.”
 
  “Then why did you take my clothes off, then?” she demanded hotly. “I want you, Ricky! Is that what you need to hear? Don’t stop now, dammit!”
 
  He ignored her, which only made her angrier. “Luckily for you, I’m resourceful,” he said over his shoulder, walking away as she silently fumed. When he returned, he had a saddle blanket in his hands. “Now where should we…ah.” His glance fell on a large boulder that stuck up through the ground like an island in a sea of grass.
 
  “There we go.” He spread the blanket over the rock. “Now you just lie down and relax,” he said with a naughty grin, “and let brother Ricky eat you out.”
 
  On wobbling legs, she walked over and sat down. The heat of the sun-warmed stone seeped up through the blanket, warming her back and rear.
 
  “Aren’t you going to take your clothes off?” she asked.
 
  “All in good time.” He knelt down in front of her. As his palm caressed her leg, she leaned back, propping herself up on her elbows so she could see him. “Yeah.” His lips curled in a tender smile. “This is just perfect.”
 
  “But what if someone sees us?”
 
  “Who?” He kissed her thigh. Almost involuntarily, her legs sagged open, wanting more. “Mom and Joy and Randy have no idea where we are. Frank is probably home drinking a beer and watching a ballgame. The people from Cloverleaf won’t be up here until I’ve told them they can come and collect their horse.
 
  “It’s all right, Alexandra.” As he spoke, each word seemed to strike at the core of her, like a hammer ringing a bell, leaving her open to joy. “You are sweet, and beautiful, and you deserve to be loved. Let me do it for you.”
 
  Gently, but firmly, he pushed her thighs up and apart, exposing the secret center of her. And then his head bent down, his mouth opened, and he took his first, soft, exploratory lick of her pussy.
 
  It was wonderful. No man had ever assaulted her so carefully. As his tongue traced her folds, and then dove deep into her channel, Alex could feel tears welling up in her eyes. Reed, damn him, had eaten her out like it was a punishment, until she had grown so used to faking her orgasms that it had become second nature. And her boyfriends before him hadn’t been much better.
 
  But Richard was different. He worked on her with a gentle, single-minded ferocity that told her, clearer than words, that the only thing in his mind was making her climax. His hands were firm on the backs of her thighs, keeping her steady. But his tongue was incredibly skilled. And when he captured her clit between his lips and began to suckle on it, Alex fell back on the blanket. Her arms felt like limp noodles, but she was able to bring her hands up and massage her breasts. The sensation made her even hornier, her body churning with arousal.
 
  “Oh, Richard.”
 
  It was barely more than a sigh, but her brother heard her. “Good?” he asked, pulling his mouth away from her cleft.
 
  The fact that he wasn’t pleasuring her was almost physically painful. But Alex managed a nod. “Wonderful.”
 
  He ran a hand up her leg. “So what do you like? When I’m, you know. Down there.”
 
  When was the last time a man had asked her what she liked? With Reed, and every man she had been with before him, it had been all about what she could do for them, until she had almost forgotten about her own needs and desires. When they were met at all, it had been in a clumsy, backhanded fashion that told her, without an actual discussion, that she should spend her time making sure her lovers were satisfied. And that if she got any pleasure at all out the relationship, she should count herself grateful.
 
  “My clit,” she whispered, head spinning with the sudden change of fortune. “I like it when a man sucks on it. And you know…” Her face flamed. “Your tongue?” she suggested, hoping that her meaning was clear. If she had to explain how she loved it when a man tongued her clit while he sucked on it at the same time, she might just die on the spot.
 
  “Ah.” That word, and nothing more. But when he bent into the angle of her thighs again, it was with a rapt, gentle passion that made her chest heave. For the first time in years, she let herself relax in the act of love-making, her legs draping limply over Richard’s back as he took the nubbin of her clit between his lips and began to lash it with the tip of his tongue. Her eyes closed, her groin stuttering up towards Richard’s mouth, beyond her control. There was nothing but the delicious heat. The heat of the sun on her body; the heat of Richard’s mouth on her pussy. And the heat of her own desire, pumping through her as if her blood was liquid fire. Her hands encircled her breasts, squeezing. Her nipples were standing high and proud. His mouth. Why doesn’t he get up here and kiss them?
 
  But Richard was working on her pussy with the sort of relentless fervor which she had never expected in a lover. And if his hands kept themselves to her legs and belly, and if his mouth only teased her cleft, his tongue her pussy-lips and her clit, well, who was she to complain?
 
  It was wonderful, but Alexandra still needed more. Her desire was building, undeniable as a runway freight train, and she needed to give it a release. Her fingers stole down, towards the small patch of hair at the top of her mound. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she began to press down, her fingers circling her clit.
 
  But now Richard’s mouth got in the way of her rubbing fingers. The second time she bumped him in the nose, she hissed in frustration. But he simply smiled and moved lower, his long, lean body sprawled out on the grass at the base of the boulder, and kissed her inner thighs. And then, with a poise she wouldn’t have expected from a man who barely knew her, he wet the tips of his fingers in her damp folds and placed them at her entrance.
 
  His raised eyebrows asked for permission, and with a lump in her throat, she nodded. Her head sank back as he entered her, a sweet, gentle invasion. And when he began to pump in and out of her, in miraculous time with her own rubbing fingers, her body started to sing.
 
  “Oh. Yes.” It was a guttural moan, barely more than a whisper. But Richard seemed to understand. While Alex concentrated on her clit, her brother’s lips and tongue made love to her thighs, caressing the sensitive skin, and his fingers curled inside her, stroking her inner walls.
 
  My brother. It was so wrong. But so right. Despite the fact that the same man had sired them both, she couldn’t deny her own desire. No man had ever concentrated so fiercely on her own happiness. Even now, as his lips dotted tongue-wet kisses on her legs, mere inches from her throbbing labia, Richard’s brows were pulled down in a tiny scowl of concentration that was absolutely adorable.
 
  It was coming. Her circling fingers began to speed up, losing their steady rhythm as she drove towards her climax. Her breasts tingled, catching fire, and she threw one arm across them, pressing down, the nerves deep inside responding to the pressure.
 
  “How do you want it?” Richard’s voice was slightly breathless, but his motions didn’t falter. “Hard? Soft?”
 
  She could barely form words. “Just…just…just keep going. Don’t stop. Don’t change.”
 
  And then there was no time left, nothing to do but fall back against the rock and let her orgasm wash over her. Her channel spasmed, convulsing around Richard’s invading fingers as the muscles in her belly clenched, rippling with incredible pleasure. On and on it went, while her eyes squinched shut and white starbursts exploded behind her closed lids.
 
  When her body finally stopped its imitation of a fireworks factory, she sighed and relaxed, every muscle feeling warm and loose.
 
  “Good?”
 
  She opened her eyes. He was still lying on the grass, propped up on one elbow. Unlike Reed, who was so arrogantly smug on those rare occasions when he made her cum that she was tempted to smack him, her brother seemed pleased, but not surprised. As if he had just completed a challenging but particularly difficult task.
 
  “I think you know,” she said, blushing. Which was ridiculous. She was mother-naked in the middle of a Kentucky pasture, and her half-brother had just eaten and fingered her to an incredible orgasm. What did she have to be embarrassed about?
 
  “Well, yeah,” he grinned up at her. “But it’s nice to know. And you were so quiet. You just kind of lay there and shook. Not like-”
 
  “La-la-la-la-la,” she said, putting her hands over her ears. “I can’t hear you!” When Richards mouth stopped moving, she lowered them experimentally. “I don’t want to know about Joy. I don’t want to know about your mother. I just want to be me.”
 
  He smiled and ran a hand up her bare leg. Even now, with the echoes of her orgasm still reverberating in her body, the feel of his hand made her nerves sparkle. “Too bad. You’ll probably find out about them soon enough.”
 
  “What?”
 
  “If you hang around long enough, Alex, you’ll have to deal with them. It’s not just the members of the family who have a pecker and a pair of balls who want to find out what you’re like in bed. Mom and Joy do, too.”
 
  “But I’m not a lesbian!”
 
  He shrugged with one shoulder. “Neither are they. Oh, Joy let a hint or two fall that she fooled around with girls when she was in college. Mom? I don’t think so. But it’s not other women that they’re horny for, little sister. It’s each other. And you.”
 
  Alex chewed her lip. She had told the truth. She wasn’t lesbian. Wasn’t even bisexual, she was pretty sure. But she couldn’t deny to herself the fact that seeing Carol nude the night before hadn’t awakened some pretty intense…curiosity.
 
  She stared down at Richard. Somehow, it didn’t seem fair. He had spent the last half hour or so bringing her to a fever-pitch of sexual desire, and then pushing her over the edge. Meanwhile, he still had all of his clothes on. Licking her lips, she stared down at his crotch. There was still an unmistakable bulge there. She could trace it with her eyes as easily as she could the outline of a rake hidden under a light snowfall. But unlike some ex-boyfriends she could name, he seemed to have a lot more self-control.
 
  “Why?” she asked suddenly.
 
  He cocked an eyebrow at her, while his hand continued its friendly exploration of her leg. “Why what? There’s a lot of ‘whys’ you could be asking right now.”
 
  “True.” She met his eyes squarely. “Why aren’t you naked yet? Don’t you…” Her voice faltered. “Don’t you want me?”
 
  Richard’s smile went lopsided. “I want you, Alex. Don’t fool yourself for a second about that. In fact,” he went on as she softly vented a relieved sigh, “if you want to go back to the house I’m probably going to have to go visit the woods for a minute or two. Because there’s no way I’m getting on a horse otherwise.”
 
  He’s talking about jacking off. Because of me. “Then why aren’t you naked?”
 
  “Do you want me to be?”
 
  Her fist hit her thigh. Good God, the man was insufferable! “Yes!”
 
  “Oh, good.” Sitting up, he began to take off his boots.
 
  “Wait.” She sat up, sweat-damp hair falling around her shoulders. “You were waiting for me to ask you to take off your clothes? And screw?”
 
  “Yeah.”
 
  “Why?”
 
  Richard turned to face her. “Well, we all had to set some ground rules.” He waved a hand. “Back when this all…started. And since Randy and I are the men, it kind of made sense to give Mom and Joy control of the situation. Men being, as my brother suggested, the disgusting horn-dogs that we are. Trust me,” he smirked. “You do not want to be on the wrong end of Mom’s tongue if you come home one day smelling like a barnyard and then try to make out with her.”
 
  “I suppose you prefer to be on the right side of her tongue.”
 
  “Damn straight,” he said, continuing to disrobe. “Mom gives great head. So basically it works like this. But you might want to talk to Joy about it. Or Mom.
 
  “If you want to screw, you basically just go up and ask the person you’re horny for. Could be anyone. Me. Randy. Mom or Joy. But anyone has the right to say no. And if they do, you don’t whine and bitch about it. You accept it.”
 
  She blinked. She couldn’t imagine any woman saying no to Richard. Or Randy. Or a man saying no to Joy or Carol, who were completely lovely, though in completely different ways. “That happens?”
 
  “Oh, sure.” He laid his shirt aside on the grass. Alex tried to keep her thoughts straight as she drank in his muscled chest. “I might have had a bad day trying to break in a new saddle-horse. Or Joy might have been fighting with someone on the phone all day. Or Mom might just be really tired.
 
  “Granted, it doesn’t happen all the time. Or even very often. We’re all really horny for each other.” He shook his head. “That’s something that we were actually worried about, back when all this started. What if it wore off? But when someone wants to sleep alone, it’s no one’s business but theirs.”
 
  He was almost naked now, the only article of clothing remaining a pair of boxer briefs which both outlined his lean hips in the most wonderfully tantalizing way and infuriatingly hid the sight of his erection.
 
  But it was there, a powerful male presence. As Richard drew close, Alex reached out. She could still stop, could still pretend that this had never happened. And Carol’s family, she somehow knew, were not the sort of people who would betray her trust if she decided that it had all been a mistake.
 
  But she didn’t want to stop. The clean, simple desire she saw in Richard’s eyes made her feel appreciated, truly beautiful, for the first time in years. And it wasn’t a need to possess her, to make her an accessory, something to be shown off to make other men envious. Her brother, Alex realized with a shock, wanted to make love to her. But it was as much for his own desire to make her feel good as it was from his hope that she would make him feel good as well.
 
  And that was the scariest thing of all. They weren’t using each other. If she took this step, she would be taking on a huge responsibility. Every time she went to bed with Richard, or Randy, or one of the women, she would have a duty to give as much as she received.
 
  Her jaw set stubbornly. I can do that.
 
  She put a hand flat on his chest. Not to stop him, but to get herself used to the feel of his skin. It was warm, and she could feel the thud of his heartbeat under her palm. Richard held still as she explored him. His dark eyes were calm, but the corner of his mouth was turned up just the slightest bit – as if he sensed her fears, and was just a little bit amused by them.
 
  Yes.  Alex let her hands explore him, drawing him close. His muscles were like cables hidden under velvet. Not a terribly hairy man, thank God. But there was enough speckled on his chest and his legs to prove that he was virile. And when she cupped her hand over his groin, the pounding hardness of his erection left no doubt in her mind of his desire for her. She bit her lip as her fingertips danced along his length, consumed by a need to see him.
 
  And more. It was something that few of her boyfriends had guessed. But the time when Alex got to feeling the most horny was right after she’d had a really good orgasm. And with her pussy warm and happy after getting fingered by her brother, what it wanted right now was a good stiff dick.
 
  “Can I…” she whispered, fingering the elastic waistband of Richard’s boxers.
 
  He grinned down at her, running a hand from her side up to her breast. She arched into the touch. “Be my guest.”
 
  It was awkward, lifting the waistband over the tip of Richard’s cock. But the reward was well worth it. Alex felt her eyes go wide as she slipped the boxers down her half-brother’s legs. She had half-convinced herself that her imagination had been paying tricks on her last night, that Ricky and Randy weren’t nearly as…well-endowed…as the shadows and her own spinning head had made them seem.
 
  Fuck. He’s not as big as I thought. He’s bigger.
 
  “Come here.” Her brother’s size only served as a goad for her lust. Alex sat up, then swore softly as her elbow banged painfully off the rock she was lying on. Frowning, she sat up, grabbing the saddle-blanket and shaking it out so it lay neatly on the ground. “Come here,” she repeated, pointing at the blanket. “I want…to touch you. All over.”
 
  Richard raised his eyebrows at her, but made no other comment. In seconds he was lying on his left side. One hand reached out invitingly.
 
  She pushed lightly at one shoulder. “All the way down,” she said as she batted his hand away. Her body trembling, she began a thorough exploration of his body.
 
  And oh, God, he was so beautiful. Even if he hadn’t been her brother, she would have stopped to look twice at him if they had passed on the street. But the forbidden, taboo nature of what they were doing made the blood boil in her loins as she moved up, her hands learning what her traitorous eyes had told her. From strong calves to thighs hardened by days in the saddle to the long, thick length of his erection, rising from a neatly-trimmed patch of hair at his groin like a joyous shout of manhood, every inch of him made her mouth water with lust.
 
  She moved higher, and now she couldn’t help herself. When she passed his flat belly, she let her head sink down so he could kiss the warm skin of his stomach. Richard groaned as her tongue flickered along his waist, tasting him for the first time. His flavor exploded on her tongue, a combination of skin, sweat, and worn, warm denim, and Alex’s breath hitched. Already she was so horny for him that her cunt seemed molten.
 
  Alex kissed her way up his body, from belly to ribs to chest. One hand remained behind, her fingers circling the rigid shaft of her brother’s cock. It pulsed in her hand in a welcoming sort of way. Hello, it said. We’re going to be real good friends.
 
  She snickered, and Richard’s eyebrows rose. “Am I that funny?”
 
  Never laugh at a man during sex. Advice from a college friend returned to her, and she kissed her brother’s nipples, smiling up at him in apology. “I’ll explain later,” she said, giving his shaft an exploratory tug. It surged in her palm, and for a second, Alex was afraid that she had stimulated her brother too much. It would be just my luck that just as soon as I decided to fuck him I would make him cum all over my hand.
 
  Are you, Alex? Going to fuck him?
 
  Hell yes.
 
  She crawled up Richard’s body, happy that they were near the same height. How a man the size of her father and a woman as short as Carol ever managed, she had no idea. His thigh was hot and hard against her pussy lips, and she ground down softly against the strong muscle. Built up over years in the saddle, it made her ache.
 
  Yeah. This is a real man. Not some smug, smirking twit who only lives to put other people down.
 
  His lips were right there, in that tiny curl that Alex found so appealing. And since they were so conveniently close, she decided to give them a kiss. She put her hand on his cheek, turning his face to hers, and leaned down. His mouth was firm, his breath sweet. And when his lips opened up and she let her tongue in to explore, his hand came around and cupped her ass-cheek and pulled her down onto him, making her groan into his mouth.
 
  On and on that kiss went, neither one of them willing to stop exploring. Richard’s hands began to grow bolder, sweeping up from her rear to her side. Alex lifted up, and when they circled her breasts, cupping them from underneath, her nipples contracted, so fiercely she gasped, growing into pebble-hard nubs on top of her mounds. 
 
  Carol was right, she thought dimly. Now she understood the older woman’s greed, when it came to sex with her children. Two hands aren’t enough. I want more. Her insides quaked, imagining both of her brothers in bed with her, their only goal to please her.
 
  Alex snapped back to the present. Why was she fantasizing about two men when she hadn’t even satisfied one yet? She threw her leg over Richard’s stomach, straddling him and then lying prone on his chest. Threading her hands through his hair, she pressed down against him, pushing her breasts into his hands as he circled her nipples with his thumbs. Every time he touched them, her breath came fast and hard, and the only thing she could do to distract herself from the lovely feelings coursing through her body was to kiss him, kiss her older brother, plunder his mouth with her tongue and nip at his lips with her teeth and run her hands along the flat muscles of his belly and rise up with her hips, yes just like that and catch the head of his huge prick in between her pussy-lips, coating him with her fluid.
 
  And now his hands were on her rear. Big hands, like all the rest of him, holding her securely. But it wasn’t to force her down on his cock, like a teenager who only wanted to screw, and to hell with what she wanted. Instead, Ricky seemed determined to keep her from accomplishing what her entire body was shouting at her to do. She squirmed in his clutch, her legs spreading wide as she opened to him. Her pussy was absolutely soaking, as ready for their joining as she had ever been for a man.
 
  Alex moved up, lowering her head so she could nibble at his neck. “Why are you stopping me?” she whispered, licking his earlobe teasingly. She rocked her hips for emphasis, whimpering as his cock-head slid over the oh-so-sensitive folds of her pussy-lips. She wanted him, needed him, in a way she had never needed a man before. It wasn’t just his physical beauty, as considerable as that was. The taboo nature of what they were about to do took her desire and pumped up the volume, giving her lust a dark, forbidden edge.
 
  Richard stroked her back, and she curved into his touch. As her breasts tilted back, he caught the nipple of one between his lips. Her belly shook in a mini-cum as he suckled on the tip. But though she was pushing down, absolutely aching to take his rigid shaft into her body, he was still keeping her poised on the edge, hanging between ecstasy and frustration.
 
  Alex growled and lifted up, pulling her breast away from Richard’s mouth with a moan. There was a faint pop as it freed, and she scowled down into her brother’s smiling face. “Well,” she demanded, wriggling her hips for emphasis. “What’s the deal?”
 
  Instead of answering, Richard leaned up and kissed her again, a long, lingering caress that made her wrap her arms around him and groan into his mouth. His hands were on her hips, and he began to rock against her, the ridge of his cock sliding between her folds. On every stroke, it rubbed her tender clit, and she closed her eyes, the nails of her hands digging deep into the skin of his shoulders as he teased her.
 
  “Because I like this,” he whispered when their mouths parted. For the first time since she had met him, he seemed just the slightest bit off-balance. His eyes were wide, and the fingers which traced the lines of her body were trembling. “The teasing. Hanging, right on the edge.” His tanned cheeks flushed. “You probably think it’s kind of pervy.”
 
  “No,” she snickered, glad to know that there were times when he wasn’t totally in control of himself. “I knew you were pervy. I just couldn’t figure out why you wouldn’t sink this wonderful,” a kiss, “gorgeous,” another, “glorious cock into me.
 
  “But no more waiting,” she added. “I’m ready. And you better be.”
 
  “I am.”
 
  “Good.” She fell across his chest, her nipples digging into his skin, kissing him hard and urgently as she opened to him. And now, finally, there was no resistance from her brother, no hands delaying this moment. Her sheath welcomed his cock almost without resistance as she slid down, their bodies melding until her labia were wrapped around the base of his shaft. When she finally stopped, his rod was hilted inside her, and she closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the exquisite heat of him, deep inside.
 
  “Mmmm.” She was humming, almost singing. “That feels…incredible.”
 
  “You, too,” Richard replied. His hand was splayed across her back, as if to hold her captive. But when she began to rise and fall on his cock, he didn’t resist her in the slightest. Instead, he raised his head to sprinkle kisses on her neck and chest and breasts, every touch a benediction for her touch-starved soul.
 
  Oh, wow. Her head was swimming, and Alex could already feel the tell-tale tremors starting up again, a quiver deep in her belly. One cum like she’d had already today was unusual enough. A second might blow the top of her head clean off. But she didn’t care. All that mattered was the feel of Richard’s hands, the taste of his mouth, the heat of his cock as she clenched her sheath around him, stroking it with her inner muscles. And when Richard’s hands tightened around her hips, when he began to return her kisses with the same savage need that Alex was feeling, then she felt a rose blossom inside her chest. Desire, pure and clean and unfettered by her past swept through her, like a brisk wind clearing a musty, disused room.
 
  Richard began to push up into her, meeting her strokes. Alex whimpered with pleasure as her clit started to throb, and even more when her brother moved a hand between her legs and began to rub her, his fingers so skilled that she could barely believe it.
 
  Maybe because he and Joy have screwed so many times, she thought hazily. I bet our clitties are about the same.
 
  “Alex.” It was a panting gasp. “I’m almost there.”
 
  She kissed him hard, driven past the point where she could even consider stopping. Her hips slapped down on Richard’s thighs as she quickened her pace. She wanted this, wanted him, wanted her brother to fill her up with his cock, his seed, his sperm, to fuck her hard and make her his…
 
  And then do the same thing with the rest of her family. The thought seared through her brain like lightning, and Alex came, realizing that she never wanted to go back to her old life, not with vast new vistas opening up in front of her. Her sheath clamped around Richard’s cock, and she shouted with pure joy as she felt the heat of his cum burst out from him, flooding her cunt with her brother’s incestuous seed.
 
   

 
      
  Chapter 6
 
   
 
   
 
  “Wow,” Alex said, when they had finally regained their breath. She hooked her legs under Richard’s, holding him prisoner beneath her. “That was…something.”
 
  “Something in a good way?”
 
  “Oh, yeah,” she laughed. Her breath stirred the dark hair on her brother’s chest. He was still half-hard inside her, and she squeezed him playfully, smiling as his breath hitched. “You would not believe how bad I needed that.” She stretched languorously, smiling as the warm breeze started to dry the sweat on her back.
 
  “Up, woman.” Richard swatted her rear playfully. “It’s after noon. And sooner or later someone is going to call and ask us where the hell we are. And besides. It’s time for lunch.”
 
  At the mention of food, Alex’s belly sent up an ominous rumbling. “See?” Richard grinned. “Good sex is good for the appetite.”
 
  “How do you know it was good sex?”
 
  “Well, it was good for me,” he replied, sitting up. Somehow, his cock stayed inside her, and Alex moaned and wrapped her legs around his waist as the change in positions made her skin break out in goosebumps. “Come on,” he chided her. “We can’t stay up here and screw all afternoon.”
 
  “We can’t?” She batted her eyelashes at him. “Why not?”
 
  “Well, for starters, those jerks from Cloverleaf are going to stick their pointy little noses up here eventually, if we don’t call them with some news.” With surprising strength he lifted her off him and stood, stretching to his considerable height. Alex was inclined to pout, but the sight of her brother’s slick cock emerging from her pussy made her smile with shy pride. “And I don’t feel like explaining why I’m screwing one of the three hottest women in Clark County instead of making sure their idiot mare is pregnant.”
 
  “Can you?” she asked curiously as they began to slowly dress. “Tell if the horse is pregnant?”
 
  “Not right now,” he smiled. “Though I’ll bet that Renfield covers her two or three more times before sundown. If that doesn’t do the job, they can send her up here in a few weeks, when she comes into season again. And if that doesn’t work, then we’ll do an artificial insemination, just to get them out of our hair.”
 
  Strider and Eleanor seemed none the worse for their long wait. Richard saddled his horse, then waited patiently while Alex fumbled through the steps with her mare. To her pleasant surprise, he seemed content to let her figure things out for herself, instead of elbowing her aside to finish the job when she misplaced a strap.
 
  When she was done, he gave her a leg up into the saddle and they guided the horses back down the path. Alex snuck quick glances at her brother as they rode. His shirt was unbuttoned, there were bits of grass stuck in his hair, and there looked to be a hickey forming on his neck. Alexandra colored, not even remembering when that might have happened.
 
  He looks like the opening scene of a beer commercial. The kind where the manly men work hard all day so they can have fun all night with their sexy-but-wholesome girlfriends and knock back a few bottles of Cowboy Light. 
 
  Richard looked over at her, and her blush deepened. “Something wrong?” he asked.
 
  Unable to voice her thoughts, Alex cast about desperately for a topic. “Should we have left the horses out there alone?” she asked.
 
  “Good thought.” Without looking, he reached behind him and pulled a cell phone out of a saddlebag. “Frank,” he said, after pushing a few buttons. “Alex and I are going back down to the house. Renfield covered Sally once already this morning, and he looked to be getting ready to do it again when we left. Can you send someone up to the barn to make sure the hammer-headed idiot doesn’t hump her to death? And when he’s done, call her owners and get rid of her. I’ve had about as much of them as I can take. Right. Thanks. Yup. Later.”
 
  He dropped the phone into the saddlebag. “Sometimes I think I should get into a more relaxing business, with better hours. Like bomb disposal.”
 
  Alex snickered. “Hey,” she said, gathering her courage. “Before we get back, can I ask you a question?”
 
  Her brother nodded. “Go for it.”
 
  “How…” she waved a hand, then caught her balance as she nearly tipped over the side of the saddle. “How did it all start? With you and your brother and sister and mother? From what I can tell, you pretty much all sleep with each other? Who was first? How did it spread? If you don’t mind telling me,” she added hastily.
 
  Richard was silent for a couple of hundred yards, his brows pulled down pensively as he considered. For a minute, Alex was afraid that she had stepped over some forbidden line.
 
  “Hm.” Richard tipped his head back, scratching his neck. “I think that’s a story that Mom could tell best. She was at the center. We just all…” He made a circling motion with his hand. “Followed along. And she could have put a stop to it, the first few days. But she didn’t.”
 
  “I don’t want to make her mad,” Alex said. “She’s been really nice to me. You all have.”
 
  Richard nodded. “We’re happy to have you, Alexandra. But you got to understand Mom. She was so in love with Dad. Even when I was a stupid teenager, I could see it. When we lost him, it cut the ground right out from under her. We all knew he was dying, even if he was in denial, right up to the end. But when it happened…” He sighed. “It was like knowing that something terrible was going to happen. But when it actually did…” He shook his head. “You never expect it to happen now. Maybe tomorrow. Or next week. But when it did, it was like a hammer full of pain.”
 
  “I’m sorry. I know how it feels. Not as a wife, maybe. But as a daughter. It was the same way when my mom went.”
 
  “Right. Ask Mom about it. She’ll tell you the truth. And she won’t spare herself one little bit to make herself look better. She knows that we’re swimming with sharks, and if word gets out, we’ll all be chum. We all do. But we’re not going to stop, either.”
 
  Stop? I’ve just gotten started! The thought was tinged with a sort of mad, self-destructive glee. The sort of attitude you had when you were so drunk that you didn’t care that you were about to do something insanely stupid.
 
  They rounded a last bend of the path. To Alex’s utter shock, a man was coming up the path towards them on a three-wheeler. He gave them a friendly wave as he sped by, the sound of the ATV’s growling motor fading as he moved up the hill into the trees.
 
  “A horse,” she said to Richard, her voice flat. “I had to learn how to saddle and ride a horse, when we could have gotten up there in half the time if we were riding one of those!”
 
  He blinked innocently at her. “Well, sure. But what would be the fun of that?”
 
  “Fun? Fun?” She kneed Eleanor up to her brother, glaring. “My thighs feel like they’ve been on some sort of torture device. My fanny is being pounded to hamburger. And let me tell you something, bub. All those sexy books with knights and damsels and crap like that never mention that horse-sweat is not exactly the best-smelling thing on earth.” Tempted to scream, she instead leaned down to pat Eleanor’s neck. “Was this some sort of test?”
 
  “I was only looking out for your best interests,” Richard intoned piously, though his eyes were dancing. “You needed this.”
 
  “You…” Words failed her. “You’re despicable.”
 
  “Yup.” He turned Strider towards the barn. Eleanor followed obediently. “And now, you’re going to learn how to curry a horse and check her hooves after you’ve ridden her. Won’t that be nice? Why, by the time you’re done, you’ll know more about good horse-care than anyone you know.”
 
  Alex sputtered.
 
   
 
  By the time they were done, though, her mood had lightened. Eleanor and Strider, properly cared for, were turned loose in their paddock for the evening, while she and Richard walked up to the house.
 
  “Hello?” Her brother called as they entered. “Who’s home?”
 
  “Just me,” came a faint, female voice. They followed it through the house and out onto a south-facing deck just off the kitchen. Joy was sitting out on a chaise longue, wearing only a pair of sunglasses and a bikini bottom. Her skin glistened with suntan oil as she stood, a happy smile breaking out over her face. She looked from Alex to Richard and back again, her smile widening into a beaming grin that approached the incandescent.
 
  “You screwed him!” she declared to Alex, as if the fact was written on her face. “I thought you might, when we all woke up and neither of you guys were around. Randy was afraid that you’d left, but Mom told him to stop being an idiot, especially since your car was still here.” She hugged Alex tight, her hands dropping low to give her buns a quick squeeze. “So. Did my brother give you a good ride?”
 
  “Um…what?” Alex shrugged off the embrace and looked from Joy to Richard, her eyes wide. “What are you talking about? Are you saying that you expected me to…to make love to my own half-brother? That’s just…just gross.”
 
  Joy’s mouth hung open, going so pale that her face looked almost green. Alex couldn’t help herself. She broke into pealing laughter, joined by Richard’s muffled snickers.
 
  “You…you…” Joy stuttered, unable to say anything coherent. “Oh, crap. You’re going to be as bad as Randy is, aren’t you? You’ve both got the same sick sense of humor.”
 
  “Maybe.” She hugged Joy again and kissed her cheek. Unexpectedly, she felt a quick jolt of attraction as her sister’s bare beasts brushed against her chest. Her resemblance to her half-sister didn’t end at her face, that was certain.
 
  “Is there anything to eat, Joy?” Richard asked, his voice plaintive. “We’re starving.”
 
  “Plenty of leftovers in the fridge,” she said. “Or you could make some sandwiches or something.” Joy waved her hand in an imperious gesture. “Now that you mention it, I’m kind of hungry, too. Why don’t you make us some lunch?” When her brother hesitated, she grinned. “Now, Richard. Dance, monkey. Dance!”
 
  Grumbling, their brother left, shutting the screen door behind him.
 
  “Dance, monkey, dance?” Alex asked as she sat down.
 
  “Something that Dad used to say, when we weren’t doing our chores quick enough to suit him.” Joy lay back in her chaise. “But you had me there for a second. You bitch. I thought I had blown everything.” She gave Alex a look from under her glasses. “Or did you blow him?”
 
  Ordinarily, Alex would have been horrified at such a frank discussion of her sex-life. Especially when it involved a woman she had first met less than twenty-four hours ago. But now, she just laughed. “That’s about the only thing we didn’t do,” she said, leaning back. Her sister’s tits really were gorgeous, she though idly. Almost without thinking, she began to rub herself through her shorts. The long ride back to the house had had a disturbing effect, as the rocking motion of her body in the saddle made her more than usually aware of how much fun screwing Richard had been. “First he undressed me. Then he ate me out. Very nicely. And then we fucked. He’s got a great cock.”
 
  “Right?” Joy nodded in agreement, her breasts bouncing. “The way he stretches me out is just incredible. Just wait until you get both of them in bed together. It’s a mind-blower.” She squeezed her boobs, giving her nips a quick little tug that made them stand up. “Just thinking about it makes me wet.”
 
  “Ummm…they don’t sleep with each other, do they?”
 
  “Nope.”
 
  “But they’ll go to bed with you or Carol. At the same time?”
 
  “Yup.” Joy’s grin was frankly lascivious. 
 
  “How do they…”
 
  “You got me.” Joy shrugged. “I asked Randy once, how he could be in bed with Ricky and Mom, if he wasn’t attracted to his brother. He told me to shut up. So I did.”
 
  “And a good thing,” Carol said calmly, sailing out onto the deck. “That’s no one’s business but theirs.” She looked at the drink at her daughter’s elbow and sniffed. “Really, Joy. Already?”
 
  “It’s Friday afternoon. Time to have a little fun, don’t you think?”
 
  “And did you, Alexandra?” Carol’s smile was warm. “Have a little fun?”
 
  “No.” She took a deep breath. “I had a lot of fun. Richard and I made love up in the back pasture this afternoon.”
 
  “I know. He told me” The smaller woman reached out, taking her hand. “I’m very happy that you’ve decided to join us.
 
  “And my oldest tells me that you have some questions?”
 
  Alex nodded. Her heart was thumping in her chest. It seemed the worst sort of voyeurism to ask this calm woman, with her wise eyes and her kind voice, to disgorge the secrets of her incestuous past. But she had to know. How had all this started? How could all four of them be so at ease with a practice that society pretended didn’t exist?
 
  Five, her mind whispered. You’re in this up to your neck. Too late to get out now, even if you wanted to.
 
  “I saw you last night,” she confessed. “Talking about me. And then…” She swallowed. “And then you started making love. All of you. Together.
 
  “Why? How?”
 
  Carol smiled, sitting down. As she did, Randy and Richard came out of the kitchen, bearing laden trays and glasses.
 
  “Well, why not,” the older woman mused, as she took a plate from her son with a nod of absent thanks. “every story has a beginning, doesn’t it?”
 
  “Hopefully not an ending, though,” Randy put in, irrepressible as always. “At least, not for a damn long time.”
 
  “True. Well, let’s hop into the Way-Back Machine. To the day of my husband’s funeral, last October.
 
  “It was a dark and stormy night, and I was wondering what the best way of getting to sleep would be. Should I get ripshit drunk and pass out? Or should I take a handful of pills? With any luck I might not even wake up again.”
 
  At those words, Joy sat up straight, her drink slopping out of her glass to splash on the deck. “What?”
 
  Carol patted her hand. “It wasn’t like that, honey. I wasn’t thinking about suicide. Not seriously at least. But I was hurting. Way down deep in my soul. The sort of hurt I hope you all never have to go through.
 
  “We were all in the living room, dressed in our best after the funeral luncheon. Me, and Joy, and Richard, and Randall. Too worn out to do much of anything. Just…trying to cope, the best way we knew how.
 
  “And then it happened…”
 
   
 
  To Be Continued In “Teasing Her Incest Family!”
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
   

 
      
   
 
  == << || >> ==
 
   
 
  If you enjoyed this story of taboo love, be sure to read my other books on the same subject, available wherever quality erotica is sold!
 
   
 
  Mom’s Birthday Surprise
 
   
 
  
 
   
 
  Recently divorced, sexually frustrated, and about to turn 40, Maggie's life is headed downhill fast. But her loving son Tom plans to turn all that around. And when a special night to celebrate Maggie's birthday turns hot and steamy, the smoking-hot MILF gets a birthday surprise, and it's a big one!
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
   
 
  Double Dare, Daddy!
 
   
 
  
 
   
 
  Greg Kennedy had it all - a wonderful wife and two gorgeous step-daughters. But when Madison and Morgan decide that their step-father is the man of their dreams, his life turns upside down! Who will win, and who will lose, when a pair of horny twins take the reins? Buckle up for a wild ride in "Double Dare, Daddy!"
 
   

 
      
   
 
   
 
  Incest Sorority
 
   
 
  
 
   
 
  Delta Alpha Chi is the most prestigious sorority at Darien University. But it has secrets. Dark secrets. And when young Sloan Crosby learns what she has to do to get in to DAX, the revelations are huge, both for herself and for her parents, who have a history they have never shared with her or her brother. Because Sloan wants to join the "Incest Sorority!
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