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Chapter 1


Zoe



The creak of a bed roused Zoe. Fuelled by adrenaline, her hand shot out, latching onto her pack. “What the hell are you doing?”

A thickset woman who reeked of alcohol and stales cigarettes tugged, almost pulling Zoe out of bed. “It’s mine.”

Furious, Zoe flung her legs over the side of the bunk, cursing when she smacked her head on the bed above. Ignoring the blinding pain, she held tight. “It’s not yours.”

“Yes, it is!”

She hadn’t seen this woman amongst the other backpackers last night, but maybe she’d come in late and honestly believed it was hers. Giving her the benefit of the doubt, Zoe spoke as calmly as she could with her heart pounding. “Look, I’ll show you.”

Not giving up, the woman put her back into it, tugging with all her might. When the fabric slipped through Zoe’s fingers, panic seized her. Her meagre savings, her passport, her visa, her tablet, they were all in there.

“Someone, please! Help me.” It was four a.m., and she didn’t give a damn who the hell she tore from sleep.

The woman shot her an evil grin that made Zoe recoil. If she pulled a weapon, Zoe would be screwed. Did people carry guns in New Zealand?

Intent on getting a snapshot, Zoe slipped her phone out from under her pillow.

The woman’s grin fell, yellow teeth disappearing when she hit a brick wall. Well, the equivalent of one. The guy was massive.

“What’s going on?”

“That’s my pack.” Zoe pointed to her bag.

“She’s lying. Move.” The woman tried to shove past.

The guy looked between them, clearly pondering who to believe. But it wasn’t Zoe trying to flee. She wanted to. Boy did she want to. But she’d thought the same thing when she fled her last residential address and achieved nothing more than jumping out of a plane without a parachute.

Not wanting to show weakness, she shovelled the shit from the last few days to the back of her mind and dealt with the present. “If you open the top zip, you’ll see my passport.”

“Fuck you.” The woman kicked the bag and tried to barge past the guy filling the doorway.

He didn’t budge. “Do you want to press charges?”

“No.” Zoe shook her head, the fight going out of her as adrenaline left her body.

Under any other circumstances, she would’ve made a stand, but she didn’t need this on top of everything else. This was supposed to be an adventure of a lifetime. How had it gone so wrong so fast? She knew how, but there was no point dwelling on it. What she needed was a plan.

The next three hours were the longest of her life. Every creak felt like a death threat. Sleep wouldn’t come, but wandering the streets at four in the morning didn’t seem wise either. New Zealand might be the second-safest country in the world to visit, but when you were the victim of an attack, statistics counted for nothing.

Once people were moving around, Zoe packed her things and checked out.

The cold morning engulfed her along with a sense of foreboding as she exited the backpackers. What was she supposed to do now? Where was she supposed to go?

Spotting a homeless person, she shot them a sad smile and slid down the shop window until she hit the concrete, the cold pavement biting into her backside. At least she wouldn’t look out of place. Or would she? Not many homeless people had massive backpacks propped up beside them.

Diverting her gaze from businesspeople dashing to work, Zoe fished out her phone. There were hundreds of pictures of New Zealand, but given her current predicament, they brought her no joy.

In another album, images of her family and friends warmed her on the inside but not enough to ward off the frigid air swirling around her.

Zoe stopped on a picture taken on the Banff Gondola with her best friend, Peyton. Terrified of heights, she’d been shaking like a leaf when she climbed in, determined to conquer a fear. At the top, they’d high-fived each other, and Peyton had taken dozens of selfies.

A pang of longing coiled inside Zoe. All she had to do was book the next available flight home, but that would be admitting defeat. A shadow fell over her legs moments before a gentle voice pulled her out of the downward spiral.

“Here.” A woman with short black hair and kind eyes offered her a to-go coffee.

“I’m good, thanks.” Zoe motioned to the guy two shops down from her, with a cardboard sign asking for money. “Maybe that person needs it more than me.”

With her gaze still on Zoe, the woman asked the same question most people did when they heard her accent. “Where are you from?”

“Canada. Calgary,” Zoe clarified.

She looked down at Zoe’s shoes. “No cowgirl boots?”

“No.” Zoe laughed, eyeing up the woman’s jeans and sweater. “No grass skirt?” She hoped that was the equivalent stereotype.

The woman’s lips quirked. “Not ideal for a meeting with my bank manager.”

“True.”

They stared at each other for a moment, saying nothing.

Feeling awkward, Zoe stood and hiked her pack onto her back. “I better get going.”

“Me too.” The woman turned to walk away and turned back. “Are you okay?”

No. Zoe was as far from okay as she was from home, but she refused to burden a complete stranger with her problems. “I will be.”

With one more questioning look, the woman strode away, long legs eating up the pavement. Two stores down, she handed her coffee to the homeless person, then disappeared like a mirage. A mirage that restored Zoe’s faith in humankind.
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After a day of roaming the streets, Zoe was dead on her feet and running low on energy. At five-feet-nothing and one hundred pounds, she didn’t have a lot of reserves to fall back on. Perhaps the devil you know was an adage she should’ve heeded instead of running without a plan.

She needed her best friend. Peyton would talk some sense into her, but Zoe wasn’t ready to tell her or anyone else about the shitstorm that swept through her life. Memories of that night threatened to overwhelm her.

Pushing open the door to McDonald’s, Zoe rushed to the bathroom and shut herself in a stall. The stench of cleaning products and fast food was a bitter pill to swallow when you were close to hyperventilating.

You’re safe now. You’re safe now.

Once she could breathe, Zoe exited again without spending a cent. She needed to eat, but the smell of grease and burgers made her feel ill. With no idea where she was going, Zoe continued down the street.

Across the road, a woman wearing an apron put a blackboard outside a bakery.

Closing soon. Pies and sandwiches half-price.

Not paying attention, Zoe looked left and stepped off the kerb. The blast of a horn sent a surge of adrenaline through her that made her stomach heave.

Fuck.

How long would it take for her muscle memory to recall New Zealanders drove on the left-hand side of the road? Warmth engulfed Zoe as she entered the bakery. Her stomach rumbled, letting her know she hadn’t eaten all day.

Opting for something warm, Zoe eyed up the stainless steel cabinet behind the counter. “What pies do you have left?”

Kathleen, according to her nametag, pointed through the glass. “Chicken, or steak and cheese.”

“Can I have the chicken pie, please?”

“Of course.” Kathleen picked up some tongs and a paper bag. “Canadian?”

“Yes!” Zoe said with a little too much exuberance. Most people assumed she was American, so it made a nice change.

“Where’s home?”

“Calgary.”

“Beautiful city.” Kathleen handed over the bag. “I hope you enjoy our country, and the pie’s on the house.”

“I couldn’t possibly.”

“If you don’t take it, it’ll be going in the rubbish anyway.”

Not feeling right about that—this was someone’s income—Zoe dug around in her pocket, searching for some change.

“I don’t need a tip, either.”

That was taking a bit of adjusting to, which wasn’t to say she couldn’t get on board with it. At least you knew exactly how much something cost, without having to factor in tax and a tip.

Locating a two-dollar coin, she set it on the counter. “At least take this.”

Kathleen slid it back to Zoe. “I’ll be insulted.”

Relenting, Zoe pocketed the coin. “Thank you for your Kiwi hospitality.”

Outside, she located an empty bench on the street and slid her pack off. Her back ached, her shoulders ached, her feet hurt, but she couldn’t do anything about those things right now, so she focused on what she could control, and that was fuelling her body before she passed out.

A tree on the sidewalk cast shadows over her lap, and a small bird chortled a tune as it flittered between the branches.

Inching the pie out of the bag, she sunk her teeth in. If there was one thing she’d learned New Zealanders knew how to do well, that was make a good pie. The chicken was tender, the gravy rich and full of flavour, and the buttery pastry made her taste buds ping.

A woman with short black hair ran into the hardware store as if her arse was on fire. A few minutes later, she was back again, ball of twine in hand. Zoe looked up, and their eyes locked.

The warmth she exuded transported Zoe back to this morning. Only, this time the woman wasn’t offering her a to-go coffee. Her jeans were no longer clean, either. Flakes of dirt clung to the knees.

“We meet again.”

“We do,” Zoe said, embarrassed about being caught hanging out on the street twice on the same day…by the same person.

“Mind if I sit?” She pointed to the spot beside Zoe.

It was a public place, so she could hardly say she minded. “Sure.” Zoe moved aside. Unsure where to put herself and equally unsure why she didn’t grab her pack and be on her way, she stared at the ground.

“I’m Clea.” The woman rested her elbows on her knees, head tipped to the side, studying Zoe. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” she replied without thought, then backtracked. “Actually, do you know of any reputable backpackers or hostels I can stay at tonight? Somewhere cheap. And safe.”

Clea studied her closely, and Zoe felt like she could see right through her. See what she’d run from. See her despair, her lack of direction, her crumbling sense of self-worth.

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.” The anguish Zoe felt was clear in her tone.

“How did you end up here?”

Deflecting, Zoe pointed to the bench they were seated on. “Here?”

“New Zealand,” Clea clarified.

“Flew.” Zoe laughed, her first genuine laugh in days, and she’d almost forgotten how good it felt.

“Fair enough.” Clea’s smile morphed into something more serious. “Look, this might sound weird, and believe me, I’m not in the habit of doing this, but I have a spare room at my house. You’re welcome to it until you sort yourself out if you like.”

“How much?” Zoe asked, appalled by her audacity. It also sounded like her brain was already considering it without consulting her. “Sorry, that was rude.”

“It’s fine. And I’m not charging you to fill an empty room. My cottage is small, old, and cold. But I’m sure you’re used to cooler temperatures where you’re from.”

Zoe met Clea’s gaze, overcome by the kindness she saw there. “Why are you doing this? You don’t know me.”

“Maybe not, but I know that look.”

She said it like she’d been there before, but Zoe didn’t pry.

Standing, Clea tossed the ball of twine from hand to hand. “What do you say?”

“I’m in,” Zoe said as if she’d agreed to play on the same lacrosse team.

Why weren’t alarm bells going off? The entire Calgary Fire Department should’ve been sending warnings, but all Zoe felt was relief.

“My car’s over there.” Clea pointed to a sedan. “Text whoever you need to, to let them know you’re safe. If it makes you feel any better, give them my licence plate too.”

Smiling her thanks, Zoe faked a text and stuffed her phone into her pocket. No one needed to know where she was going. It would only create more problems.


Chapter 2


Zoe



Overcome with gratitude, Zoe tossed her pack in the trunk and climbed into the passenger seat. For the first time in days, her situation didn’t seem so dire. She wasn’t a huge believer in fate, but bumping into Clea felt like a Godsend.

A spike of anxiety hit her when they left the city limits. Had she been too trusting? Peyton would say yes, but better the devil you know than the one you don’t hadn’t worked out too well for her.

Despite her moment of concern, she could still appreciate the breathtaking landscape of lush pastures, rolling green hills, tall trees, and cattle grazing. It was a stark contrast to a city of skyscrapers, metal and glass.

“Do you live far out of town?”

“Just over twenty kilometres.” Clea hit the brakes, slowing for a tight bend in the road. “I have no clue what that is in miles, but it’s about a fifteen-minute drive on a good day.” She shot Zoe a sideways glance, her expression somewhere between teasing and reassuring. “Don’t worry. It’s not so far you can’t walk back to town if you want to leave.”

Enjoying their ease of banter, Zoe put her shyness in the backseat and continued to chatter. “You have an unusual name.”

“Really?” Surprise laced Clea’s voice. “You’ve never heard the name before?”

“I’ve heard of Cleopatra. And you look like her. Maybe your parents thought so too, so they named you Clea for short. You’ve got the same hairstyle.” Not normally so outspoken, Zoe’s cheeks flamed. With her pale skin, there was no way to hide her blush, so she didn’t bother trying.

The corner of Clea’s mouth pulled into a smile, but she kept her eyes on the road. “You’re adorable. I wish I could say yes, but no. We have a lazy way of speaking in New Zealand. Let me spell it out for you. C.L.A.I.R.E.”

“Ah, Claire as in clear.”

The car slowed, and Claire flicked on the indicator. It was after five-thirty, and night had closed in fast. Headlights cut through clouds of dust as she inched up a long winding driveway, gravel pinging off the bottom of the car.

Up ahead, a quaint cottage came into view. Zoe couldn’t wait to get a look at the place in the light of day.

“Don’t you get nervous living out here on your own?” That was presumptuous, but if anyone else lived here, there was no sign of them.

Claire pulled to a stop alongside three steps leading to a wraparound porch, and a front door with leadlight windows.

“I grew up on a farm a lot further from civilisation than this, so no, I don’t get scared.” She turned in the driver’s seat. “Crime rate in rural areas is next to non-existent. In fact, I hated living in town. It took me ages to get used to all the different noises. We had to have heavy-duty curtains in the bedroom to keep the streetlight out, otherwise I couldn’t sleep.”

“We?” The word tumbled from Zoe’s mouth before she could catch it. “Sorry. That was rude of me to ask.”

When the interior light came on, Zoe squirmed, feeling like she was under a spotlight.

“My ex. And don’t sweat it, we all have them.”

At the rear of the car, Claire hauled Zoe’s pack out and tossed the strap over her shoulder as though it weighed nothing.

“Here.” Zoe extended a hand. “I can take that.” A jolt of static electricity sparked when their fingers brushed, making them both jump.

“It’s the car, I swear,” Claire said. She looked into the distance. “It’s nothing compared to the jolt of an electric fence, though. You’d do well to keep away from those.”

The beep of a key fob made Zoe jump. God, she must look like a frightened little kitten.

Not wanting to be left out in the dark, Zoe followed Claire toward the cottage. The crunch of gravel underfoot changed to rubber soles slapping across concrete, and the eventual creaks and groans of old wood as they ascended the porch steps.

Inside, Claire flicked the light switch, illuminating a cosy living room with sheepskin rugs on the floor and furniture arranged around a fireplace.

“Make yourself at home.”

She strode across the room and threw a log on the fire. Wood sparked and flames burst to life behind the glass door. A square slab of dark tiles spanned out around the freestanding fireplace atop short stylish legs that reminded Zoe of a claw-foot bath.

“What’s that smell?” Zoe asked, scenting the air.

Claire’s brows furrowed in alarm. “Smell?”

“Something woodsy with a sweet tang.”

“Ah, that, my friend, is Manuka. Smells great, doesn’t it? It burns well too.”

Claire skimmed her hand over a large coffee table dominating the centre of the living room. “This beauty is made from Rimu. Another native wood.”

The cottage might be old, but it was beautiful. The living room and kitchen walls were wooden panels, the ceiling open-beamed with exposed rafters, and huge rugs covered the majority of a hardwood floor. To the left was a small kitchen with a breakfast bar. And beyond it, a door that no doubt led to the rest of the house.

“Come with me. I’ll show you to your room.”

When they stepped into the hallway, the drop in temperature shocked Zoe’s senses. It was like jumping out of a hot pool and diving into a cold lake.

My cottage is small, old, and cold. Claire’s words rang in her head. At least Zoe couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned.

Opposite the living room, Claire pushed open a door. The walls had the same wood panel appearance as the living room, only they were painted a soft blue. A porcelain toilet with a wooden seat faced the door. A wooden box with a gold chain attached to it was mounted on the wall high above. It was like taking a step back in time.

“How old is this place?” Zoe asked.

“I’m not entirely sure.” Claire gave her a disarming grin. “The loo’s new. My brother helped me renovate the room without losing the splendour of the era.”

She continued with the tour. At the end of the hallway, Claire pushed open the last door and stepped aside. A queen-size bed with a royal red bedspread was against the far wall. To the left stood a tall dresser with balled feet, metal handles and a swivel mirror.

Outside, a quarter moon hung in the sky.

Crossing the room, Claire lowered the blinds. “It wouldn’t matter if you left them up, but I’m sure you’ll feel more secure with them down. Plus, they help keep the heat in.”

“Thank you,” Zoe said.

“Sorry about the sickly-sweet smell.” Claire ran her hand over the dresser, watching Zoe in the mirror. “This was full of mothballs. It came with the house and I haven’t been able to bring myself to part with it.”

A shiver rocked Zoe’s body as if someone had breathed down her neck. “Did someone die in this room?”

A distant, reminiscent look washed over Claire’s features. “No. At least not that I know of.” She backed out of the room. “I’ll get some clean sheets and leave you to settle in. Take your time and feel free to use the shower.”

“Thank you,” Zoe said for the umpteenth time.

Alone, Zoe grabbed her tablet and sent a quick message to her parents to let them know she was okay. Eventually, she would have to tell them what was going on, but not while the pain was so raw. Besides, they’d only worry if she told them she was staying with a stranger who lived in the middle of nowhere.

Once she’d unpacked and showered, Zoe wandered back into the living room, feeling both refreshed and bashful. How were you supposed to act around someone who’d opened their home to you when you’d closed yourself off?

Spotting her, Claire tossed the magazine she’d been reading onto the coffee table and jumped to her feet. “Can I get you something to drink? Red or white wine?”

An irrational moment of panic clutched Zoe’s insides. “No.” She forced herself to smile. “Thank you.”

“Something stronger?” Claire’s eyes sparkled under the kitchen light. “Rum?”

Telling herself to throw caution to the wind and have a damn drink, Zoe bit her lip while she fought the battle that warred within.

“Something non-alcoholic?” Claire lined up three ceramic containers. “Tea? Coffee? Milo?” She pointed to the taps. “Or just plain old water?”

The fact Claire hadn’t lost her patience even though she must’ve felt exasperated took the edge off Zoe’s discomfort. “Tea would be great, thank you. But I don’t want to trouble you.”

“It’s no bother, but feel free to help yourself.” She pointed to the fridge. “Milk’s in there. Sugar’s in the cupboard next to it.”

While Zoe set to making herself a cup of tea, Claire poured herself a glass of white wine. Hawke’s Bay Riesling, according to the label.

Arms and ankles crossed, Claire leaned against the kitchen counter, studying Zoe. “I’m not sure if I lucked in or out taking in a teetotaller. At least I won’t have to worry about you drinking the profits once this place is back on its feet.”

Grateful for Claire’s kindness and certain she’d be long gone before the first batch made it out of the oak barrels and into bottles, Zoe didn’t want to lie by omission. “I love wine. I’m just taking a break from drinking. Watching my pennies.”

She wasn’t willing to admit the entire truth of the matter. She was still too busy kicking herself, going over all the what-if scenarios whenever she thought about the horrifying events of that night.

If she hadn’t been drinking, things might’ve ended differently. The memory of throwing her things into her pack, fleeing with tears streaming down her face, disillusioned and probably scarred for life, brought a lump to her throat.

Thankfully, Claire didn’t notice her despair or chose to ignore it. Seated on the sofa, with the fire throwing out heat and the television on for background noise, Zoe finally started to unwind.

“So, how long have you been in the land of the long white cloud?”

Gosh, how long had it been? Zoe thought back, surprised by how fast time had gone. She’d arrived in April and it was now June. “Three months. I spent the first month in Auckland.”

Claire set her glass on the coffee table. “I visited once. That was enough for me. I couldn’t stand the rat race.” She tucked her feet under her. “Did you visit all the tourist spots?”

“Yep.” Happier times flooded Zoe. “Visited the Sky Tower, the War Memorial Museum, and Kelly Tarlton’s Sealife Aquarium.”

When Zoe paused to sip her tea, Claire mirrored her actions, sipping her wine. Their gazes locked, and it felt far more intimate than it should’ve. Claire smiled, and Zoe returned it.

Perhaps she wouldn’t be scarred for life after all.

“Did you visit Waiheke?” Claire asked.

“Yes!” Known as the island of wine, it’d lived up to its reputation. But more than that, the white sandy beaches, turquoise blue waters, and gorgeous landscapes, made it easy to see why Waiheke Island was a popular spot.

“So…” A teasing glint shimmered in Claire’s eyes. “You drank your way down to Hawke’s Bay, and now you need to give your liver a rest.”

The excuse suited Zoe for the time being, so she played along. “Something like that.”

Claire unfolded her legs. “Are you hungry?”

“A little.” It’d only been a couple of hours since she’d demolished a chicken pie, but it had only just taken the edge off her hunger.

“I’ve got some vegetable soup I can heat up. Mum made it so you’ll be fine.”

“Does that mean you’re not going to poison me tonight?”

Thankfully, Claire didn’t take offence, but her scrutiny made Zoe squirm.

“You know, that smile suits you.” She pulled a plastic container out of the fridge and ladled soup into two bowls. “It means my cooking is barely fit for consumption.”

“You never learned how to cook?”

“Mum did her best, but I didn’t have the patience. I’d rather be outdoors.”
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By eight-thirty, they’d lapsed into a companionable silence. Claire’s gaze was locked on her Kindle, and Zoe could barely keep her eyes open. With some difficulty, she pulled herself away from the warmth of the fire. “Do you mind if I go to bed?”

Claire glanced up. “You don’t have to ask. You started nodding off around half an hour ago.”

“Why didn’t you tell me to go to bed?” Zoe mused out loud.

“Because I’m not your mother.”

The snap of Claire’s voice confused Zoe, but she didn’t know her well enough to call her on it.

“Sorry,” Claire apologised, her voice softer this time. “It’s been a long day.”

“It has.” Zoe agreed as she gathered up her things. “Thanks for everything.”

“You’re welcome. Oh, and it might pay to leave your door open. Let some of the heat in.”


Chapter 3


Claire



Thanks to projecting her own shit, Claire almost managed to ruin a relaxed evening. The slightest hint of being referred to as a mother had her reacting like a bull to a red flag.

And what’s more, it was one thing to have a houseguest, and another to be sharing her sanctuary with someone who evoked so many emotions in her. It was plain to see Zoe was running from something, and Claire hadn’t been lying when she said she knew that look.

At least when her world imploded, she hadn’t been alone in a foreign country. In some ways, it might’ve been better. Then again, she couldn’t imagine dealing with all of that without her family’s support. She wasn’t a huge believer in fate or even coincidences, but something had put them in each other’s paths.

Twice. On the same day.

For Claire, going into town more than once in a day was as rare as a five-legged lamb. If she hadn’t been distracted by her meeting with the bank manager, she wouldn’t have had to return later for twine.

To begin with, her dream was to restore the vineyard and be making a profit within two to three years. But to make that happen, she needed staff, and there were two strikes against that.

One, she was wary of having strangers on the property.

Two, employees didn’t come cheap.

If she factored in four weeks annual leave, twelve public holidays and ten sick days, that was eight weeks of unproductive time she had to pay each employee per year.

Nice when you worked for someone else, but a huge strain on small businesses, and a reason many of them failed. It was a gamble she was no longer sure she was willing to take.

The flush of the toilet reminded Claire she wasn’t alone. She had a houseguest. A guest who was as skittish as a newborn foal, and that brought out every protective instinct in Claire. Regardless, she had no intention of putting her heart on the line. She would bet money Zoe was equally as guarded.

Wiped out after a long and unpredictable day, Claire stoked the fire, turned out the lights, and got ready for bed. The door at the end of the hallway was shut. By the morning, it would be like an icebox in there. For a minute, she considered knocking and telling Zoe to leave it open. But she’d suggested it earlier, and if Zoe felt safer with it closed that was her prerogative.

Exhausted, Claire turned out the bedroom light. Darkness engulfed her, and soon after, sleep claimed her. Around two in the morning, an unfamiliar sound made her bolt upright in bed. Being this far from town, the silence was normally as absolute as the darkness.

Heart thumping, she grabbed her phone off the bedside table and turned on the torch. There it was again. A voice. The words she heard next, chilled her to the bone.

“No. Please, stop. Please, take it off.”

Flicking back the blankets, Claire slid out of bed, the cold floor seeping into her feet. At the end of the hallway, soft whimpers seeped under the door.

“Let go. Dark, so dark… please, stop… no.” A choked sob.

It didn’t take long to figure out Zoe was having a nightmare. Torn over what to do, Claire wavered between going to Zoe and retreating. God knew she’d dealt with her own share of bad dreams over the past eighteen months. The cottage was her salvation. She no longer had to walk with her head lowered, hoping no one recognised her. In a sense, it wouldn’t matter if they did, but as often as she told herself that, it made little difference.

A loud gasp followed by the thud of footsteps made Claire jerk her head up. The glow of the bedroom light appeared under the door. Leaving her guest to deal with whatever demons had invaded her dreams, Claire went back to bed.

But those haunting cries followed her. For the next two hours, Zoe’s words played on repeat in her mind.

No. Please, stop. Please, take it off.

Take what off? What had happened to her? Had someone hurt her, or was it just one of those crazy dreams that came out of nowhere and had no bearing on real life?
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Sick of staring at the ceiling and the image of Zoe she painted in her mind’s eye—long blonde hair, hazel eyes, cute dimple on her cheek—Claire slipped into her dressing gown and went in search of coffee. Normally, she would’ve showered and dressed right away, but she didn’t want to wake Zoe. If she’d had a rough night, it wouldn’t do her any harm to laze in bed.

She must’ve heard Claire anyway, because not long after pouring her coffee, Zoe stumbled into the living room. Hands tucked under her armpits, she cut a fast track to the fireplace and rubbed her biceps to warm up.

“Coffee?” Claire held up a mug.

“Yes, please.”

She flicked the jug back on. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, thank you.” Zoe had the good grace to look at the floor rather than lie to Claire’s face.

“Really?” Claire asked, unsure why she was pushing.

She didn’t want to delve into something she had no idea how to deal with—like mending other people’s hearts. She’d had a hard enough time putting her own back together, and if you looked closely, you could still see the cracks.

Zoe chewed her bottom lip, and it made Claire want to swipe her thumb across it. She rubbed her eyes to clear the image.

“Did I keep you awake?” Zoe asked sheepishly.

“Not at all.” It seemed kinder to tell a white lie. Why embarrass her unnecessarily? “I sleep like the dead, but you should probably leave the bedroom door ajar at night. At least, until I have a panel heater installed in the room.”

“Okay.” Zoe nodded, but her gaze was troubled. “It’s really dark at night out here.”

“It is.” Feeling nothing but compassion, Claire opened a kitchen drawer and handed a flashlight to Zoe. “I forgot you’re unaccustomed to the pitch black. Take this. I’ll get a nightlight too.”

“Please don’t go to any trouble.”

“Oh, I’m not,” Claire said. “It’ll cost you cooking dinner.” They hadn’t discussed her staying another night, but anyone who looked closely enough could see Zoe was in no hurry to leave.


Chapter 4


Zoe



Still shaken by the nightmare that invaded her dreams, Zoe did her best to push it to the back of her mind. The chances of being found out here were slim to none. Standing beside Claire in the kitchen, she admired the view out the window.

The early morning sun bathed the sky in reds and grey. Almost barren grapevines did their best to climb stakes and wire netting. In the paddocks beyond, animals grazed in the early morning light.

“So it’s true what they say about New Zealand,” Zoe surmised.

“What’s that?” Claire kept her gaze locked on the colourful panorama laid out before them. “If you mean the sheep, yes. There’s more sheep than people.” She glanced up at the sky. “And we also live by the saying ‘Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning.’”

It wasn’t the first time Zoe had heard the saying, but she’d never delved into the meaning behind it. “What does that mean?”

“Not sure. The old man used to say it.”

“Old man?”

“Dad.” Claire popped some bread in the toaster. “He said red sky at night meant nice weather was on the way, but red sky in the morning meant it was going to be crap.”

“Your dad said that, huh?” Zoe lifted an eyebrow, surprised by her audacity. For some unknown reason, Claire had the ability to tear a hole in Zoe’s filter, and the words just poured out.

“You’re cute.” Claire pointed to the stool at the breakfast bar. “Sit.”

Zoe hitched her backside up on the padded seat and put her feet on the footrest. Soon after, a very black piece of toast that smelt salty was pushed under her nose. “Eat before it gets cold.”

Too polite to argue, Zoe took a tentative bite. It was past time she tried this Kiwi staple. A bitter tang assaulted her senses. Rather than gag at the putrid taste, she screwed her eyes shut and swallowed the gooey lump.

Slowly, Zoe peeled her eyes open, relieved her stomach didn’t revolt.

Claire watched her with amusement. “Vegemite not your thing?”

It was an acquired taste, that was for sure. One she could live without. “Not really.”

The toaster popped for a second time, and Claire slid a plate with two slices of toast over and lined up peanut butter, jam, and honey. “Help yourself.” She pulled the first plate back her way. “I’ll have yours.”

After breakfast, Claire gave Zoe a grand tour of the property. Behind the cottage stood a huge barn in need of a fresh lick of paint. To the left of that was a greenhouse that Zoe would love to breathe some life back into.

For some reason, her brain had decided this was her new home, and she had to shut that down right now. All she was doing was setting herself up for disappointment.

Inside the barn, Zoe breathed in the earthy scent of straw, old wood, and dirt. The sound of claws scuttling across the rafters sent a surge of dread up her spine. Cowering, Zoe ducked behind Claire. “Please tell me you don’t have rats?”

“I have good bait.” Claire pointed to the top corner of the barn. “Meet Molly.”

A black cat peered down at them, big yellow eyes assessing whether they were friend or foe.

“Is she friendly?” Zoe asked.

“She doesn’t come inside, if that’s what you’re asking,” Claire replied, her gaze still on Molly. “I leave food out, but she still won’t let me get within five feet of her. One day she might.”

A cool breeze blew through the barn. The doors creaked, and Molly bolted. With some coaxing, Zoe was sure she could bring her around. And there went her brain deciding she was sticking around again.

“So, what’s your plan now?” Claire asked as they exited the barn and climbed a hill. The view from the top was gorgeous. Hills and valleys, tall trees of varying shades of green, some with thick foliage, others almost barren over the winter months.

The cottage, surrounded by fields, looked small from up here. A stream of smoke billowed from the chimney. Across the road, sheep grazed in pastures, their thick fleeces keeping them warm.

A plane flew overhead, drawing Zoe’s gaze to the overcast sky. She didn’t intend to book a flight anytime soon, but she didn’t have a plan either.

“I don’t have one,” Zoe said honestly. “We had enough money to sightsee for a few months, then thought we would settle in one spot, earn some money, and move on. But neither⁠—”

“We?” Claire interrupted, and Zoe couldn’t really avoid the question.

Up until now, she’d been careful to speak only for herself, but she’d walked right into that one, which didn’t mean she had to open the door completely.

“Me and some friends.”

“And where are those friends now?” Claire plucked at some grass as if not looking at Zoe would help her open up.

A breeze picked up the blades and carried them away. Shame it couldn’t blow away her worries as well.

“I no longer felt safe with them.”

Tipping her head to the side, Claire looked at her for what felt like an eternity.

“Yet you feel safe here?”

“Yes.” Zoe held her gaze. “They say not to trust strangers, but sometimes the people you trust are the last people you should.”

Something that looked an awful lot like pain flashed in Claire’s eyes. “You’re preaching to the choir.”

She stood and dusted grass off her backside. A very toned backside. Claire was all long legs and sharp angles. She had a tough exterior, but Zoe sensed a vulnerability hidden beneath.
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The rest of the day flew by, but Zoe couldn’t really say where it went. It was like being on some weird kind of vacation, but instead of luxuriating in a hotel, she was camped out in a farm cottage that was old and cold…and she was oddly happy.

With the rain coming down outside, Zoe soaked up the heat of the fire. Growing up, she’d only ever had gas fireplaces and central heating. The warmth was so much cosier, less dry, and the scent of the wood was growing on her as fast as the homeowner.

Claire peered at Zoe from the kitchen, her expression unreadable, her brown eyes glowing under the ceiling light. “Do you want the good news or the bad?”

“The good,” Zoe said.

“We won’t starve.”

“And the bad?”

“I only have mince, and when I make it, it needs to be drowned in tomato sauce to make it palatable.”

Now familiar with both terms, Zoe unravelled it to the Canadian equivalent—ground beef drowned in ketchup.

“Why not make some meat patties?” At least they were good with ketchup.

“Believe me, they wouldn’t be much better.”

“May I?” Zoe asked.

“Have at it.” Claire handed her the onion, which had sprouted, and put the meat in the microwave to defrost. Relieved of that duty, she poured a glass of wine and sat at the breakfast bar.

Feeling self-conscious, Zoe shielded her face. “Don’t watch me.”

“Why? I like watching you. You have this cute dimple…” Claire pressed on her cheek, leaving an indent. “Pretend I’m a patron.” She sipped her wine. “Have you ever waitressed?”

“No” The microwave dinged, and Zoe checked on the beef. Needing a bit longer, she turned the meat and gave it another blast. “What about you?”

“Is that Canadian humour?” Claire smiled, a slow smile that lit up her features. She was striking.

“No, that’s Canadian politeness,” Zoe retorted, her smile fading when onion juice burned her eyes. She blinked hard, a tear rolling down her cheek.

“Aw, don’t cry. I was only teasing.”

Enjoying the playful banter, Zoe injected some sarcasm into her voice. “You’re so funny.”

The microwave dinged like a referee announcing the end of round one.

“By the way, what was the good news?” Zoe asked as she dumped, onion, herbs, breadcrumbs and an egg into a bowl. She would mix that first then add the meat and bind it all together.

“I was thinking…”

When Claire trailed off, the look of uncertainty in her eyes made Zoe swallow hard. She held her breath, praying she wasn’t about to be given her marching orders already.

“I was thinking,” Claire said again. “If your patties pass the taste test, you can stay here for as long as you need, rent-free, in exchange for cooking and helping me fix the place up.”

That was beyond generous, more than Zoe could’ve hoped for, and she wasn’t going to pass up the offer. One day, she would pay it forward, or pay it back, or however that saying went.

“Really?” She rolled a handful of meat in her palms, formed it into a ball, then squished it on the plate and shaped it into a heart. “I would love that.”

The grin Claire shot her made her feel more alive than she had since she left Calgary three months ago.
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Parting ways to go to bed was both painful and wise. In less than a week, Zoe craved Claire’s presence. Maybe that whack on her head at the backpackers had caused permanent damage. She rubbed the spot where the lump was barely detectable anymore. She was lucky she hadn’t broken skin.

But that would’ve been the least of her worries. She looked at her pack, relieved it was still in her possession. How many times had the woman done something like that in the past? Was she still doing it? Hopefully, Zoe would never find out. Or be found. But her family needed to know.

She looked at the time. Ten p.m. in New Zealand which meant it was four a.m. at home. A little too early to rouse everyone.

Hoping Peyton had her phone on silent, Zoe sent her a quick message to say she was loving Hawke’s Bay and would call her on Messenger later in the week. That would give her a few days to come clean with Claire.

Weird how she felt she owed that to someone she barely knew before confiding in her best friend. She wasn’t ready to tell her parents, but she would let Peyton know life currently wasn’t a beach, despite never being far from one in New Zealand.


Chapter 5


Claire



The rhythmic sound of rain dancing on the roof made Claire want to stay in bed all day. It was her first winter in the cottage, and she’d never felt more at home. After her spectacular breakup with Amy, her fiancée, she’d moved back to her parents.

Not ideal when you were pushing thirty, but she’d been in no state emotionally or financially to start over. Then, around the same time as she could finally see some light at the end of the tunnel, life took another turn. This time for the better. And here she was, the proud owner of a two-bedroom cottage with several acres of land.

The soft murmurs of Zoe’s voice drifted up the hallway. They weren’t loud enough to be discernible, but there was no mistaking her accent. It sounded almost posh to Claire. The memory of Zoe thinking her name was Clea ran through her mind. She was adorable when she got all flustered.

After pulling on a pair of jeans and a woollen jersey, Claire wandered out to the living room. She never thought she would want to co-exist with anyone who wasn’t family again, but so far, Zoe was proving her wrong.

The fireplace in the corner threw out a warm glow that matched Claire’s insides. If it’d been just her, she would’ve let it go out until later in the day, but she wasn’t about to burst Zoe’s bubble for having the foresight to light it. And who knows, if Zoe was used to other forms of heating, she likely felt the cold more than Claire.

Further down the track, she might install a couple of heat pumps, but for now, she was going to utilise the free wood and enjoy not having massive electricity bills.

“Hey, I have to get going,” Zoe said to her tablet. “Hang on.” She waved Claire over. “Can you say hi to my friend?”

A moment of unease made Claire freeze. She avoided social media at all costs. If anyone wanted to talk to her, they could text or call. She didn’t need hundreds of ‘friends’ she’d never met, and she certainly didn’t need to be recognised.

But this was Zoe, and her friends were thousands of miles away. What could it hurt?

“Sure.” Claire leaned her head over the top of the tablet. “Hi.”

A woman with auburn hair and a smattering of freckles sitting by a pool waved back at her. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Claire said awkwardly and retreated again.

Before she made it as far as the kitchen, Zoe ended the call and leapt off the sofa. Stonewash jeans clung to her small frame, and she’d paired them with a pink sweatshirt with New Zealand embroidered across it.

“I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Not at all,” Claire said. “Are you homesick?”

“Yes and no. I miss my best friend, but I’m not ready to go home.”

But she would be eventually, and Claire would be wise to remember that.

“Would you like me to make you some breakfast?” Zoe asked, hands resting on the countertop. “I don’t mind.”

“Thanks, but I can do it.”

“Oh, okay.”

Surprised by how dejected Zoe sounded and not liking that she was the cause of it, Claire handed her a jotter pad. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out she liked pleasing others.

She’d make a great submissive.

What the hell? Claire banished the thought as quickly as it popped into her head. That was the first time in over a year her mind had gone there, and it was unsettling. She’d played that game before…and lost.

Shaking off the unnerving feeling, she grabbed a pen and handed it over with the pad. “Here, you can make a list of the ingredients we’ll need to get us through the week.” Claire knew the basics. However, herbs and spices that really brought a meal to life were beyond her. “We’ll head to the supermarket as soon as I’ve eaten.”

The kettle whistled and the toaster popped at the same time. Zoe glanced between both. For a minute, Claire thought she was going to argue. Their eyes locked, and she shook her head slowly, letting Zoe know she was capable of making her own breakfast.

Still leaning against the counter, Zoe held her hand out for the notepad.

“Good girl.” The words rolled off Claire’s tongue without conscious thought.

Something flashed in Zoe’s eyes, but it was too brief to decipher.

After breakfast, jackets on, house locked, they sat in a car that whined but refused to start.

Resigned, Claire gripped the steering wheel. “Sounds like the battery’s dead.”

“Is it old?” Zoe asked.

“Not really. Maybe a door was left ajar.” Claire retrieved her phone and hit dial.

Her brother answered on the second ring. “Hey, sis. What’s up?”

“Do you have any jumper leads? I’m stuck at home and my car won’t start.”

“Yep. Paul and I are playing rugby in Waipawa, so we can stop in on the way. Can it wait for an hour or do you have to be somewhere now?”

If she said it was urgent, Tyler would drop everything for her. He was that type of brother. More so since she split up with Amy. “There’s no hurry, just when you’re ready.”

Zoe looked at Claire expectantly.

“He’ll be here in an hour.” She pushed open the driver’s door. “You can wait inside or help me get some firewood.”

“I can help.”

Together, they trudged over to the small shed next to the barn, stacked high with wood. There were other fallen trees down on the property, but the wood wouldn’t be any good to burn until next winter.

Claire grabbed the wheelbarrow and they tossed logs into it, rain sprinkling their jackets. Three loads were enough to fill the wood box inside and the one on the porch.

When she put the wheelbarrow back, Zoe glanced at the barn. “Is it okay if I go in?”

“Of course.” She didn’t need to spell out why. “I’ll get some food for her.” Claire normally only fed Molly at night, and even then she wasn’t sure if she ate it or another critter got to it first.
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An hour later, the toot-toot-toot of a car horn announced Tyler’s arrival.

“Zoe,” Claire called up the hall. “I’m ducking outside for a minute.”

She poked her head out of the bedroom. “Okay.”

Pleased the rain had stopped and equally happy to see her brother, Claire bounded down the porch steps and gave him a grateful hug. His deodorant was as familiar as his strong arms.

He raked his knuckles over the top of her head, mussing up her hair. “Hey, little sis.”

She was older than him and almost as tall, but he liked to get a dig in any way he could. Especially when he had to come to her rescue as if she was a damsel in distress. She had her own set of jumper leads, but out here she had nothing to jump them off, so they were as useless as tits on a bull.

She pushed him away and smoothed her hair.

“Woah, careful.” He stumbled backwards, dancing on one leg.

Paul, his best friend, thumped Tyler on the back. “Poor boy strained his calf muscle at practice.” He nodded towards Claire’s car. “Is the battery old?”

Hands in her pockets, Claire scuffed the toe of her boot through gravel. “Is there an echo around here?”

“Huh?” Tyler and Paul looked at her as if she’d spoken a foreign language.

“Never mind.” She didn’t want to explain Zoe had asked the same question. It was bad enough she was going to have to explain she had a houseguest. Something that hadn’t occurred to her when she made the call.

Sure they might be close, but even the closest of siblings didn’t tell each other every detail of their life.

“I had a new battery fitted a few months ago. I think one of the doors might have been ajar, or maybe I left the radio on,” Claire said. Neither made sense, though. She hadn’t noticed the interior light on, and the radio wouldn’t work without the key in the ignition. “I’ll pop the bonnet so you can take a look.”

“No need.” Tyler pointed. “The catch is broken.”

Before she could ponder how that happened, the front door opened, and Zoe appeared on the porch. Rather than approach, she sat in the wooden rocking chair beside the door.

Claire turned back to two curious faces.

When she didn’t enlighten them, Paul held up a thick red cable. “This lead connects to the positive battery terminal. Somehow, it’s come loose. I suspect your battery’s fine.” Ever the gentleman, he held the car door open as Claire climbed in.

“Try now.”

She turned the key, and the little red Toyota fired to life. She had enough money to upgrade, if necessary, but it was the sentimental value she wasn’t ready to part with. That car had been the first step in the right direction towards regaining her independence.

Amy could rot in hell. Harsh, and not like her, but having your trust abused in the most heinous way possible didn’t leave much room for love. At least, not when it came to her ex-fiancée.

A bullet she’d dodged that left her deeply wounded all the same.

“Come on. Come and meet my housemate.”

“Your what?” Tyler mouthed. Questions swam in his eyes, but he shut his mouth.

“She’s cute,” Paul said, earning himself a thump on the arm.

He grinned, white teeth appearing between his brassy goatee.

“Use the bathroom to scrub up first.” Claire said.

Bypassing Zoe on the porch with a quick hello, Paul headed straight for the bathroom. Tyler hobbled into the lounge and slumped onto the sofa.

“Zoe, this is my brother Tyler. Tyler, meet Zoe.”

“Hi,” they said in unison. Tyler smiled, and Zoe blushed as though the warmth in his smile seared her cheeks.

“Where are you from?”

It seemed to be a standard question when you met someone with an accent. If Claire ever made it overseas she would probably have to endure the same.

“Canada.”

“Nice. I’ve always wanted to go to America.”

Claire swatted his shoulder.

He tipped his head, glancing up at her with a scowl. “What was that for?”

“That’s like Zoe saying she always wanted to go to Australia.”

A smile split his face, and she shook her head at herself for falling for his trap.

Paul reappeared, and Tyler made introductions. “This is my mate, Paul. Paul, meet Zoe. She’s from Canada.”

“Nice to meet you. What brings you to New Zealand?”

Zoe replied right away. “I’ve heard how beautiful your country is and wanted to see it for myself.” She shifted her gaze to Tyler. “Then someone tried to steal my pack, and I ended up here when your sister came to my rescue.”

Pleased to be privy to that piece of information—and made to sound like a hero—Claire took the olive branch. A part of her wished Zoe had opened up before now. Another part acknowledged that wasn’t fair. If she expected Zoe to open up, she should do the same.

“Sorry that happened to you,” Paul said earnestly. “We’re not all arseholes.”

“Speak for yourself,” Tyler joked, foot propped up on the coffee table. “Hey, I know. Why don’t you guys come to the game? That way, Zoe can see how real men play football. No crash helmets and padding”

Zoe stared pointedly at his injured leg. “Real men, huh?”

“Ha! She got you there, mate.” Paul laughed. “Go on. Come with us. You can hold his hand and kiss his boo-boos.”

Although it’d been said as a joke, the thought of Zoe kissing anything of her brother’s made Claire’s stomach tight. She wanted those smiling eyes on her. And that was the kick in the backside she needed to wake the hell up.

“That’s a great idea.” Claire plucked up the shopping list and waved it in the air like a flag. “I can do the grocery shopping while you’re gone.”

“I meant both of you, sis.” Compassion flooded Tyler’s voice. Standing, he braced a hand on the back of the sofa for support and held her gaze. “Please. Come with us.”

A few years ago, Claire had barely missed a match, but she hadn’t been to a rugby game all season. Whenever anyone looked at her too closely, the same thought always came to mind.

They’ve seen me online.

No matter how many times she said to herself so what if they have?, she couldn’t get past it. “Like I said, I’ve got plenty to do around here.”

The disappointment in her brother’s eyes made her feel like a coward.

“How long are you going to let it rule your life?” There was no malice in the words, only kindness with a hint of hopelessness.

At times, life would be easier if he didn’t care so much. Paul was silent. Zoe chewed the skin on the side of her fingernail.

Hating the oppressive atmosphere she’d created, Claire reverted to humour. “Maybe one day when you convince me it’s fun to watch grown men chase a leather ball around a field, I’ll come along.”

“Hey!” Paul puffed out his chest, happy to be back to joking around. “I’ll have you know, it takes skill to get an oval ball with a mind of its own over the try line.”

Tyler, now standing by the front door as if it was time to get moving, threw the cheek back. “Remind me again what position you play. Is it open-side wanker or blindside wanker?”

The term was flanker, but it rhymed nicely with the vulgar word for masturbating.

“Ha-ha.” Paul looked at Zoe as if it was a forgone conclusion she was going with them. “Let’s get out of here before this guy makes you want to board a plane back to America.”

Claire scowled.

Smirking, he held up a hand. “I was only yanking your chain.”

She tugged his goatee. “Look after her.” The words were light, but she meant it.

“Do you mind if I go?” Zoe asked, already reaching for her jacket.

“Not at all. It’ll be a good opportunity to see more of the country.”

“With an emphasis on countryside,” Tyler said as he hobbled down the porch steps. He wasn’t playing today, so Claire had no doubt Zoe would be in good hands, and she appeared to sense that too.

When Zoe shot him an admiring look, a foreign and unwelcome feeling settled low in Claire’s belly.

Jealousy.


Chapter 6


Zoe



The afternoon outing was exactly what Zoe needed. It was the first time she’d ventured out since fleeing, and not once did she think twice about being spotted. Going to a venue almost an hour out of Napier, to a town with a population of less than 2,500 people contributed to that, but still, it was a step in the right direction of getting her life back in order.

Waipawa, the oldest inland settlement in Hawke’s Bay, was a mish-mash of old and new. One side of the main street was like stepping back in time, with a number of shops that were built in the nineteenth century. Yet the opposite side of the road was decidedly modern.

“How was it?” Claire asked the second they arrived back at the cottage.

The only thing that would’ve made it better was if Claire had been there too. It was probably best she hadn’t come along, though. The growing attachment Zoe was feeling toward her was as unexpected as it was foolish.

“Great,” Paul replied as if the question had been directed at him.

“Thanks for taking me,” Zoe said, feeling self-conscious with Claire’s gaze drilling a hole in the side of her head.

“We wanted to make sure she got safely inside.”

Tyler shot her a smile, unwittingly adding to Zoe’s discomfort. She appreciated his chivalry, but it made her feel weak. A feeling she desperately wanted to shake.

Hand on the doorframe, cold air seeping inside, Paul clapped Tyler on the back. “Come on, mate. Beers are getting warm at the clubrooms.”

“See you next time.” Tyler waved over his shoulder as he hobbled back to the car.

Across the other side of the room, Claire stoked the fire. It roared to life along with Zoe’s libido, and she needed to stop that shit right now. Since when was a gorgeous backside clad in tight jeans enough to get her going? She needed a connection to the person. And therein lay the problem.

Hoping her thoughts weren’t written all over her face, Zoe pulled off her jacket and made herself comfortable.

“So, did you have fun?” Claire dusted wood particles off her hands.

“I had a great time. But those guys are crazy, slamming into each other with no padding.”

“I would say we breed them tough,” Claire said, “but considering around twelve-hundred people suffer from concussions and brain injuries every year while playing rugby, perhaps we’re just complacent.”

“Wow. That sounds scary.” Zoe could appreciate the game for what it was, but it wasn’t something she was brave or reckless enough to play herself. “Tyler told me all about Te Aute college.” A Māori Anglican boarding school for boys that was situated between two small towns. “And he pointed Ōtāne as we whizzed by.”

The amused glint in Claire’s eyes made her blush. “What? Didn’t I say it right?” She tried again, enunciating the word like Tyler had. “O-tar-nay.”

“Close.” Claire picked up a tall glass and took a sip. “There’s juice in the fridge if you’d like one. I bought teabags too. The peach ones you wrote on the shopping list. Feel free to help yourself to those if you’d prefer a hot drink.”

“Thanks.” While waiting for the kettle to boil, Zoe sank into the living room chair closest to the fire.

“Did you play sport?” Claire asked.

“I played lacrosse at high school.”

“La what?”

“Lacrosse. Here, I’ll spell it out for you.” Wow, that was bold, and she had no idea what possessed her to be so sassy. Thankfully, a huge smile split Claire’s face, followed by a string of letters.

“L-A-C-R-O-S-S.”

“With an e,” Zoe added.

“Is that right?” Claire looked thoughtful. “Zoe with or without a y?”

“Without.” She spelled her name.

“Oh, like toe.” Claire’s eyes sparkled. “But Zoe and toe don’t rhyme.” She shrugged. “And people think we speak weird.”

“You know…” Zoe got to her feet when the jug clicked off. “I’ve never thought of it that way. I might have it legally changed to include a y. Then it can rhyme with joey. Like your kangaroos.”

“We don’t have—” Claire cut herself off. “Geez, you’ve been hanging out with my brother for too long.”

Rain splattered the windows, and they both turned that way. The window panes were old wood, and trees that looked just as old towered in the distance.

“Was it raining in Waipawa?” Claire asked.

“No. It drizzled a bit, but we sheltered under a tree.” The rest of the time, they’d stood along the sidelines, getting as close to the game as humanly possible.

Claire crossed her ankle over her knee. “Tell me more about Lacross with an e.”

Zoe gave her a quick overview of the sport—a game played on a field, using long-handled sticks with shallow nets for catching and throwing the ball.

“Do you have to wear a helmet?”

Unsure whether Claire was teasing or not, Zoe replied anyway. “Men do. But women only have to wear mouth guards and eye protection.”

Claire shot her a comical look, eyes wide. “Eye protection?”

“Yes.” Zoe laughed. “They protect you from a ball in the face and errant lacrosse sticks.”

“Sounds brutal.”

Enjoying the conversation, Zoe turned the tables. “What about you? Did you play sport?”

“I played soccer for a while.” The corner of Claire’s mouth twitched. “No helmet.”

“Ha-ha. Defence or attack?”

“Attack.”

For some reason, that was a given, and Zoe couldn’t say why. Claire didn’t come across as aggressive, but Zoe imagined she possessed the tactical awareness to outsmart defenders and goalkeepers. And she certainly had the long legs to outrun those on defence.

“Excuse me.” Claire stood and left the room.

It must feel odd having to excuse yourself in your own home, but Zoe appreciated Claire’s politeness, and she was doing her best not to take offense that she’d walked out mid-conversation. Like seriously, Claire had the right to do that, so why was Zoe feeling butt hurt?

Getting over herself, she rushed to the bedroom and grabbed her tablet. The toilet door was shut, alerting her to where Claire had gone. Back in the living room, Zoe uploaded some pictures of the rugby game and one of her posing with Tyler. Lost in the world of social media, she almost leapt out of her skin when Claire came up behind her, hovering over the back of the chair, the scent of lavender soap coming off her hands.

“Does Tyler know you’re posting those pictures?”

Odd question, but okay. “Um, I’m not sure. Why? Is there a problem?”

The derisive snort Claire huffed out added to Zoe’s confusion. “Not everyone wants their life posted all over the internet.”

Maybe not, but Zoe did, and that was her choice. A few keystrokes, and her entire family and friends would be able to see what a fun day she’d had. Tyler’s team might not be the All Blacks, but she’d had a front row seat to New Zealand’s national sport, and how cool was that? At least, her family would think so. They didn’t have to know about all the uncool stuff that had been happening.

“I didn’t think he’d mind. Do you have his number? I can call him.” An unmistakable note of sarcasm threaded its way through Zoe’s words. She didn’t want to push her luck—she liked it here—but she couldn’t see the issue.

Surely, if Tyler minded, he would’ve expressly asked her not to post any pictures she took today. He’d been the opposite, happily inserting her into the middle of a team photo. The guys behind her had all worn huge smiles and rugby jerseys covered in mud.

“Sorry.” Claire slumped back into her chair. “You’re right. He probably won’t mind. I don’t have Facebook, so I don’t get it. People post pictures saying they’re only visible to friends. Then a friend, of a friend, of a friend, shows another friend. And well, really, nothing’s private.”

Out of nowhere, the hushed words Tyler had exchanged with Claire hit Zoe like a wayward lacrosse ball to the back of the head.

How long are you going to let it rule your life?

It would seem Zoe wasn’t the only one happy to keep a low profile. What was Claire’s story? Who or what was she hiding from?


Chapter 7


Claire



Acold breeze whipped around Claire’s face and snuck down her jacket. She cursed herself for not putting on a beanie before heading outside. July always brought cold weather, and she should know better.

This time last year, she would’ve been setting up the recreation room ready to do crafts with the residents at the care centre. Inside, warm and dry. Would she trade places? Right now, surrounded by nature and with Zoe mere feet away from her, not a chance.

So far, Zoe didn’t appear to be in any hurry to move on, and Claire couldn’t say she minded. On the other side of the wire fence they were affixing vines to, Zoe shivered in her boots.

“Doesn’t it snow where you come from?” Claire asked. A white winter wasn’t something she’d experienced herself, but it had to be much colder in Calgary than it ever got in Napier.

“Yes. But you wouldn’t find me pruning vines.” That cute dimple of Zoe’s made an appearance. “They’d be covered in snow.”

“Clever.”

“From memory, Google said Hawke’s Bay didn’t get overly cold.”

“Don’t believe everything you read online.” Feeling contrite about her Facebook outburst, Claire softened her words with a smile.

“I don’t,” Zoe said, bouncing on her toes and blowing into her hands.

If Claire told her to go inside and warm up, she suspected she’d be met with resistance, so she tried another tact. “How about we go shopping? I could do with some new thermals.”

“We don’t have to do that. I have some leggings I can wear under my jeans.”

Like she’d thought, Zoe didn’t want to be seen as an inconvenience, but it was no bother.

“I want to.” Claire emphasized ‘I’, so Zoe didn’t think this was about her. “How much of Napier have you seen?”

“Not a lot.”

“Great. Let’s go then.” Claire looped an arm through Zoe’s and dragged her toward the cottage. Clomping over dirt and grass, they shot each other silly grins all the way.
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“Did you know Napier’s considered the Art Deco capital of the world?” Claire asked as she drove around town, glancing at the beautiful buildings that attracted thousands of visitors every year, especially during the annual Art Deco Festival.

“I read that online somewhere.” Zoe turned in the passenger seat. “Wasn’t the city rebuilt after an earthquake?”

“Yep, back in 1931. It killed two hundred and fifty-six people and injured thousands more, making it one of New Zealand’s worst national disasters in history.”

“That’s dreadful,” Zoe said. “I can’t even imagine.”

“Agreed. Any disaster is tragic.” But Claire wasn’t driving around to depress her charge. Stopped at a set of lights, she pointed to the Napier Public Trust on the corner. “That building is one of few that survived.”

It hadn’t gone undamaged—that would’ve been nearly impossible—but it remained standing. Once it was established that it wouldn’t collapse, the existing walls had been reconstructed; the columns supported with new pillars made of concrete and steel.

Dorothy, one of the residents where Claire used to work, spoke of the time like it was only yesterday. She would’ve been just a babe, but no doubt grew up in a time when the region was still recovering from the disaster and surviving the recession.

“Is it still operating?” Zoe asked as Claire pulled away from the lights.

“I believe it’s now used as offices and maybe a gym, but don’t quote me on that.”

Zoe tapped her phone like a reporter. “Quote deleted.”

When she let her guard down, she was fun to be around. That wasn’t entirely fair. Even when her shield was up, Claire enjoyed her company. It just meant her protective instincts came out.

Two blocks from town, Claire found a car park on Marine Parade. A cool breeze blew in from the ocean, bringing with it the briny scent of the sea.

“Come on, let’s do some shopping and find somewhere to eat.”

“Okay.” Zoe huddled into her jacket; hands thrust in the pockets, blonde hair flying around her face.

“It’ll be warmer once we’re a few blocks over.” The shops would act as a barrier between them and the ocean.

“I’m okay,” Zoe said, trying to tame her hair and shove it under the collar of her jacket.

First stop, The Possum Shop. Their garments weren’t cheap, but possum fur was fifty percent warmer than merino wool and worth every cent. Next stop, a department store to buy tights, or leggings as Zoe liked to call them. Shopping bags in hand, they entered a café.

It was long and narrow, well-lit, warm, and the combination of sweet and savoury foods reminded Claire of her childhood. Her mum had always had hot meals on the table and sweet desserts ready for them when they came in from the farm.

At the counter, Claire unzipped her jacket and fished out her wallet. “What would you like? My treat.”

Zoe opened her mouth as if to protest but shut it again when Claire shook her head.

“A mince and cheese pie, please.”

After placing their orders, they slid into a booth. Claire sat with her back to the door, so Zoe could people watch as they ate. The look of bliss on her face when she bit into her pie was the best view in the café. A small string of melted cheese dangled from the corner of her mouth, and it took everything in Claire not to lean over the table and wipe it off.

“Oh, my, goodness…” Zoe dabbed her chin with a paper napkin. “This pie is delicious.”

“Best pies in town.” It was one of the reasons she’d chosen this café. “If you could have a superpower, what would it be?” Claire asked.

“Hmm…” Zoe chewed thoughtfully. “The ability to know the right thing to say at the right time.”

It wasn’t something Claire had considered before, and the last thing she’d expected her to say. “Interesting concept. No invisibility power?”

“No.” Zoe lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “I’ve felt invisible before, and it’s not nice.” She smiled, but it was forced. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a downer. What about you? What would your superpower be?”

Before she had a chance to reply, a look of doom darkened Zoe’s eyes. But she wasn’t looking at Claire, she was looking beyond her. What had spooked her?

“Well hello there, kitty.” A short, thick-set woman appeared beside their table. Her voice left no room for doubt she was Canadian.

“What do you want?” Zoe asked, her voice weak, her fear palpable.

The woman slid into the booth beside her. Zoe scooted sideways until the wall prevented her from moving farther away.

“That’s not a very nice way to greet your girlfriend.”

“You’re not my girlfriend.” Zoe’s voice shook.

The woman eyed Claire with disdain. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”

Although she had no idea what was going on, Claire was wound tighter than a spring, ready to jump to Zoe’s defense. “I’m Claire. And you are?”

“Sam. Zoe’s girlfriend. We need to talk, so if you’ll excuse us.”

Swallowing the words she really wanted to say, fuck-off, Claire focused her attention on Zoe. “Do you want me to step outside?”

“No.” She straightened her spine as if gathering some courage. “You and I came here together, and we’ll leave together.”

Proud of her, Claire nodded, trying to convey the words, I’ve got your back.

Not giving up, Sam tugged on Zoe’s arm. “We’ll go outside and talk, then. Let’s go.”

Zoe yanked her arm away with such force her elbow smacked into the back of the seat. A couple dining at the table in front of them glanced over their shoulders, then went back to their meal.

Sam tried another tact, her voice softer this time. “We planned this trip together, and I’m not leaving here without you. You can’t just throw it all away because of a silly misunderstanding.”

Disbelief flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “A misunderstanding? You abused my trust.” Her voice was soft. Broken.

“Come on. The least you can do is hear me out.” Sam pulled her arm again, toppling Zoe sideways.

Unable to remain a bystander for any longer, Claire slammed her mug down. Coffee splashed over the rim and landed on the white tabletop.

“Get your hands off her.” She gritted out the words, adrenaline surging through her body. “Touch her again…” she stood, getting in Sam’s face. “I’ll break your fingers.”

Normally, she wasn’t a violent person, but she refused to cower. At a guess, Sam was a bully who got off on fear and intimidation. Confronted, she would tuck-tail and run. If Claire was wrong, she hoped someone intervene before blood was shed.

Thankfully, it didn’t come to that.

Nostrils flaring, Sam backed down. “Fine. You can have her.” An ugly smirk twisted her lips. “She needs someone like you. Someone to mother her.”

Defeated, Zoe hung her head. “Please, just go.”

Claire backed her up. “You heard her.”

Lip curled, Sam flipped them the bird over her shoulder and stormed out. Chatter resumed around them, but the silence at their table was deafening. Zoe looked like she wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. She pushed the remainder of her pie aside.

No longer hungry herself, Claire did the same. “Let’s get out of here.”

She gathered up their shopping bags from under the table and waited for Zoe to slide out of the booth.

“Stay behind me.”

She didn’t argue, and that was a good thing. No way was Claire letting Zoe exit the café first. She wouldn’t put it past Sam to be lying in wait.

When they reached the car, Claire tossed their shopping in the back seat and locked it again. They could go home, but she was bound and determined to put the smile back on Zoe’s face first.

“Come on. Let me show you the Sound Shell.”

Instinctively, Claire flung her arm across Zoe’s shoulders.

She smiled up at her. “Thank you for what you did back there.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Seagulls flew overhead, and a car from the 1900s puttered past—a common sight during Art Deco week, but not so much on any other given day. Still, it perked them up.

“Wow! Cool!” Zoe looked at Claire with wonderment. “I’ve only ever seen them online. I thought they were extinct.”

The outburst made Claire laugh. “They’re not dinosaurs.”

“They look like it.”

“I’ll give you that.” She would give Zoe the world to see her smiling so brightly.

Heavy grey clouds hung above them, but it didn’t stop people from enjoying a game of mini golf.

“We’ll have to come and have a game one day,” Claire said as they walked past the putt-putt course.

“You’re on. But it’s only fair I warn you, I’m the champion in our family.”

“Do you have a large family?” How had Claire not asked that before now?

“No, just the four of us. Mum, Dad and my little brother. I think that’s why I felt so comfortable with Tyler.”

“Not because you thought he was cute?” How obvious was that fishing line? The trawler out at sea could probably see it.

“He is cute, but…” Zoe trailed off with a shrug. “Well, if Sam didn’t clue you in, guys don’t really do it for me.”

“I figured that, but I didn’t want to assume anything. You could be bisexual for all I know.”

“I could be.” She grinned. A cheeky grin that told Claire she was messing with her. “What about you?”

“What about me?” Claire gave the same sass back. “I eat little girls for breakfast.”

“Like a service sub?” It was said without inflection.

The fact Zoe’s mind went there was also very telling. Most people who identified as a service sub found pleasure and a sense of purpose in doing tasks for their dominant partner. Like with anything in life and kink, though, it could mean different things for different people.

“Sorry,” two teenage boys called out as they whizzed past on skateboards, narrowly missing them and ending that conversation before it went beyond coming back from.

“Welcome to Napier Sound Shell,” Claire said as they stepped onto the paved dance area in front of a stage set within a semi-circular dome—the first music shell built near the ocean in any part of the world.

Zoe wandered over to three grand arches and peered out at the ocean. Driftwood and logs littered the beach, and a woman tossed a stick to her dog.

Zoe turned back around, a column behind her acting like a windbreaker. “This place feels serene, almost spiritual.”

“Interesting you should say that.” Claire recalled more knowledge imparted to her as a child, this time by her grandmother. “After the earthquake, the Sound Shell was Napier’s way of announcing its intention to not only rise from the rubble and ashes, but to reinvent itself in the process.”

“I think they succeeded.”

On a whim, Claire dragged Zoe up the stairs to the stage.

“Now what?” Zoe asked, a cute dimple appearing on her cheek.

A couple stopped and watched them. Laughing, they jumped down just as fast and raced back to the car. The easy-going atmosphere from moments before turned more solemn. It was as though being in a confined space forced people to confront their demons.

“So, Sam was one of the people you no longer trusted?”

“Correct.”

“Want to talk about it?” Claire asked as gently as she could.

“No, thank you.”

“It might help. I’m a good listener.” She started the car.

“So am I,” Zoe said, her voice stronger than it’d been at the café. “Would you like to tell me why you wouldn’t come to Tyler’s game?”

“No, thank you.” Claire mirrored Zoe’s response with equal amounts of politeness.

Zoe had made her point. If Claire wasn’t willing to splay herself open, why should Zoe?


Chapter 8


Claire



It was the end of another busy week, which didn’t mean a lot when you had no set hours. Even so, their days were far from idle. The property still needed a lot of maintenance, and over the last few days, they’d started fixing up the greenhouse.

After showering the day’s dirt off her, Claire wandered into the living room and sank into the chair by the window. Outside, trees swayed in the breeze, and a combination of light and dark clouds hung in the sky.

“Hey.” Zoe glanced up from her tablet. “Do you like spinach?”

“I do.”

“Broad beans?”

“I don’t.” Claire curled her lip, unable to think of anything worse.

Zoe went back to scanning her tablet, the furrow of her brow piquing Claire’s interest.

“What are you looking at?” She acknowledged it wasn’t really any of her business, but Zoe didn’t appear to mind.

“Come see.” She patted the spot beside her on the sofa.

Uncurling her legs, Claire joined her. The scent of cherry blossom shampoo had never smelt more enticing. Recognising she was in dangerous territory, Claire inched away, but Zoe stuck to her like Velcro, moving with her.

“See this.” She pointed to the inside of a modern greenhouse. “If we get some shelving and potting mix, I could plant some winter vegetables.” She looked up. “I don’t mind paying. I’ve got some money.”

If that made her feel better, Claire wouldn’t argue. Besides, they would both reap the benefits once the plants flourished, if that was what you called it. “Sounds good.”

“Really!” Zoe sat up straighter, breaking their connection. “Maybe we could go to the garden shop over the weekend.”

“About that…” Claire said.

Earlier, her best friend had phoned and invited her to visit this weekend. When Claire asked if it was okay to bring a guest, Janie had replied with an enthusiastic yes, then bombed her with more questions than a fighter jet. “My best mate’s having a party this weekend.”

Briefly, Claire considered telling Zoe what kind of party it was but thought better of it. Zoe was bashful at the best of times, and she didn’t want to give her an excuse to turn her down. Once they were there, she’d be fine, Claire was sure of it.

“It’s in Taupō, so it’ll be a good chance for you to see some more of the country. The fact Zoe was afraid of the dark and presumably didn’t like staying home alone, pretty much guaranteed she would tag along.

“I’d like that.” Zoe put her tablet aside, her expression pensive. “I’ll be nervous, though.”

“I’ll look after you.” Claire draped an arm across her shoulders, loving how natural it felt.

Something shifted between them, and she didn’t mean the sofa cushions. It was a silent exchange of words, acknowledging they both felt a connection, but neither of them was willing to voice the words just yet.

“How long have you known Janie?”

Gazing up at the ceiling, at the exposed beams, Claire rewound the clock. She’d been twelve when Janie waltzed into her life, looking like a shy farm kid. “Sixteen years. We met at a country school, and then went to boarding school together.”

“Did you like boarding school?” Zoe asked.

“I didn’t hate it, but I’m happier living out of town.”

A spark exploded, going off like a gunshot.

“Fuck!” Claire clutched her chest. That would teach her for using wood that wasn’t fully seasoned. Too much moisture, and the wood popped as the steam forced its way out.

“Holy shit.” Zoe stared. “I almost peed my pants.”

The urge to cup her smiling face and kiss her was all-consuming. Removing herself from temptation, Claire got up and checked the fire, putting some distance between them.

“What will I need to pack?” Zoe asked.

“It’s only for a night, so just whatever you sleep in. And your togs.” A visit to the hot springs was a must whenever Claire was in Taupō.

Frowning, Zoe tilted her head. “Togs?”

“I’m guessing they’re what you’d call a swimsuit, so pack your itty bitty bikini.”

“Just so you know, I don’t own one.”

An image of Zoe naked in a hot tub, long blonde hair flowing down her back, breasts bobbing on the water, flashed in Claire’s mind.

“If we get a private hot tub, you won’t need one.”

The air sizzled like the log on the fire. Their gazes held for a beat before Zoe looked away. Cheeks pink, she fled to the kitchen.
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The following morning, Claire tossed their overnight bags into the car while Zoe put some food out for Molly. It’d been a few months since she’d seen Janie in person, but they always picked up where they’d left off as though no time had passed at all.

“The trip normally takes around two hours,” Claire said as Zoe climbed in and buckled up.

If there was a heavy fog on the Napier-Taupō road, which wasn’t unusual during winter, it could take longer, and the dark clouds hovering overhead made the chances of that highly likely.

“That’s nothing,” Zoe said. “It can take that long to get from one side of Calgary to the other.”

“Show off,” Claire teased.

“I didn’t—” Zoe narrowed her eyes.

Without thought, Claire squeezed Zoe’s thigh. “Put some music on, if you like. There are some CDs in the glove box.”

“How old are you?”

Oh, someone was feeling more at ease. Perhaps there was a bratty side to her.

“Serious question,” Zoe said, failing to hide her smile.

“Twenty-eight.” Claire checked for traffic and pulled out of the driveway onto the country road. “Your turn.”

“Twenty-four.”

“Just a baby.”

Zoe snorted. “Like four years makes a huge difference.”

“Hey, I’m way more mature than you.”

“Yeah, ancient.” Zoe held up the leather CD case, emphasising her point.

“I’ll listen to you instead.”

Gaze on the CDs, Zoe mumbled, “I’m not that interesting.”

That was doubtful, but Claire didn’t push. This trip could be stressful, and she needed her full focus not only on the road but the idiots around her. Passing was almost impossible for a good leg of this journey, but impatient drivers always gave it their best shot, achieving little more than contributing to New Zealand’s high road toll.

Adele started crooning something about growing fonder every day, and Zoe bopped along.

By the time the CD ended, the roads had more twists and turns than a rollercoaster. “I hope you don’t get carsick. From here on in it’s a long, winding road.”

Feet braced as if she had a brake of her own, Zoe turned in the passenger seat. “I’m still getting used to sitting on the left-hand side without a steering wheel.”

“Ah, that’s right. You drive on the wrong side of the road in Canada, don’t you?” Claire kept her eyes straight ahead. A light fog had descended and visibility was limited.

“That’s where you’re wrong. We drive on the right side of the road.”

Enjoying Zoe’s sharp wit, Claire conceded. “You make a good point.”

A few minutes later, with a white-knuckled grip on the “Oh shit” rail above the door, Zoe shot her a sidelong look. “Holy cow. We’re driving on the edge of a cliff.” She pushed her face against the glass, peering out the window. “It’s a long way down.”

The knee-high fences offered some sense of comfort to drivers, but Claire doubted they would offer much resistance to an out-of-control car, which was why she was happy to drive to the conditions.

“There’s a rest area at the top of the next hill. We can take a break and stretch our legs.”

“You don’t have to stop for me. I’ll be fine.”

It seemed kinder to convince her it was a great idea than to remind her not everything was an inconvenience. “There’s a waterfall!”

“In that case, I’d love to stop.” Zoe waggled her phone as if she couldn’t wait to take some pictures. More pictures. She’d been clicking away intermittently since they left home.

Dirt and gravel flicked up when Claire pulled to the shoulder of the road. Once the traffic behind them blew past, she crossed the centre line and followed a narrow road to a sealed viewing area.

“Wow. It’s beautiful.” Awestruck wonder lit up Zoe’s features.

Claire had stopped here a few times before, but seeing the waterfall through someone else’s eyes was like seeing all the beauty for the first time again. Surrounded by lush green foliage and scrubby dark bushes spread out for as far as the eye could see, the Waipunga River crested over the top of a steep bank.

With the road not visible, it felt like they were in the middle of their own private oasis.

“We’ll have to get out if you want to see the entire forty-meter drop.”

A blast of cold air whipped through the car as Zoe exited. Loving her enthusiasm, Claire grabbed their jackets off the back seat and followed.

“Here.” She tossed Zoe her jacket and shucked into her own.

“Thanks. It’s freezing.”

At this altitude, in the middle of winter, that was to be expected. Come to think of it, Claire was yet to stop at this spot without feeling like she had her head in the clouds. Today, that feeling was amplified.

Claire looped an arm through Zoe’s and towed her over to a massive boulder by the cliff’s edge. “Give me your phone. I’ll take a picture of you with the waterfall in the background.”

Fighting the breeze, Zoe gathered the long strands of her hair and tucked the length under the collar of her jacket. “Looks scary.”

“You’ll be fine.” Claire pocketed the phone. “Give me your hands.”

The look of trust in Zoe’s eyes as she obeyed spoke to Claire in so many ways, it was hard not to lean in and kiss her. Swallowing down the urge, she cleared her throat. “Climb up on the boulder. I’ll hold you until you’ve got your balance, okay?”

With a nod, Zoe held tight as if Claire was her lifeline. And if she let her, Claire would be that person for her.

“The top of the rock’s flat, so you’ll be fine for a few minutes.”

Slowly, Zoe straightened, arms out to keep her balance.

The view through the camera’s lens stole Claire’s breath. The waterfall segmented by three parallel columns was always a sight to behold, but with Zoe in the frame, it was magnificent.

She clicked two photos in quick succession, pocketed the phone, and extended a hand. Zoe jumped down, landing toe-to-toe with Claire. Her hazel eyes held Claire’s gaze.

At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to pull her close and kiss her. What if she did? Would Zoe melt into the embrace or pull away?

The sound of another vehicle pulling into the area put an end to that line of thought and possibly saved Claire from embarrassment.


Chapter 9


Zoe



There was only one way to describe their stop at the waterfalls. Bittersweet. The scenery had been as breathtaking as Claire looking at Zoe like she wanted to devour her. Then some inconvenient tourist had pulled in in their campervan and driven right over the moment.

“Welcome to Lake Taupō,” Claire said as they crested a hill.

The winding road disappeared behind them, and the wall of trees that had flanked the car gave way to a wide expanse of water with barely a ripple on the surface. Zoe had seen the lake before. But it’d been a small dot in the middle of a map of New Zealand’s North Island.

“Isn’t that the lake that was formed by a volcanic explosion?” Zoe asked.

“Correct. There are carvings on the rockface of that island out there.” Claire pointed at it through the windscreen. “It’s believed they help protect the lake from any volcanic activity bubbling underneath.”

“Have you been out to the island?” Zoe asked, spotting a boat heading that way. At least, that’s what she assumed it was. From this distance, it was no bigger than a bath toy.

“No. We didn’t have many family holidays as kids. There was always too much to do around the farm. But the year before I went off to boarding school, my parents hired a farmhand, and we spent Christmas at the lake.” Her face lit up as if the sun had come out. “Tyler and I spent hours playing in the water, swimming and making boats out of pumice and twigs.”

The car slowed, and Claire turned right by a wooden signboard with De-Bretts Spa and Resort plastered across it.

“What about you? Did you have many holidays?” Claire asked.

“Not really.” But for other reasons. Reasons Zoe hoped wouldn’t be met with judgement. While her parents weren’t perfect, she loved them dearly. “Mom had just turned twenty when I was born, and for as far back as I can remember, I went to afterschool care until she picked me up after work. They were very career-orientated, so no, we didn’t take many vacations.”

Zoe had often wondered if she’d been an accident. Afraid of the truth, she’d never asked. “Ryan came along seven years later, and as soon as I was old enough to be left home alone, I became his caregiver as well.”

“That must have been tough.”

“Not really.” Zoe shrugged. “I didn’t know any different, and we never went without.”

“I guess that makes sense. As a kid, I had a list of chores: scooping chicken shit, collecting eggs, helping feed the cattle. The day students at boarding school thought it was repugnant. But I didn’t know any different, and I loved it.”

“You loved scooping chicken shit?” Zoe teased.

“Well, maybe not that part. Did you know our feathered friends shit twelve to fifteen times a day?”

“Fascinating,” Zoe said with a hint of sarcasm.

“Stick with me. You’ll learn all kinds of exciting facts.” Claire shot her a grin as she came to a stop in a parking lot that was half-full. “Did you pack your togs?”

“I did.”

“Boo. Looks like it’s the big pool for the big kids, then.”

What? If she’d said no would Claire have insisted on a private hot tub? Should she withdraw the words? The car door closed, putting an end to that though. Besides, Zoe wasn’t that bold.
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When Claire dropped her jeans, Zoe fought the urge to turn her head. Instead, she kept her focus straight ahead, staring at the brick wall in the changing rooms. The scent of chlorine and something else, something sulphuric but not entirely unpleasant, hung heavily in the air.

Getting with the program, she quickly changed into her bathing suit. It was deep purple—a colour she’d been told complemented her pale skin. The built-in bra provided some support for her breasts that were disproportionate to her small frame.

Thanks, Mom.

Turning, Claire raked an appreciative gaze over Zoe. “Wow, you look gorgeous.”

Gooseflesh erupted on her skin, but that wasn’t from Claire’s admiring look. Standing there practically naked, it was freezing. Zoe grabbed her towel and wrapped it around herself, knotting it above her breasts.

“Cold?” Claire asked, her lean body disappearing behind a towel before Zoe could make a fool of herself and start salivating.

“A bit.” Shivering, she bundled up her clothes. “Where do we put these?”

“Lockers by the pool.” Claire gathered her belongings. “Let’s go.”

A wall of frigid air greeted them outside. Steam rose off the hot pools, and the scent of sulphur grew stronger. Tropical palms and native fauna surrounded the swimming complex, giving it a forest-like feel. Beyond the main pool was a children’s play area with fresh water pouring out of spouts.

Clothes in a locker, Claire linked hands with Zoe—a habit that was growing on her at an alarming rate—and led her towards the pool.

Hot water stung Zoe’s toes as they descended the steps. Once they reached the middle of the pool, she crouched, lowering herself until hot water swished around her neck.

She let out a contented sigh, then shrieked, when a strong arm wrapped around her and pulled her back upright. Cold air licked at her back and shoulders, but her front was warm.

Claire stared at her in alarm, wet bodies plastered together. “Don’t put your head under.”

She hadn’t been going to, but this outcome wasn’t so bad. “I saw the signs.”

“Oh.” Looking sheepish, Claire lowered her again. She held on for a beat longer, then stepped back and submerged herself to her neck.

Zoe’s body tingled from the contact. After Sam, anyone would think she’d learned a lesson, but here she was, captivated by a woman she barely knew.

Claire indicated to a corner of the pool where the water was bubbling. “Let’s go over there.”

Following her direction, Zoe waded through the water and hiked her butt up on an air lounger. She laid back, body submerged, head supported by a metal bar.

Claire’s hand bumped against Zoe’s. She held her breath, waiting for her to join them. When she didn’t, Zoe exhaled a disappointed breath. She seriously needed to get over herself.

“You okay?” Claire asked.

“Perfect.”

Basking in the tranquillity, Zoe stared up at dark grey clouds hovering above them. The glug-glug of the bubbling water and the gentle massage of jets pummelling her back felt heavenly.

“So, what’s with the no putting your head under rule?”

Braced on one elbow, Claire tipped sideways on the lounger. Her hip broke the surface, and she rested her cheek on her hand. Her dark hair was short enough that the tips were barely wet.

“The natural mineral water comes from geothermal sources that can contain naturally occurring organisms, like amoebic meningitis. Some people ignore the signs, but they’re there to protect you.”

When a surge of water tickled Zoe’s earlobe, she sat up so fast her head spun. The heat didn’t help. At a guess, the water was at least one hundred degrees Fahrenheit, thirty-eight degrees Celsius.

When Zoe spotted a couple who kept glancing their way, she slid off the air lounger. They immediately swam over, smiling their thanks as they climbed onto the air lounger.

“Did I tell you about the health benefits?” Claire asked as they sat on benches affixed to the inside of the pool’s wall.

“No.” Zoe scooped up some bubbles and watched them slip between her fingers.

“The volcanic water and minerals purify your skin and eliminate toxins.”

“Wow.” Zoe looked at her arms. “I can see it working already.”

“Cynic.”

“I was kidding.” Claire was a wealth of knowledge, and it was plain to see that came from a love of her country. And her accent! Zoe could listen to it all day. “Tell me more.”

“No. You’ll just mock me.”

“Will not.” Zoe tugged on her arm like a petulant child.

“Google it.” Claire slid off the bench and submerged herself to her neck. She floated backwards, arms treading water, head above it, smile dazzling.

Zoe followed, drawn to her by the invisible rope tethering them together. That rope had a name. It was called chemistry. Although, considering it was a subject Zoe failed spectacularly, perhaps she was dreaming.

When Claire exited the pool, hips swaying as she climbed the concrete steps, Zoe took a moment to admire her toned form. Her swimsuit was as dark as her hair, and the low back, revealed a rose vine tattoo on her left shoulder blade.

In the changing room, she stripped without a hint of bashfulness. Did that come from going to boarding school or was it something else? Confidence? Not giving a damn what anyone else thought of her figure?

“Have you finished gawking?”

Embarrassed beyond belief, heat shot up Zoe’s neck. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You can look all you like.” She yanked a sports bra over her head. “I’m not shy.”

“I noticed.” Zoe shimmied her underwear up under her towel, then turned partially sideways and slipped on her bra.

Thankfully, Claire didn’t comment. She felt like she owed her an explanation for turning her back, but standing there half-naked and doing her best to cover up, didn’t feel like the right time to get into a conversation about her insecurities.

Back in the car, Zoe felt on more even footing. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“You’re welcome.” Claire pulled out of the parking lot, and turned right, leaving the pools behind them. At the end of the road, she checked for traffic and turned right again.

On their left, the lake was a sheet of blue, and on the opposite side of the road, a line of hotels and motels faced the water. “Looks like this is a popular spot.”

“It is. The lake’s the largest freshwater lake in Australasia, and the crater is one of the biggest volcanic eruptions Earth has seen in the last five thousand years, and roughly the size of Singapore.”

Astounded by how knowledgeable she was, Zoe turned in her seat. “I take it you love history.”

“Good guess.” Claire glanced sideways, both hands on the steering wheel. “Plus, I used to work at an aged care facility. The elderly loved talking about their younger years.”

Claire came across as aloof at times, but Zoe could totally see her caring for others. “Did you do that for long?”

“Five years.” They rounded a bend in the road. The lake and hotels disappeared behind them, replaced by shops and cafés. “Are you hungry?” Claire asked.

“Actually. I am.” It’d been four hours since breakfast, and their trip to the hot pools had exerted more energy than Zoe would’ve thought.

Once Claire found a park, they got out. Phone in hand, Zoe took some photos of the huge playground, and the nearby bathrooms with Super Loos stencilled across the building.

“What’s so super about them?” Zoe asked.

“You can pay to poo in the loo?” Claire shrugged. “And you can shower for five minutes for five bucks. They even throw in a towel, soap, and shampoo.”

How horrifying. Zoe couldn’t imagine it’d be much less terrifying than showering at the backpackers. The thought made her stomach tight.

“You okay?” Claire asked, missing nothing.

“Yeah. Just a bad memory.”

“Well, let’s go and make happy memories.” She linked arms with Zoe.

The contact was like the sun coming out, chasing away the darkness that tried to consume her seconds before.


Chapter 10


Claire



Finally making it to their hotel, Claire flopped onto one of the queen-sized beds. She’d had the option of one or two beds, and although she would’ve loved to say one, she refused to put Zoe in a situation that made her uncomfortable.

It sounded like her douche of an ex had already done that.

The other option was two rooms, but it seemed like a waste of money, and one thing she didn’t think she’d read wrong was that Zoe didn’t like being alone at night.

“I hope you don’t mind sharing a room.”

“Are you kidding!” Zoe sat on the bed opposite Claire, facing her head on, two feet of carpet separating them. “But you should’ve let me pay half.”

That was the last thing Claire expected. Other than free rent and food, she was yet to pay Zoe a cent. Whenever she tried, Zoe turned her down. “You’ve more than earned it.”

“Right, of course.” Zoe’s expression fell, and Claire cursed her choice of words.

“I didn’t mean it like that. In case you haven’t noticed, I like having you around.”

Zoe’s smile returned. “I like your company too.”

“Speaking of company,” Claire said. “There’ll be a lot of wine and giggling women tonight. I can’t do much about the latter, but I put in an order for alcohol-free punch.”

“Thank you.” Gratitude shone in Zoe’s eyes. “What are we celebrating?”

“My mate Janie’s hosting a hen’s night for one of our friends.” Now was probably a good time to fill Zoe in on what kind of party it was, but there was no reason Claire couldn’t have some fun with it. “Have you ever been to a party where there’s a host?”

Zoe stopped rummaging in her bag. “You mean like a make-up party?”

“Try again.”

“A designer clothing party?”

Claire shook her head. “Nope.”

“A liquor party?”

Amused by how that sounded, Claire bit back a smile.

Zoe harrumphed, arms folded under her breasts. “Are you laughing at me?”

“Not at all,” Claire said, still smiling. “It’s just the way you said liquor party.”

Eyes wide, Zoe slapped a hand over her mouth. “Did it really sound like that? Lick her party?”

“Close, and you almost hit the bullseye.”

Worry flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “Now you’re scaring me.”

“Sorry, Doll.”

Wait? What? Where did that come from? Claire shook herself. She was supposed to be reassuring Zoe, not examining her mind.

“If it’s an orgy, I’m out.”

“Fuckin’ hell!” Claire shrieked. “What kind of friends do you think I have?”

Perched on the side of the bed, Zoe tipped her head back and laughed. It was a glorious sound that made Claire’s ears twitch like a cat listening for it again.

“Gotcha back.”

“Well played.” In the kitchenette, Claire filled a glass with water and downed it. She always liked to hydrate before drinking. “Would you like one?”

“I can get it.” Zoe sprung off the bed as if she’d just woken up and was full of energy.

She sipped some water and peered out the window. Rain pelted the glass and shimmered under the lampposts lighting up the hotel’s carpark.

“You know, it’s summer back home.”

“Do you wish you were there?” The thought of her back in Calgary, half a world away from Claire, made her stomach tight.

“No.” Zoe dropped the curtain back into place. “I’m happy here.” She put the empty glass in the sink. “So, are you going to tell me what kind of party we’re going to?”

Now that she was about to fess up, Claire felt inexplicably anxious. Maybe she’d end up having to go alone, after all. It would suck, but she’d live with it.

“It’s a sex toy party. My friends are a hoot, so it should be a lot of fun. You don’t have to buy anything. I’ll look after you, and if at any time you feel uncomfortable, just say the word, and we’ll leave.” Claire vomited it all out without pausing for a breath.

“Thanks for telling me,” Zoe said softly. “I’m not a fan of surprises.”

They had that in common.

When she turned twenty-one, Claire told her parents she didn’t want any fuss. They’d respected that and gave her money towards a new car instead of throwing a party in her honour. But when it came to Amy, her words had fallen on deaf ears. She’d arrived home to a house full of people, jumping from behind sofas yelling ‘surprise.’ From there, she’d had to plaster on a smile all night and then clean up the mess in the morning while Amy slept off a hangover.

In hindsight, that should’ve been the first red flag.

“Would you like to use the bathroom first?” Zoe asked.

What Claire would like was to shower together, but she couldn’t say that. “No, you go first.”


Chapter 11


Zoe



Nerves fluttered low in Zoe’s belly as the cab pulled to a stop outside Janie’s. After what she’d been through the last night with Sam, attending a party with sex toys and unknown people should’ve had her running in the opposite direction.

But Claire wasn’t Sam, and in her heart, Zoe knew she would never let any harm come to her. She’d proven that at the café. After that day, Sam hadn’t tried to contact Zoe. Whether she was still in Hawke’s Bay was anyone’s guess. Regardless, Zoe was done.

She’d closed the door on that part of her life and locked it. That wasn’t to say it wouldn’t take time for the scars to heal, but she was getting there.

Claire cracked open the cab door. “Ready?”

“Yep.”

The rain played nice and stopped long enough for them to dash to the house.

“Hi! Welcome, please, come in.” A woman wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with a riot of coppery hair welcomed them inside.

“Zoe, this is Janie. Janie, meet Zoe.”

“Hi, welcome to New Zealand,” Janie said, handing out plastic cups. “There’s punch over there.” She pointed to a huge silver bowl with a ladle in it. “And beer or wine in the fridge. Help yourselves.”

After being introduced to more women than Zoe could remember names, she ended up seated on the sofa beside another guest, watching the host regale everyone with numerous toys, lubes, and lingerie.

On the other side of the room, Claire stood with her back against the living room wall, glass of wine in hand, ear tuned to someone chatting to her. As if sensing Zoe’s gaze on her, her lips pulled into a barely-there smile.

Laughter rang out, and everyone cheered as two women did their best to deepthroat a massive double-ended dildo, mouths stretched impossibly wide.

Sheryl, from memory, nudged Zoe. “You should order one of those.”

Trying not to gag on the potent smell of rum thick on her breath, Zoe discreetly swatted the air under her nose. She also didn’t appreciate the assumption she was gay. She would bet at least half the women here were straight. “Thanks, but I don’t have any need for one of those.”

“Oh, aren’t you here with Claire?”

Not sure where Sheryl was going with this, Zoe conceded they were together, but not in what capacity. She wasn’t sure herself. Sparks had been crackling all day, and being surrounded by sexual paraphernalia wasn’t helping.

Oblivious, Sheryl continued, “It’s the first time I’ve seen her with another woman since she broke up with Amy. Nasty piece of work.” The murderous look that flashed across her face morphed into something warmer. “I assumed you two were a couple. She’s hot for you. I can see it in her eyes.” Sheryl lowered her voice. “Once you break through the tough exterior, she’s a good woman with a gentle soul.” Sheryl paused. “Give her a chance.”

After delivering the unsolicited advice, Sheryl tottered off to bother someone else.

A drunk person’s advice wasn’t the most reliable, but Zoe was more sure than ever now that she hadn’t imagined the heated looks Claire sent her way. Sometimes overtly. Other times more subtly.

A loud thwack echoed around the room. The hostess tapped her toe and smacked a paddle against the palm of her hand. “Anyone here enjoy an erotic spanking?”

A woman with wavy brown hair, sparkling blue eyes, and an infectious smile strode over and waggled her backside.

Reflectively, Zoe sucked in a sharp breath, anticipating the thud. Remembering where she was, her cheeks flamed. Praying no one had witnessed her reaction, Zoe chanced a glance around. All eyes were fixed on the scene before them. All except for one set. And, like an invisible force drawing them together, Claire weaved between women and joined Zoe on the sofa.

The fruity aroma of sparkling wine flooded Zoe’s senses, and Claire’s hand on her thigh lit up nerve endings.

“You okay, Doll?”

Feeling bold—people assumed they were a couple anyway—Zoe rested her hand on top of Claire’s. “Better now that you’re…”

Before she could finish her sentence, the room went black.

A blindfold.

Blood roared in Zoe’s ears, drowning out all reasoning. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. She wouldn’t let it. Prepared for battle, adrenaline surged and her pulse raced. Zoe clutched the elastic band and pulled with all her might. “Get it off. Get it the hell off me!”

And just like that, it was gone. All laughter ceased, and the silence in the room was awkward as hell. Stunned, disbelieving expressions were all directed her way.

Embarrassed didn’t even begin to describe how she felt. Mortified? Like the biggest overreacting idiot on earth? That didn’t quite cut it either.

Claire was the first to act. Kneeling up on the sofa, she addressed the person standing behind them. “Not everyone likes to be kept in the dark. Off you go.”

She batted her hand playfully, trying to keep the reprimand light, but Zoe could feel the tension radiating off her.

The host clapped twice, and everyone turned their attention back to her. “Who’s familiar with one of these?”

“A pussy pump,” someone called out.

“Close, but it’s not as big as one of those.”

“A clitoris pump,” another woman said.

“Clitoris,” Sheryl mocked her. “Call it a clit, girl.”

“Mini penis!”

Janie laughed and pointed a finger at the same time. “Don’t.”

“Devil’s doorbell,” someone else tittered.

The noise level increased along with more ridiculous names for a clitoris. Everyone was laughing, but a whirlwind of emotions swirled through Zoe, making her chest tight.

Embarrassment over the way she’d reacted. Extremely grateful Claire had been so quick on her feet and diverted the attention from Zoe. And anger directed at herself for jumping to the wrong conclusion.

Claire’s friends had shown her nothing but kindness, and she’d acted like they were thugs out to get her. The shame of it all made her want to curl into a ball and hide under the sofa.

A phone chirped, and a tall, elegant blond left the room, cell phone to her ear. Claire followed, and Zoe wanted to scream at her not to leave her alone, but she’d embarrassed herself enough for one night.

A woman she’d met when they first arrived sat next to Zoe. “I’m sorry about before.”

“Me too,” Zoe said, feeling like a fool all over again. “I shouldn’t have acted like that. It’s just…” It was just what? She could hardly spill her shameful secret to a stranger.

“You don’t have to justify yourself.” The woman stood. “Sorry again. Take care.”

Right at that moment, Claire reappeared. The woman she’d followed out returned with her.

She dropped her phone into her bag. “Right, that’s me. I’m out of here. Zac won’t settle for his father.”

“Come on.” Claire pulled Zoe to her feet. “Kate’s offered to drop us off at the hotel.”

The approving look Sheryl flashed Zoe when she spotted her hand in Claire’s made Zoe wish it was more than Claire being chivalrous.

Like a ghost, Janie appeared out of nowhere. She hugged them both, thanked them for coming, and saw them to the door.

The party host came racing toward them, arm outstretched. “Don’t forget this.” She handed a non-descript paper bag to Claire.

A new vibrator? Was it any of Zoe’s business? Nope. Would that stop her from wondering what she’d bought? Doubtful.


Chapter 12


Zoe



The minute they stepped through the door to their hotel room, Zoe sensed a change in Claire’s mood. Her breezy attitude from moments before, chatting happily to the cab driver, vanished in a flash, an unasked question taking its place.

Needing to gather her thoughts, Zoe grabbed her cosmetics bag. “I need to wash my make-up off.”

The compassion in Claire’s eyes almost undid her. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

In the privacy of the bathroom, Zoe scrutinised herself in the mirror. Hazel eyes stared back at her. She pulled out the tie and let her hair tumble free. The glare of the white light overhead made her hair look ash-blonde, and her skin appeared paler than normal. The bluish hue reminded her of someone in need of a doctor. Would Claire recommend a good psychiatrist?

By the time Zoe re-emerged, Claire had changed into black pyjama pants and a tank top. The air con was on, so it was warm in their room. A bit of a luxury compared to the cottage with only the fire to take the chill off.

“My turn.” Claire breezed past.

While she was in the bathroom, Zoe slipped into her knee-length nightie and pulled her black satin robe on over top. Nerves swirled in her belly, threatening to pull her under like a turbulent ocean. After the way she’d reacted, she owed Claire an explanation, but she didn’t relish reliving that night.

Seconds ticked by. Claire seemed to take longer than necessary, yet not long enough, because all too soon she stepped back into the room. She turned on the kitchen tap and downed a glass of water.

“Would you like one?”

“No, thank you.” She’d had two glasses of non-alcoholic punch and would probably be up peeing during the night as it was.

Smelling like toothpaste and soap, Claire sat beside her on the bed. “As you know, I’ve been drinking.”

Zoe nodded, unsure of Claire’s point. She didn’t expect others to abstain because she’d chosen to refrain for the time being.

“But I’m sober enough to know I didn’t imagine your panic attack tonight, and I’m no longer so sure you’re afraid of the dark.”

Feeling sheepish, Zoe fiddled with the tie on her robe, her gaze on the floor. “I never said I was afraid of the dark.”

“No, you didn’t. I wrongly assumed.” Claire put her finger under Zoe’s jaw and gently lifted her chin. Compassion swam in her big brown eyes. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on. I’ve seen that utter look of fear on your face once before. I didn’t like it then, and I don’t like it now.”

Only one person had the ability to elicit that much fear in Zoe. Sam. The mere thought of her ex made her heart pound madly. Blowing out a breath, Zoe took a giant leap of faith.

“It was a Thursday night.” The memory sent a shiver up her spine. “The people we were house-sharing with were out, so Sam and I decided to make the most of having the place to ourselves.” At least, she’d thought they were alone.

The way Claire was hanging onto every word ratcheted up Zoe’s anxiety. “Can we dim the lights, please?”

Without hesitation, Claire did one better. She turned off the overhead lights and flicked on a lamp by the bed.

Unable to meet her gaze, Zoe fixated on the shadows cast across the floor. “I like certain things. Things other people might find weird. Sam embraced those things.”

It’d been a whirlwind romance and, in hindsight, the reason Zoe had fallen so hard and fast. Sam offered her the very thing that had been missing from her previous relationships.

Claire put a reassuring hand on Zoe’s forearm. “You’re doing well. Keep going, doll.”

“She tied me up and spanked me.” It had been so hot. The lick of the crop, firm hands soothing the burn, fingers dipping in and out of slick folds. Hands, everywhere. Too many hands for one person.

“I was blindfolded.” Bile rose up her throat, choking her.

Claire continued to offer comfort, running her hand up and down Zoe’s arm.

Struggling to keep her emotions in check, Zoe spoke around the lump constricting her throat. “I sensed something wasn’t right.” Her pulse raced as if she was back there, freaking out. “I panicked. Told her to untie me. To get the blindfold off.” It took too long. Way too long, fuelling her sense of dread. “Sam…” She inhaled. “Sam told me to calm down. She would release me in a second. Struggling, I managed to slip a hand free.”

A tear spilled down Zoe’s cheek, the same as it had the night in question.

Claire pulled her close and stroked her hair. “It’s okay, Doll. I’ve got you.” A tissue appeared from somewhere and was placed in Zoe’s hand.

She balled it in her fist and continued, “I slipped my hand out of the scarf and yanked the blindfold off.” She gave Claire a weak smile. “The first person my gaze landed on was our roommate.” The memory of Emma, a woman Zoe barely tolerated, standing there half-naked with a smug grin on her face after she’d had her hands all over Zoe, made her stomach lurch.

Although the lighting was dim, there was no mistaking the disbelief in Claire’s eyes. “She shared you with another person…without your consent?”

“Yep.” Going in for the kill, Zoe scuffed her foot on the carpet. “And you know what the kicker was?”

The mattress shifted as Claire turned sideways, taking both of Zoe’s hands in hers. “What she did was inexcusable. I can’t imagine it getting any worse.”

Once, Zoe would’ve agreed, but Sam managed to blow that theory apart. “It was my birthday, she told me it was my present. The day I fled without a plan, I’d just turned twenty-four.” A tear slid down her cheek. “Happy birthday to me.”

Looking both murderous and loving, Claire swiped the tear off Zoe’s cheek. “Did you ever tell her you wanted to be shared with another woman?”

“God, no!” Zoe said sharply, immediately feeling contrite. Claire wasn’t the villain here. “We talked about it, in fantasy, but I never said I wanted to act on it, you know?”

“I do. Fantasising about something and wanting it can be vastly different. I’m sorry you found out the hard way not everyone understands that.” She brushed a strand of hair off Zoe’s face and curled it behind her ear. “So, has she put you off relationships for life?”

“No, only blindfolds. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to wear one again.” Come to think of it, that wasn’t the only thing Sam’s actions had made her wary of. “And wine.”

Questions swam in Claire’s eyes. “Wine?”

“We’d been drinking. When I think back, having so many hands on me at once, especially since Sam had a paddle in her hand…” She hadn’t meant to spill that part, but it was out there now and there was no judgement in Claire’s gaze. “If I’d been sober, I don’t think things would’ve gone as far as they did.”

Zoe hated it when people blamed their actions on alcohol, yet, in a sense, here she was doing the same thing.

“Do you miss it?” Claire asked, staring deep into Zoe’s eyes.

“Not really. I’ve never been a big drinker.”

“I meant the intimacy.” Claire’s voice dropped to a husky whisper. “Being spanked?”

Thank goodness for the dim lighting. Zoe was terrible at hiding her emotions, and she missed it more than she cared to admit. Well, to anyone other than the woman patiently awaiting her reply.

Slowly, Zoe lowered her guard. “Yes, I miss it.”

The desire that flashed in Claire’s warm brown eyes gave Zoe the strength to lay it on the line. To open her heart and bare her soul. “I miss having a dominant lover. A partner to worship, who will cherish me in return.”

She’d never known the latter. Samantha was the only person she’d submitted to, and right from the start, it'd been all about her. Blinded by the power exchange she’d always craved, Zoe hadn't been able to see it at the time. One thing Sam was yet to learn was there was more to being a dominant lover than treating a submissive like an object. If you wanted to unpack it, and Zoe didn’t care to look at it too closely, Sam had been well on her way to sexual assault. Thankfully, Zoe had wised up before things went too far.


Chapter 13


Claire



Incensed by what Zoe just told her, Claire wrestled her anger into submission. In part, the emotions flooding her were due to her own experience with a broken heart and having her trust abused.

It was probably a good thing Zoe had kept her story to herself until now. Had Claire known before their encounter with Sam at the café, she might’ve made good on the threat to break her fingers.

Exes aside, or perhaps because of them, Claire was determined to do everything in her power to show Zoe not every dominant woman abused the trust given to them. Equally, she had to believe not every submissive was as calculating as Amy.

The chatter of a couple walking past their room reminded Claire how much she missed having someone to share her life with. Reclining on the hotel bed she’d claimed for herself, Claire pulled Zoe down beside her.

If she’d read the signals wrong, she was going to feel like she’d taken a wrong turn and was completely lost. It would be hard to find her way back; she was already in Zoe’s lane.

She turned onto her side, taken by the trust in Zoe’s eyes. “Like you, I have specific tastes. I don’t like to bottom, but I’d like to paddle yours one day.” That earned her the shy smile she’d been going for. “I’ll never do anything without your consent or make you wear a blindfold.”

“I know.” Zoe rested her hand on Claire’s waist. Watching. Waiting. The anticipation was palpable.

Unable to wait a moment longer, Claire cupped Zoe’s cheek. “I’d really like to kiss you right now. Is that okay?”

“Yes.” Zoe’s reply was a breathy whisper that ghosted over Claire’s lips.

The kiss was everything Claire dreamed of. Zoe welcomed her inside, tongues sparring playfully. She tasted like fruit punch and mint toothpaste. A weird combination, but oddly intoxicating.

Unconsciously, Claire slid a hand between them and untied the belt on Zoe’s robe. When she skated her fingers across Zoe’s belly, a low moan rumbled in her chest.

It would be easy to take the belt and bind her—the urge was strong—but even through her wine-addled brain, Claire registered now was not the time to restrain her. Trust needed to be earned, and earn it she would, with pleasure.

Wrestling her dominant urges back into the box she’d sealed over a year ago, Claire peppered kisses across Zoe’s collarbones and nuzzled her neck. Zoe inhaled sharply, body pressed into Claire, seeking more.

Granting her wish, Claire grabbed the hem of Zoe’s nightie and dragged the thin material up her torso. Goosebumps erupted on Zoe’s skin, her hooded gaze never leaving Claire.

When she sucked a nipple into her mouth, Zoe’s back arched. Her head tipped back, and a soft moan snaked out between her lips.

Craving that delicious feel of skin on skin, Claire removed her top and shimmied out of her pyjama pants. Following her cue, Zoe tugged her nightie over her head and ditched it.

“Let’s get under the covers.”

“Okay.” Zoe climbed off the bed. Her breasts were twice the size of Claire’s and fucking gorgeous.

The flash of brown on pink panties caught Claire’s eye. “Nice.”

When Zoe spotted what Claire was looking at, her cheeks turned as pink as her underwear. “I didn’t expect to be walking around practically naked, did I?”

“Didn’t you?” Claire teased as they climbed between crisp sheets that smelt fresh but were frigging freezing. They both rushed towards the centre and wrapped themselves around each other.

“I might’ve hoped, but I never expected.”

“Let me get this right. You hoped we’d end up naked together, but you still wore beaver panties?”

“Shut up.” Blushing, Zoe pushed Claire’s arm. “I was going to thank you for not judging me earlier, yet here you are.”

“Oh, sassy.” Claire poked her in the ribs, making her buck and squirm.

“Stop.” Zoe grabbed Claire’s finger, stilling her hand.

“Ticklish?”

“A little.”

Pulling Zoe close, Claire entwined their legs. “Anyway, what’s to judge?”

“My kinks.”

“We both have them.”

“I guess, but some of those women at the party were making fun of stuff like that.”

“Those same women probably fuck their husbands with a strap-on.”

“Wow. Your mind’s a scary place at times.” Zoe put a cold foot on Claire’s leg.

It was freezing, but no way was Claire pulling away. She wasn’t finished either. “My point is, people are into all sorts of stuff. Often those you least expect. Making jokes is a coping mechanism, born out of fear of ridicule.”

Blankets up to their necks, Claire stared into Zoe’s eyes, hoping she could see the sincerity behind her words. “You never have to fear judgment from me. Even if we weren’t into the same things, I’m not a judgemental person. The world would be a better place if people actually lived by the saying ‘Live and let live.’”

“If it’s legal and consensual,” Zoe added.

“Right.” A yawn snuck up on Claire. “It’s getting late. We should get some sleep.”

Like a child denied a treat, Zoe’s lip dropped.

As much as Claire would love to make sweet love to Zoe, she refused to do that while Zoe was vulnerable. She also refused to give Zoe a reason to question if Claire had really wanted her or if it’d been the alcohol talking.

Capturing Zoe’s pouty lip between her thumb and forefinger, Claire tugged playfully. “Don’t worry. This is the beginning of something great. Tonight, I just want to hold you. For you to rest easy knowing you’re safe in my arms.”

What she didn’t say went deeper. Claire didn’t plan on either of them waking up with regrets. The last time alcohol was involved, things hadn’t turned out so well for Zoe. When they were finally intimate, which was inevitable now they’d shared their feelings, Claire would make damn sure she was stone-cold sober.

“Roll over.”

“Bossy,” Zoe said, eyes sparkling under the bedside light.

Claire pinched her backside. Zoe’s hips bucked, pelvis slamming into Claire. Wonderful. All she achieved was a burning ache between her legs. Pulling back from Zoe was torture, and Zoe’s grin told Claire she knew it.

“Brat?” It was a question.

“Not really. I don’t know. I’m still figuring things out.”

“Well, we can figure it out together. Now”—Claire injected some authority into her voice—“Turnover.”

Zoe shuffled onto her side, ready to obey, but Claire claimed her lips first. She kept the kiss brief, lest she have trouble pulling away again because making out with Zoe was her new favourite thing.

“There, now you can turn over.”

Smiling, Zoe flipped over, flicked out the bedside light, and pulled Claire’s arm tight across her waist. “Goodnight.”

“Night, Doll.”
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In the morning, Claire awoke to a face full of hair and a backside nuzzled against her crotch. She smiled to herself, listening to the little puffs of air escaping Zoe’s lips.

She looked too peaceful to wake, but Claire had a dead arm, and they had less than an hour before they had to check out.

Propped up on an elbow, Claire drew circles around Zoe’s belly button. When that didn’t get a reaction, she slid her hand into her panties and ran her fingers through the neatly trimmed curls. Gently at first, then she tugged on the small triangle of pubic hair. She was rewarded with Zoe rolling onto her back.

She nuzzled Zoe’s neck and nipped her ear. “Wake up, sleepyhead.” Claire ran her fingers down either side of Zoe’s clit.

Groaning, Zoe murmured, “Do I have to? I’m having such a nice dream.”

Using her fingers like pincers, Claire pinched Zoe’s clit, squeezing and releasing.

The blankets jumped, and Zoe’s hips bucked. Her hand wrapped around Claire’s wrist, holding on tight. “Oh, fuck. Oh, shit. Oh, wow.”

Her reaction told Claire all she needed to know. “Never had that done before?”

“No.” Zoe bucked against Claire’s hand, a silent invitation for more.

But she was out of luck. Their first time was not going to be in a bed God knew how many other people had fornicated in. She caressed Zoe’s cheek, staring deep into her hazel eyes. The windows to the soul and that kind soul had not only taken up residence in Claire’s home, she’d also taken up residence in her heart.

“Come on.” Claire flicked back the covers. “We’ve got time to take a quick shower, then we have to get out of here.”

“What?” Zoe’s head shot up off the pillow. “You can’t start something and not finish it!”

Revelling in her reaction, Claire yanked the blankets to the end of the bed. “That’s where you’re wrong.” She raked an appreciative gaze over Zoe’s petite body. “If I want to tease you all day, I will.” She paused, giving Zoe a chance to protest, because whether Claire was asserting her dominance or not, Zoe would always have a say.

She didn’t protest. Instead, she clambered out of bed and clasped her hands behind her back in supplication. Unable to resist her gorgeous breasts, Claire traced the crease with her finger. “God, you’re sexy.”

“Thank you.”

Her cheeks turned pink, but she didn’t try to cover up, and Claire loved that. She’d spotted she wasn’t entirely comfortable with her large breasts, so it felt like a win to her. Gaze locked on Zoe, Claire tweaked both nipples and rolled them between her thumb and forefinger.

A soft moan escaped Zoe, eyes sliding closed.

The way she responded so readily to Claire made heat flare between her legs. “If I want to tease you all day, I will.” She cupped Zoe’s crotch. “If I want to play with you until you beg me to stop because you’re so swollen and sensitive you don’t think you can come again, I will.”

A whimper escaped Zoe.

With an evil grin, Claire grabbed the towels off the end of the bed they didn’t use. “Now, get in the shower.”

That pouty lip appeared again.

“For that, you can wash my back.” She would’ve loved to make Zoe do a lot more, but check out was sneaking up on them faster than her growing attraction.


Chapter 14


Zoe



By mid-morning, they’d checked out of the hotel, had brunch with Janie, and were on the road home. At that moment, it hit Zoe how quickly she’d come to refer to the cottage as home. Funny how life changed when fate intervened.

Halfway across the Napier-Taupō Road, Zoe’s foot hit the imaginary brake when a colourful bird with orange legs and a deep violet chest darted in front of them as if it had a death wish.

“What the hell was that?” She glanced at Claire, noting she hadn’t swerved to avoid the bird.

“A pūkeko.”

Zoe rolled the word around in her head. Poo-keh-ko.

“It’s not uncommon to see them along marshy roadsides,” Claire said. “Some of them flat. On the road.”

A car came racing around the corner, heading their way at speed and dangerously close to the centreline. Claire shook her head in dismay. “Idiots. And that’s why we fight the instinct to swerve for animals. With such narrow roads, and so many blind corners, chances are high it will result in a head-on collision.”

Swallowing, Zoe adjusted her safety belt. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to fight that instinct, but if it meant your life or the bird’s…

Claire reached over the console and squeezed Zoe’s thigh. “If it makes you feel any safer, I’ve had my driver’s licence for eleven years and haven’t had a single accident.”

“I have no doubt I’m in good hands.” It was just taking a while to get used to the roads.

As they approached a sharp corner, Claire put her hand back on the steering wheel. “Be a doll and grab my bag off the floor behind the seat.”

Without a second thought, Zoe yanked the pack up by its straps and placed it in her lap. It weighed next to nothing, and the barely detectable scent of chlorine from their visit to the pools clung to the fabric.

“I was going to wait until we arrived home, but perhaps this will help distract you.”

Not knowing what lay beneath that gold zipper was equally thrilling as it was nerve-wracking. “Did I mention I’m not a fan of surprises?”

“You did,” Claire said as they descended a steep hill, weaving in and out of corners. “But I think you’ll like this one.”

The road evened out, and Zoe parted the zipper. The non-descript paper bag staring back at her immediately transported her to last night. The party. The host handing it to Claire as they made their getaway.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

With permission to do so, Zoe peeled back the tape and unfolded the top of the bag. She sucked in a breath when her gaze landed on a black rectangular paddle with small silver rivets around the outer edges. Claire was observant, that much was obvious.

“You saw my reaction?”

“I did.” Claire accelerated as they came out of a sharp bend, thick foliage blanketing them on both sides of the road. “I hope we get to use it one day, but that will be up to you. Would you like that?”

Was Claire kidding? There was no question about it, and she was more eager than ever to get home.

“I would love that.” Dying to test the weight of the implement, to feel it against her palm, Zoe looked to Claire for permission. “May I?”

“I insist.”

After checking out the heart shape at the business end, Zoe smacked the paddle against her palm a couple of times, then placed it in her lap.

“Make the most of it,” Claire said. “Once we get home, it’ll be used at my discretion. The same as the second item I took the liberty to buy.”

“Should I be worried?” The question was light-hearted. Other than the fleeting moment she questioned her sanity when she climbed into a stranger’s car, a very kind and charismatic stranger’s car, fear was not something Zoe felt in Claire’s company.

“If it’s something you’re opposed to, I expect you to tell me. However, if you wish to please me, I don’t think this particular item should be an issue.” She shot a quick look at Zoe. “Do you want to please me?”

More than a few words could express. “Very much, Mis…” Zoe trailed off. How was she supposed to address her? Mistress, Miss, Madam? None of them felt right, but something else did. “May I address you as Clea when we…you know?”

Once again, words failed her. Having sex sounded too clinical. Saying when they played sounded too childlike.

“You’re adorable,” Claire said. “And I’d like that.” She motioned to the paper bag. “You haven’t finished yet.”

Retrieving the next item, Zoe tore a hole in the plastic bag. Anticipation built along with each item she pulled out. A little black dress with capped sleeves, a white apron with two black bows, white knee-high socks, see-through panties, and a headband with white lace trim.

“A French maid costume.” She rubbed the satiny-soft material against her face, imagining how good it would feel caressing her skin. “I love it. Thank you.”

A pulse of anxiety struck her like lightning. What if she’d got the wrong idea, and it was nothing more than a work uniform? After all, she cooked and cleaned to earn her keep.

“When do you expect me to wear this?”

“I don’t expect you to do anything.” There was an edge to Claire’s tone. “You’ll always have a choice.”

Realising she’d hit a nerve, Zoe tried again. “I would love to wear it…for you. It’s just that I’m not a fan of the cold.”

Seemingly placated, Claire shot her a sideways glance. “Don’t worry, Doll. I’ll never let you freeze. You can wear it late in the day when the fire’s blazing and there’s no chance we’ll be interrupted.”

Zoe hadn’t thought of that. She’d die if Tyler or anyone else saw her strutting around in such a sinfully sexy outfit.

With one hand on the steering wheel, Claire plucked the costume out of Zoe’s hand and shoved it back into her pack. “Don’t sweat it. We’ll figure it out as we go. I just got the feeling you like to serve, and the outfit looked perfect for you.”

“It is. Thank you.”
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As they neared Napier, Zoe reflected on their night away, they stopped at the pools, the rose vine on Claire’s shoulder blade. “How long have you had a tattoo?”

“A few years.”

“It’s beautiful.”

The tight smile Claire gave her made Zoe feel like she’d rather forget it was there, so she didn’t push for more than Claire was willing to give.

They whizzed past Hukarere Girls College. Not long after that, they sped past a brewery with a Closed sign out the front.

“Poor buggers,” Claire mumbled.

Zoe whipped her head around. “Huh?”

“That place got wiped out during Cyclone Gabrielle. The head brewer and his family broke through the ceiling of their home and climbed into the roof cavity as water continued to rise.”

“Oh, no.” Zoe couldn’t begin to imagine the terror they must’ve felt. “Please tell me they made it out alive.”

“The family did. They were rescued by boat, but their house, the brewery, and their vineyard were destroyed. A year later, it’s still closed. Doubt it’ll ever reopen.”

“I saw some of the cyclone on the news,” Zoe said, certain it was broadcasted worldwide.

Removed from the situation, she’d forgotten about it within weeks. Even when looking to come to New Zealand, it’d slipped her mind. She’d only focused on the beauty of the country, and that made her feel heartless and self-centred.

Another horrifying thought hit her. Was that why the vineyard was in disrepair? Had Claire lost everything? Zoe was too scared to ask, but it’d be ignorant not to. “Did you suffer?”

“Everyone suffered, emotionally, but I was one of the lucky people, material-wise. It still guts me, seeing the devastation and knowing people are still without homes, and that won’t change until insurance companies get their act together.” The sign to Napier loomed ahead. Claire slowed as they crossed the city limits. “Do they have hurricanes in Calgary?”

“Not that I know of.” Zoe wasn’t the hive of historical knowledge that Claire was, but she was old enough to remember the worst disaster to hit the city. “A decade ago, downtown Calgary was swamped by raging floodwaters when the Bow and Elbow rivers rose and spilled their banks.”

Stopping at a set of lights, Claire gave Zoe a dubious look. “Bow and Arrow rivers?”

“Bow and Elbow.” Zoe laughed.

“And I thought it was just us Kiwis with weird names for things.”

Zoe’s pores practically opened. She was like a sponge when Claire talked about her country. “Like what?”

“Hooker Valley.” Claire turned right at the lights. “Waipu.”

“Why poo! What the hell?” Zoe couldn’t stop smiling.

“Right!” Claire glanced sideways. “But it’s not that bad. I’ll spell it. W-A-I-P-U.”

“Ah, gotcha.”

The heavens opened, and Claire flicked on the wipers. “Moist Gully.”

“Now you’re teasing.”

“Google it.”

So Zoe did—a place in the West Coast region of the South Island, near Arawhata River. Certain she would mispronounce the place name, she didn’t bother reading aloud. At a guess, it would be Are-ra-fa-ta.

“Do you need anything from town,” Claire asked, cutting into Zoe’s inner pronunciation.

“No. I’m good,” She had everything she needed to be comfortable and content.

“Are you sure? Nipple clamps? Ball gag? Labia stretchers, perhaps?”

“Fucking hell.” Zoe didn’t often swear, but holy shit. She didn’t even know labia stretchers were a thing.

Claire’s grin told Zoe she’d said it to get a reaction, and Zoe hadn’t disappointed.

As they bypassed town, heading towards the cottage, Claire’s hand came over the console and rested on Zoe’s thigh. “I’m glad we met.”

Glowing brightly enough to power an entire city, Zoe put her hand on top of Claire’s. “Me too.”


Chapter 15


Claire



Normally, the trip over the Napier-Taupō road left Claire feeling rung out, and by the time she got home she had a pounding headache, but not today. Her passenger with her enquiring mind had been a great stress reliever.

Finally making it home, Claire stopped to check the mailbox—mostly junk, a few cobwebs, no spiders—and continued up the winding driveway, tyres crunching over the gravel.

The second the cottage came into view, Zoe shot forward in the passenger seat, eyes wide. “Oh, my goodness, look.”

There, on the doorstep, was a ball of black fur—Molly. As far as Claire was aware, it was the closest she’d ever come to the house. If she’d done it before, they’d never been around to see it. After shutting off the engine, Claire slowly released her seatbelt, afraid any sudden noise might spook her.

“You go first,” Claire said in a whisper. Zoe had been making the effort to domesticate the cat, so it only seemed fair. “I’ll wait here.”

“Okay.” Zoe inched open the door, her movements slow and deliberate. Keeping low, she crept forward, hand outstretched, cooing softly. “Hey, girl. It’s okay. Come on.”

Molly lifted her head, watching the approach.

Claire willed her to stay put.

Zoe’s left foot hit the first step. Molly got to all four paws, tail held high, nose scenting the air.

Zoe continued to coax her, her voice gentle and soothing. “Come on, sweetie. It’s okay.”

Molly sniffed her fingers, relaxed, and sat back on her haunches. Beaming, Zoe stroked under her chin. Turning slightly, she sat on the top step. A loose plank of wood let out an almighty groan, and that was the end of it. Molly jumped up like her tail was on fire and bolted.

Disappointed on Zoe’s behalf, Claire climbed out, ready to offer comfort, but Zoe’s smile never faltered.

“Did you see that?! She let me pet her.”

“I did.” Claire helped her to her feet and made a mental note to finally nail down the loose board. “If you grab the bags, I’ll get the fire going.”

Instinctually, Claire wanted to grab them, but the more she observed Zoe, the more apparent it became she relished being given tasks to do. It was as if it stimulated her happy hormones.

Once Zoe breezed back inside, she opened her pack and retrieved her damp togs and towel. “Is it okay if I open your bag?”

“Of course.” She’d already seen the surprises Claire had bought for her, so there was nothing to hide.

Desire flashed in Zoe’s eyes as she lifted the paddle and set it aside. Next came Claire’s laundry, but her gaze kept flicking to the implement.

“Come here.” Claire pulled Zoe to her feet. “Would you like to try that out later today?”

“I would love to.”

Overwhelmed by the rapid response and trust swirling in Zoe’s eyes, Claire exhaled a trembling breath. To hold someone’s submission in your hands was a gift not to be taken lightly, and just because she liked to lead didn’t mean the nerves were less real. It was a normal part of wanting the first time to be perfect, but knowing that was almost impossible when you were yet to learn that person’s body: their likes, their dislikes, their kinks.
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Once the chores were done, and the house was warm, the shift in atmosphere was palpable. The room practically vibrated with anticipation. This morning, when they showered at the motel, Claire had teased Zoe with promises of what was to come, but there were a few things they needed to discuss first.

Consent was everything to Claire. And trust. First and foremost, though, Zoe needed to know she had the power to stop everything with a single word.

Grabbing the paddle, Claire smacked it against her palm. “Are you ready to try this out?”

“More than. But I need to freshen up first.”

“We’ll get to that.” Claire tossed the implement aside and backed Zoe up until her back hit the wall.

Their eyes locked and held, heat crackling between them. When Claire couldn’t stand looking at those lips for a moment longer, she claimed them. Zoe yielded, welcoming her in. Loving the soft moans coming from Zoe, Claire cupped her face with both hands and deepened the kiss. Her skin was soft and smooth, and the remnants of lime juice lingered on her lips.

“Tell me what you like?” Claire asked, body plastered to Zoe’s. She was petite and slightly shorter than Claire, yet their bodies aligned perfectly.

Looking bashful, Zoe lowered her gaze, but Claire was having none of it. Communication was vital, and she wasn’t the kind of Dominant who ruled the roost and didn’t take the time to get to know her submissive’s needs. Regardless of who was in control, it was called power exchange for a reason. It was a two-way street, and they both had a say in what happened.

There was always a chance Zoe was into something Claire wasn’t comfortable with, and she would have to say so. No one should play along just to please the other party. Something she was guilty of herself but was making a conscious effort never to repeat.

Gently, Claire lifted Zoe’s chin. “Remember when I said I’d never judge you?”

A small nod.

“I meant it.”

Another nod.

And then Zoe seemed to grow taller as her spine straightened. “I like to be spanked. Hard.”

She paused as if waiting for ridicule. She would get none from Claire. This was information she needed, and a task she would relish.

“Go on.”

“I might sob like a baby, even plead for you to stop, but that doesn’t mean I want you to.”

The declaration sent an arrow of lust through Claire. Her hand itched to grab the paddle, but she remained rooted to the spot. The fire crackled like the sexual tension. The clock ticked on the wall behind them, counting down to showtime.

Before they got that far, she had one more important question. “Do you have a safe word?”

“No.”

Her temperature tried to take off like a skyrocket, but she quickly snuffed out the wick. There was no point in bringing Sam into this conversation. It was clear she didn’t know the meaning of consent. As shitty as that was, the beauty of it was Zoe was now standing in Claire’s living room, learning what it meant to be safe and respected.

“Pick one.” Claire waited patiently, loving the feel of their bodies pressed together.

Eventually, a coy smile curved Zoe’s lips. “Kiwi.”

“Okay, Doll. Stop means go, Kiwi means no.”

“I like that,” Zoe said.

“What?”

“When you call me Doll.”

It wasn’t a term of endearment Claire had used before, but it suited Zoe. Her unblemished skin was smooth and pale as a porcelain doll’s.
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By the time they’d both showered, separately, Claire was pumped. Arousal and trepidation swam through her veins. She couldn’t wait to dish out the punishment Zoe craved, but at the same time, she felt anxious. First times could be like that.

In her bedroom, Claire poured herself into a black bodysuit and appraised herself in the mirror. Her short, dark hair reached the nape of her neck and touched the tips of her ears. The faux leather clung to her like a second skin, showing off every contour of her body. Her boots, the only high heels she wore, came up to her knees and gave her an extra three inches of height.

In the living room, she closed the drapes. Night had fallen, and the fire cast shadows over the rugs on the hardwood floor, creating an intimate environment. Rain continued to patter on the roof, and anticipation thrummed through Claire’s veins.

The door inched open, and Claire’s pulse raced. What had Zoe chosen to wear? Come to think of it, other than the French maid costume that was still sitting on the sofa, did she have many choices?

It would seem not. She entered the room, looking gorgeous in a sheer white blouse over top of a teal bra and matching panties. The look of longing she shot Claire, the desire to please, fuelled her arousal.

“Strip,” Claire instructed, her voice soft yet commanding.

“Yes, Clea.”

Transfixed, she watched the blouse slide down Zoe’s arms and hit the floor. Her bra and panties followed and, without instruction, she dropped to her knees.

Her submission sent a flood of heat through Claire, but right now, she wanted to be on eye level. She held out a hand and pulled Zoe to her feet. Walking a slow, menacing circle around her, Claire drank in Zoe’s naked form, committing the small dimples on either side of her lower spine to memory.

Behind her, Claire swept Zoe’s hair aside, getting a hit of cherry blossom shampoo as she kissed the nape of her neck. Goosebumps erupted under her touch, and Zoe exhaled a heated breath.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Thank you, Clea.”

Back in front of her, Claire gripped her backside and pulled, mashing their bodies together. Hers clothed, Zoe’s naked. “I think you need a reminder of who’s in charge.”

Emphasising her point, Claire dug her fingers into Zoe’s buttocks, loving the feel of soft, warm flesh filling her palms, and the hooded look of need reflected in the deep pools of Zoe’s eyes.

“You only kneel before me if I issue the order. Understood?” Zoe gasped, eyes sliding closed when Claire squeezed harder. “Understood?”

“Yes, Clea. Sorry, it won’t happen again.”

Her response was the perfect segue into what was to come next. Claire plucked the paddle off the mahogany coffee table. “Let’s see how sorry you are.”

She cracked the paddle across her palm. The resounding whack echoed around the room, ratcheting up the tension.

Heat smouldered in Zoe’s eyes. Her breasts were heavy, her nipples begging for attention, but they would have to wait. Good things came to those who obeyed.

Claire sat on the sofa. “Over my lap.”

Without hesitation, Zoe complied, knees and elbows sinking into the cushions. The warmth of her skin seared through Claire’s bodysuit, and her magnificent backside swam in Claire’s vision. She slid a hand between Zoe’s legs and pinched her clit, making her gasp.

Her hips bucked and she exhaled a ragged breath.

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

“Too bad.” Claire raised the paddle. “Safe word?”

“Kiwi.”

The word was barely out when the crack of leather on skin echoed off the walls. Zoe’s flesh rippled and turned a delightful shade of pink, but she didn’t cry out.

Claire soothed the area with her hand, feeling the warmth against her palm and eager to turn up the heat. “What do you say?”

Zoe waggled her backside playfully, and Claire basked in the exchange. It made it feel more real. Like they were both in this together, both deriving pleasure.

“One. Thank you, Clea.”

“Good girl.” She struck for a second time, this time marking Zoe’s right butt cheek. It flared red and left a pretty white heart from the shape cut out of the business end of the paddle.

“Two.” Zoe’s breath hitched. “Thank you, Clea.”

“I’m going to deliver a dozen of the best. Count for me.”

Whack. The slap of leather on skin echoed around the room.

“Three. Thank you.”

Whack.

“Four.”

Claire picked up the pace. Whack. Whack. Whack.

Zoe flinched with each sharp blow, back bowing. “Five…six, seven.”

Whack, whack, whack.

The shade of Zoe’s backside morphed from pink to red.

“Eight.” A sob.

“Nine.” Hiccup.

“Ten.” Sniff. “Thank you, Clea.”

Her stamina pleased and astounded Claire in equal measure. How much she could take was a stark contrast to Zoe’s timid demeanour. The way her pelvis thrust down against Claire’s with every blow, bumping and grinding against Claire was intoxicating.

With two blows to go, Claire checked in with Zoe, reminding her it was okay to use her word.

“Safe word?”

Zoe shook her head, blonde hair swishing across the sofa cushion.

Amped, Claire didn’t hold back. The blow bounced off the high ceiling and echoed around the room.

“Ow, ow, ow.” Zoe jerked in Claire’s lap.

“Wrong word.” Claire soothed the burn with her free hand, giving Zoe one last chance to safe word.

“T…t…ten,” Zoe sniffed.

“Pardon?”

Another sniffle. “I meant eleven, thank you. Please may I have another?”

Well, now, how could she refuse a request like that? Lining up, Claire made the last one count. She raised her hand and brought it down right where the previous blow landed.

A groan tore from Zoe’s throat. “Twelve.” Her body sagged.

Proud of her, Claire tossed the paddle aside and pulled Zoe onto her lap. “It’s okay, Doll. I’ve got you.” She kissed her temple. “Do you need some recovery time?”

Some submissives craved aftercare, especially after a spanking. Others preferred to come down in their own time or to continue while endorphins were running high.

“Just some water, please.”

Claire grabbed the bottle from the chairside table she’d put there earlier.

“Thank you, Clea.” She took a mouthful and handed it back.

The term of endearment told her Zoe was still in the Zone, but Claire checked in anyway. “Ready to continue?”

“Yes, Clea.” Zoe tried to slide off her lap, but Claire flipped her onto her back, boobs bouncing as she hit the sofa cushions with a giggle.

Still in her body suit, Claire situated herself between Zoe’s thighs. She could’ve ordered her to her knees, made her service her mistress, but the urge to devour her was too strong. The time to put Zoe through her paces would come, but for now, Claire couldn’t think of a more perfect way to end a weekend full of highs and lows. To erase the painful memories of Zoe’s ex that their trip away had forced her to relive.

“Time for your reward.”


Chapter 16


Claire



Unable to wipe the stupid grin off her face, Claire hauled towels out of the washing machine and made her way outside, laundry basket propped on her hip. She ate up the distance between the cottage and the clothesline, feeling like she had her head in the clouds.

Spring had arrived, and she could no longer deny she was falling hard and fast for Zoe. It wasn’t a lightbulb moment or the haze of post-coital bliss; she’d known for weeks. She couldn’t explain the why or how. It was just a giddy feeling that made her heart skip with joy whenever Zoe was near.

Was it too soon to make declarations of love? What would other people think? They would probably tell her she had a lot at stake, and she guessed she did. Not just financially, but her heart couldn’t take another blow so soon after the last one. Eighteen months on, the cracks were still there.

As Claire’s mind continued to race, insecurities set in. Perhaps sex and commitment were two different things to Zoe. From what Claire could gather, she hadn’t been with Sam for long before she was jetting off overseas with her.

But, she reminded herself, at the first sign of trouble, Zoe had fled without a plan, which gave testament to her inner strength and that quieted Claire’s mind. She was free to move on anytime she wanted, but she didn’t appear to be in a hurry to go anywhere.

Towels flapped in the breeze, slapping Claire in the face and parting wide enough to reveal Zoe’s proximity. Sitting on the barn floor with Molly in her lap, Zoe shot Claire a beaming smile that had enough wattage to light up the entire barn.

A job Claire was working on…with the help of an electrician, of course. She wasn’t stupid enough to touch electrical wires. If she burnt the place down, she would never forgive herself.

Once she finished hanging out the washing, Claire wandered up the path to the barn. At the door, she kicked off her gumboots and inched closer, trying not to spook Molly.

The cat gave Claire a curious glance and went back to soaking up the attention Zoe was bestowing on her. Quietly, Claire sat beside them and leaned against Zoe. Even though the moment seemed so ordinary, an extraordinary sense of peace settled over her.

A sparrow flew into the barn and peered down at them from the rafters. Spotting the bird, Molly leapt off Zoe’s lap and went on the hunt.

Claire bumped Zoe’s shoulder. “Now that you got out of laundry duties, you can come back inside.”

“Oh, no. You should’ve called me. That wasn’t my intention.”

“Shh,” Claire silenced her. “I was only teasing.”

“Something you excel at.”

Claire kissed those sassy lips, smiling against Zoe’s mouth. “Cheeky.”

“It’s still weird to me that you don’t just toss everything in the dryer.”

They’d had this conversation before. There was barely room for the washing machine in the laundry as it was, and even if there was room for a dryer, Claire wasn’t sure she would buy one.

Electricity was expensive, and the fewer appliances she had to run, especially when she could make do without and still be comfortable, the better.

Plus, Claire loved the smell of clothes hung out to dry in the fresh air, and seeing washing hanging on the line always took her back to her childhood. A time that filled her heart with happy memories.

As they exited the barn, Claire linked hands with Zoe. They strode back towards the cottage as if they’d traversed this path together for the past ten years.

Sheep in neighbouring paddocks bleated, their bellies swollen from the babies growing inside. It wouldn’t be long before newborn lambs were frolicking in the paddocks. As a child, Claire had relished in the responsibility of raising the orphaned lambs. It’d been hard work and hugely rewarding.

“I love that smell,” Zoe inhaled deeply.

“What smell?”

“Nature, I guess. It’s woodsy. Like hay and damp soil⁠—”

“And sheep poo,” Claire interjected.

“I was going to say warm and sweet, but after what you just said, that’ll just sound wrong.”

Inside, Claire turned on the jug. It’d been a couple of hours since breakfast, and a hot drink was in order.

“Can I do that for you?” Zoe asked.

“Sure.”

Sitting at the breakfast bar, watching Zoe seemingly so at home in her kitchen, a question that had been nagging at Claire jumped to the forefront of her mind. It would probably sound odd, but she needed to know or it wouldn’t leave her alone.

“I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to be honest with me, no matter what.”

“Okay.” Zoe nodded, but a hint of worry shone in her eyes.

“Don’t you get lonely being stuck out here?”

It was a similar question to the one Zoe had asked Claire the night she arrived. The answer had been a no-brainer for Claire. She’d grown up on a farm; small-town living was what she knew. But Zoe was a city girl. Shopping malls and skyscrapers were what she knew.

The tallest building in Napier was only six floors, and Claire’s idea of nightlife was watching the stars.

“No, I can’t say I do. It’s easy to see why you like it here.”

That was fair, but the fact she’d come to New Zealand to travel also played on Claire’s mind. Sure, they could plan some weekend getaways, but would that be enough or was it only a matter of time before Zoe grew bored and moved on?

Seated in the living room, radio on in the background, Claire faced Zoe head-on. “Tell me your dreams for the future. Please be honest. What do you want?”

She chewed her lip. Glanced out the living room window. Sipped her tea.

The longer she took to reply, the more Claire’s anxiety grew.

Finally, after blowing out a deep breath, Zoe spoke. “You’ll think this is crazy, but I’ve thought about it a lot, and long before I met you. I want to live off the land as much as possible, have a huge garden to complement the greenhouse, raise chickens, plant crops, and grow fruit trees. I could make preserves and sell them for a profit. But ultimately, my dream’s to have a lifestyle that allows me to be a stay-at-home mom.” She held up a hand as if Claire was going to interject. “I know, crazy right?”

“Not at all!” That entire ramble bulldozed right over the top of Claire’s concerns she might leave. Ecstatic, she pushed out of her chair and joined Zoe on the sofa. She held her by the shoulders, feeling like she might burst out of her skin. “It looks like fate delivered you to the right place.”
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Later that night, after cleaning up from dinner, Claire stretched out behind Zoe on the sofa. The flat-screen television cast shadows over the floor, and Zoe’s body shook every time she chuckled. A comedy was on, but Claire closed her eyes and basked in the heat of Zoe’s body warming her soul.

Not so long ago, she would’ve sworn black and blue she couldn’t be happier living life on her own. She came and went as she wanted, with no one to please but herself. While it sounded good in theory, in actuality, having no one to share her achievements or disappointments with made for a lonely, meaningless existence.

Around nine, Zoe’s breathing became shallow and her muscles twitched intermittently. Claire didn’t want to move, but if they spent the night on the sofa, they would both wake with aching bodies.

Reluctantly, she roused Zoe. “Wake up, sleepyhead. Time for bed.”

Zoe scrubbed her face. “What time is it?”

“Nine.” It wasn’t exactly late, but they’d exerted a lot of energy on the farm, and tomorrow would be no exception.

After Zoe had used the bathroom, Claire did the same. When she stepped out of the hallway into her bedroom, a dose of reality hit her, in the best way possible. Zoe was really there, and not going anywhere. She’d snuggled under the blankets, blonde hair fanned out across the pillowcase and was already fast asleep.

Reflecting on that fateful day when their paths had crossed—twice—Claire slipped into bed and snuggled up to Zoe. She kissed her nape and inhaled her cherry blossom shampoo. “Sleep tight, Doll.


Chapter 17


Zoe



For the fifth morning in a row, the obnoxious blare of the alarm tore Zoe from sleep. With a grumble, Claire rolled over and smacked the top of the digital clock. The room fell silent, and a cold nose nuzzled the back of Zoe’s neck, sending a shiver down her spine.

“Morning. Did you sleep well, my dear?”

Zoe snorted. “Dear? How old are you? Sixty?”

It’d been a standing joke since Zoe teased her about having CDs instead of listening to music on her phone or tablet.

“Mm.” Claire nibbled her neck. “I hear sixty-nine is better.” She slid a hand into Zoe’s panties, her warm fingers firing senses to life.

Zoe’s clit throbbed—her body reacting to Claire like it always did. She turned onto her back, a soft moan escaping her lips. Her breath hitched as Claire worked her into a frenzy, expertly bringing her to the edge within minutes…only to leave her teetering on the precipice. Zoe let out a frustrated groan when Claire removed her fingers from her aching centre.

“So wet, Doll.” Claire rolled Zoe’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger, pulling another moan from her.

But Zoe wanted her hands lower. A quick orgasm to start the day. What wasn’t to love? Being denied, that’s what. Although, she’d come to love that too.

A chuckle vibrated in Claire’s chest. “You want more, Doll?”

“Yes, I want more. I want all of you.” She thrust herself against Claire as if she could climb inside her.

Their lips met, neither giving a damn about morning breath as they kissed deeply, pouring their desire into each other.

A shrill beep-beep-beep pierced the air again. Claire broke the kiss, cheeks flushed.

“Looks like that’s the end of snooze time.” She rolled out of bed and yanked a T-shirt over her head. “I’ll finish what I started later.”

The unspoken words rang loud and clear in Zoe’s head. And if I want to tease you all day, I will.

“Sadist,” Zoe quipped.

Eyes wide, Claire stormed back across the room, bare feet slapping on the hardwood floor. She seemed to have an endless supply of energy, and Zoe loved it when that energy was channelled her way.

“What’d you call me?”

Grinning, Zoe shuffled to the far side of the bed.

In the next heartbeat, the blankets were in a pile on the floor. Claire fanned the sheet over her body, creating a huge draft of cold air. Goosebumps erupted on Zoe’s skin, making her look like a plucked chicken.

Laughing, she snagged the corner of the sheet. “Okay, okay, you win.”

Hands braced on the mattress, Claire brushed a kiss across Zoe’s lips. It was brief but heartfelt. “Our peace is about to be shattered, so don’t linger for too long.”

The reminder had Zoe out of bed at lightning speed, excited to get the day underway.


Chapter 18


Claire



As much as Claire would love to laze in bed all day, just because she was her own boss didn’t mean there wasn’t work to be done. From the moment Zoe confessed she would love farm life, at least in theory, the wheels hadn’t stopped spinning.

It’d felt like a sign that it was definitely the way forward. During the week, they’d finally finished revamping the greenhouse. While Claire had put on her toolbelt and mended the broken benches, Zoe scrubbed and soaked dirt off every panel of glass. After a trip to the garden centre, they now had an array of vegetables and fresh herbs growing.

Today, it was the barn’s turn for a makeover.

“Do you think Molly will be okay?” Zoe asked, joining Claire in the kitchen. She smelt shower fresh, and her long, blonde hair flowed over a checkered shirt.

“I think she’ll hide,” Claire said honestly.

An influx of people were about to arrive, and although Molly willingly came to them in the barn, Claire doubted she was ready to trust strangers.

“I suppose.” Zoe tied an apron around her waist, pulling a grin from Claire. “What?”

“You’d look hot in the maid’s outfit right now.”

She nudged Claire aside with her hip. “In front of your brother. I don’t think so.”

Loving the small smile Zoe flashed her, Claire grabbed the bacon out of the fridge. “You’re a bit like Molly, you know.”

“A pussy?”

That wasn’t what Claire had meant, but she rolled with it. “Yep. Cautious around new people, but once you know you’re safe, you come out of your shell.”

Warmth shone in Zoe’s eyes. “I do feel safe, but it’s not just the house. You make me feel safe…and cherished.”

“I adore you,” Claire said sincerely. “I don’t know what’s at work here, but this place dropped into my lap and when I wasn’t sure what to do with it, you came along.”

“Now we’re going to be farmers!” Zoe said with such glee she was practically bursting out of her skin. Her hazel eyes sparkled, and that cute dimple of hers appeared on her cheek.

They got back to work, fixing breakfast—bacon, eggs, breakfast sausages, and hashbrowns.

“Any vegans?” Zoe asked as she flipped some bacon.

“Nope.”

“What did you mean by the vineyard dropped into your lap?”

“Holy crap.” Claire spun in a circle, her socks spinning on the linoleum. “Talk about a one-eighty. Vegans to vineyards in zero point two seconds.”

“Too early for you to keep up?”

“Ooh…” Claire grabbed a wooden spoon and cracked it across Zoe’s arse.

Someone woke up with their sassy pants on this morning, and Claire revelled in her playful behaviour while she could. In approximately five minutes, Zoe would be back to playing hostess, fussing over everyone and delighting in it like a mother hen feeding her flock.

Make that one minute.

“They’re here.” Claire pointed out the window as Tyler’s car came barrelling up the gravel driveway, dust bellowing out behind him. Kahu rode shotgun, and Paul and his three-year-old daughter were in the backseat.

“Is that Tyler’s girlfriend?” Zoe got plates out and turned off the electric frying pan.

“No. Paul’s wife.” Claire grabbed the cutlery.

The deal was a cooked breakfast in exchange for helping. Tyler would’ve agreed anyway, but Claire didn’t see the harm. It was cheap labour.

“Well, that’s very sweet of him. Letting her sit in the front,” Zoe said, scrambling to dish everything up now that they were early.

“Don’t panic. They can wait,” Claire said as she opened the door.

Kahu held out her arms, and Claire readily stepped into the embrace. She’d known her for as long as Paul—ten years. Her full name was Kahurangi—the Māori form of Susan—but not many people called her that.

“Good to see you,” Kahu said, holding her by the shoulders for a beat. “You look good.”

“Thanks, so do you.”

Tyler slipped past, and Claire let him go. With any luck, Zoe would put him to work, setting the table and putting out the hot food.

Paul stepped up next, brassy beard trimmed neatly, toddler clutching his hand. “Something smells good.”

“You can thank Zoe.” Claire crouched, putting herself at eye level with Nyra. “Hi. Who have you got there?” She pointed to the rabbit Nyra was clutching by the ear.

She thrust it at Claire, a wide smile breaking across her face. “Dottie.”

Paul scooped up his daughter and flicked off her gumboots. “Come on, bub, it’s chilly out.”

As soon as they were inside, Claire closed the door and made introductions. “Zoe, this is Kahu. Paul’s better half. You’ve met Tyler, and this little one”—she pointed to Nyra—“is Dottie.”

“No, silly.” She tipped her head back and giggled, corkscrew curls bouncing. “I’m Nyra.” It came out like Nigh-a.

“Pretty name for a pretty girl,” Zoe said, making her giggle again. “Breakfast is nearly ready.”

“You didn’t have to feed us,” Kahu said at the same time as Paul pulled out a chair for her at the dining room table.

Seeing so many smiling faces seated around the table caused a ball of emotion to lodge itself in Claire’s throat. And she owed it all to Zoe.

In the kitchen, she pecked her on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“It’s no bother.”

Together, they moved all the hot dishes to the table and dug in.

“This is good.” Tyler stabbed some bacon with his fork. “No points for guessing who cooked.”

“Hey.” Claire kicked his foot under the table. “I cooked the hashbrowns.”

Paul coughed into his hand. “Heated.”

This time, Kahu elbowed Paul. “Eat your kai and be grateful.” She smiled across the table at Zoe. “So, what’s Calgary like?”

“Mummy?” Nyra pulled on her arm.

“Wait, please. Mummy’s talking.”

“What’s up, Poppet?” Paul asked in a whisper.

“Can I have a sausage?”

“May I?” Zoe asked.

“Sure.” Paul retracted his hand.

All eyes were on Zoe as she cut a sausage from base to tip, almost cutting it completely in half. She rotated it and sliced up again, so it was in four, then twice more, cutting it into eight. Glancing at Nyra, she held the top of the sausage and pressed down onto a bread and butter plate, so the severed parts spread out.

“Well, I’ll be,” Claire muttered under her breath, looking at the sausage that now resembled an octopus.

Zoe slid the plate across the table to Nyra. “Do you know what this is?”

Nyra nodded, curls bouncing. “Oca-puss.”

“Clever.” Claire squeezed Zoe’s hand under the table.

She’d said she wanted to be a stay-at-home mum, and she had all the makings to be a hands-on parent. And that was despite being raised in daycare, or perhaps because of it.

“What do you say?” Paul prompted his daughter.

“Tank you.”

With Nyra happy, they went back to feeding their faces and chatting about Canada. They were interested to learn that Calgary was known as Cowtown, and asked a lot of questions about winter and what it was like when it snowed.

Tyler wiped up the last of his egg yolk with a piece of toast. “Ice fishing sounds cool.”

“I can’t imagine having a white Christmas,” Kahu said. “I guess I’m too used to spending the day at the beach with the whānau and throwing seafood on the barbeque.”

Paul patted his belly. “Love me some mussels cooked on the barbie.”

“I guess it’s what we become accustomed to,” Zoe said. “I can’t imagine celebrating Christmas in the summer or not celebrating Thanksgiving, but I guess I’ll get to experience both of those things this year.”

The words percolated in Claire’s mind. Perhaps she could arrange their own little Thanksgiving of sorts. She’d heard of pumpkin pie but doubted it was the same as roasted pumpkin.

“What’s that about? Thanksgiving,” Paul asked. “Is it just another excuse to pig out?”

“Speak for yourself,” Claire said as she stacked empty plates.

“Most of us consider it a day to get together and express our thanks through food, family, and football,” Zoe said.

“Yes to the football!” Tyler fist-pumped the air.

Behind them, Nyra had pulled small sofa cushions off the couch and was bouncing Dottie off them as if she was a real rabbit, bounding through a field.

“Right, there’s work to be done!” Claire looked at Tyler. She hadn’t noticed a limp when he arrived, but muscles took time to heal. “How’s your leg?”

“Good to go.” He took the stack of dishes out of her hands and put them on the kitchen bench. “Thanks, Zoe. Best breakfast I’ve had in months.”

“You’re welcome.” She put the condiments away. “I’ll clean up and meet you outside.”

“I can help,” Kahu said, smiling warmly at Zoe.

“Thanks, babe.” Paul squeezed Kahu’s hand as he headed outside and shoved his feet into his boots. “Ny. Are you coming with Daddy?”

“Yes!” She jumped up and ran over.

Surprising everyone, Zoe stepped into Nyra’s path. “Do you have a cat?”

She nodded, chewing on the bunny’s ear.

“There’s one in the barn, but she’s very shy.” Zoe pushed a finger to her lips. “So we have to talk in quiet voices if you see her.”

“Okay,” Nyra whispered back.

When power tools were operating quiet voices wouldn’t count for much, but Claire kept the words to herself. Whether Molly liked it or not, pens needed to be installed before lambing season arrived, and her parents made good on letting her adopt any orphaned lambs.

Caged hens were also high on the list, and she wanted them to have a barn to get used to their new home before they roamed the fields and experienced true freedom.

After cleaning up from breakfast, Kahu and Zoe joined them outside.

“What can I do?” Zoe asked.

“That side of the barn’s been patched up if you want to start painting.” Claire pointed to where Tyler had replaced a board.

Zoe glanced down at her jeans. “Will these be okay?”

“Depends. How good are you with a paintbrush?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

Claire picked up the pail of paint and lugged it over to the exterior wall. A few feet away, Molly watched them from on top of the greenhouse.

“Hey, girl.” Zoe waved to the cat as if she understood. And perhaps she did because she climbed down and came to investigate. It was short-lived, though. As soon as a drill started, she bolted, disappearing under the woodshed this time.

Grabbing a stick, Claire pried the lid off the paint and gave it a good stir. Fumes wafted up her nose and were carried away on a gentle breeze.

Before the first slap of paint hit the outside of the barn, the sound of a car drew their attention.

Claire turned, both delighted and surprised to see her mum and dad. She’d mentioned having a working bee but didn’t expect them to drive all this way. She’d also mentioned she had a house guest, and suspected that was part of the reason for their visit.

“That can wait.” Claire took the brush out of Zoe’s hand. “Come meet my folks.” She stopped at the barn doors. “Tyler, the olds are here.”

“Sweet.” He undid his toolbelt and dropped it on a hay bale.

Paul—a qualified electrician by trade—continued installing a power outlet. Kahu picked up Nyra and balanced her on her hip.

Smiling as though they’d got one over her, Claire’s parents climbed out of the car. She hugged them tight. Family meant everything to her, but life got in the way, and she didn’t see her folks as often as she’d like.

“This is a nice surprise,” Claire said to her folks as she pulled Zoe forward. “Mum and Dad, meet Zoe. Zoe, meet Mum and Dad.”

“Well, aren’t you a sweet wee thing,” Claire’s mum said, much to her horror.

“Geez, Mum. She’s twenty-four, not four.”

Ignoring Claire, her mum winked at Zoe. “Easy to wind up, isn’t she?”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Zoe said. “I’ve heard good things.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what?” Claire’s dad asked. “Did she tell you I’m the good-looking one?”

“It’s where I get it from.” Tyler, who’d been standing off to the side, stroked his chin, showing off his jawline.

“It’s why he’s still single,” Claire mocked her brother.

“Why put all my balls in one hoop?”

“Oh my God, you did not just say that.”

In good spirits, everyone headed inside the barn. Nyra reached for Claire’s dad, and he piggybacked her, bucking and jumping like a wild bull until she was giggling hysterically and everyone else was laughing.


Chapter 19


Zoe



Aweek later, Zoe was still on a high after their working bee. The barn looked great, and she no longer had to worry about meeting Claire’s parents. Not knowing they would be calling in had been a good thing. It hadn’t given her time to stress about it and act like a tongue-tied teenager.

Claire grabbed her keys. “I’m shooting into town to get some paint.”

“More paint?” The barn already gleamed.

“Yeah, I want to put a white trim around the windows and doors.”

She was so passionate about the barn, it was tempting to call her adorable, but it wasn’t a word Zoe associated with Claire. Loyal, hardworking, sexy, protective? Yep, all of those.

Noticing her grin, Claire narrowed her eyes. “Do I amuse you?”

“I admire you.” Zoe pecked her on the cheek. “Off you go. I’ll stay here if you don’t mind.”

It wasn’t often they were apart, and her mind was already racing with possibilities.

“Of course I don’t mind.” Claire laced up her shoes. “Behave.”

“Oh, yeah, because I could get into so much trouble home alone. I might burn a pot or vacuum a rug up the hose.”

Claire raised an eyebrow. “Itching for a punishment?”

“Always!” Zoe kissed her on the cheek again. “Go, before the paint dries.”

As soon as she could no longer see Claire’s car or the billow of dust trailing behind it, Zoe grabbed her tablet. The outfit Claire bought her had never strayed far from Zoe’s mind. She couldn’t wait to serve her, but she didn’t have a lot of experience with role-play and wanted to get it right.

Seated on the sofa, music on in the background, she typed ‘maid service porn’ into the browser and scrolled through a few scenes. The problem with porn was it wasn’t overly realistic, but still, it gave her a few ideas.

A tap at the door made her almost jump out of her skin. Feeling like she’d been caught getting up to no good, Zoe shoved her tablet under the sofa cushion and went to see who was there.

Perhaps the neighbour had come calling. She’d met Brendon a few times now—a young widower with a teenage son, lots of land, and hundreds of sheep.

She opened the door and peered outside. Tall trees and rolling hills filled her vision. The scent of pine and spring flowers filled her nostrils, but no one stared back at her.

A soft mewl drew her gaze lower. “Molly!”

Shocking Zoe, she wandered inside as if she’d always lived here. Perhaps she had. Maybe the last owners left her behind. If that was the case, they didn’t deserve her. Zoe gave her a treat, then settled back on the sofa, while Molly sniffed every inch of the living room.

The clip she’d been watching before she was interrupted was now overshadowed with ads—porn competing against porn.

Spotting a woman with short dark hair who reminded Zoe of Claire, she clicked on the two-minute video. The more she watched, the tighter the knot in her stomach became. Did Claire have a twin? A twin who made pornographic material to post online?

With a growing sense of dread gnawing at her insides, Zoe clicked on the username and loaded another video. A rose vine identical to the one on Claire’s shoulder filled the screen. It was like stumbling across a trainwreck—she didn’t want to see the carnage but was equally unable to look away.

The woman on her knees, masquerade mask concealing her features, peered up at Claire. If it was Claire, of course. It was hard to tell with her back to the camera, but the tattoo on her shoulder blade and short dark hair were pretty distinctive.

The next words she heard, made her blood run cold.

“Please, Mummy. Punish me.”

The snap of Claire’s voice rang in her ears. “Because I’m not your mother.”

Maybe not, but she didn’t mind playing the role and sharing it with the world. The knowledge sent a spiral of emotions through Zoe. Foremost was confusion. Who did that, and who was the woman calling her mummy? A lover? Or had Claire worked in the porn industry? Was that how she paid for the vineyard? Retired and moved out here so she wouldn’t be recognised?

No longer interested in playing any kind of role, Zoe rushed up the hallway. In the spare room, she tore the frilly little outfit off the hanger, tossed it on the floor, and slammed the wardrobe door.

The act of defiance should have made her feel better, but it just made her feel like a child having a tantrum. At the end of the day, it achieved nothing, so she threw herself on the bed and examined her head instead.


Chapter 20


Claire



The second Claire stepped into the house, she sensed something was dreadfully wrong. Molly was curled up on a rug, but Zoe was nowhere to be seen. Why wasn’t she rushing to greet Claire, ecstatic the cat had finally come inside?

“Zoe?” Claire called out. “I’m back.”

Ears perked, Molly was on her feet in seconds. Giving Claire the side eye, she tore past in a blur of black fur and that was the end of that.

Door closed, Claire called out again. “Zoe?”

More silence. It was a sound she’d grown unaccustomed to, and she didn’t like it. Trying not to freak out, Claire sent a text.

Hey, where are you?

Her phone remained silent, but shortly after, Zoe appeared in the living room. She looked shattered…and guarded, arms folded tightly, lips set in a thin line.

Claire wanted to go to her, and as much as it killed her not to, the wall Zoe had erected between them was like a physical force.

“What’s happened?”

Eyes downcast, Zoe perched on the arm of the sofa, gaze on her hands in her lap. “I was looking at porn.”

Fuck.

The bottom fell out of Claire’s world. Her stomach revolted. The thing she’d feared most, the reason she liked to keep a low profile, the thing she’d almost convinced herself she was worrying about for nothing, had finally come back to bite her.

In her own home, no less.

Fuck you, Amy.

Zoe dragged her gaze off the floor. “So it is you?”

She nudged her tablet towards Claire, but she didn’t take it. She never wanted to see those images again. She’d been told they’d been removed from the site. More than that, she’d watched Amy take them down and made her delete all the content off her phone and their computer. But Claire knew, just knew, one day something would pop up.

Whether Amy recently uploaded it for whatever reason, or it was true what they said and nothing ever went away once posted on the internet, Claire had no clue. And it didn’t matter. The outcome was the same. She was sitting here facing her worst nightmare, and Zoe was waiting for an explanation.

“Is that why you wanted me to wear that costume? Were you going to film me?”

Appalled she would even think that, Claire’s first instinct was to defend herself. To ask how dare she. But she had better self-control than that. Whenever confronted, she did her best to put herself in the other person’s shoes and consider how the situation looked to them.

And this looked bad.

“I would never do something like that. Not without your permission or even with it. All power to those who work in the porn industry, but I never wanted to be an accidental porn star.”

She’d never used those words to describe herself before, and the term almost brought on a fit of manic laughter. When it all boiled down to it, that was what she’d been.

“Remember when I said I knew that look?”

Zoe nodded.

“I wasn’t entirely sure what that was. I just knew we both had deep scars.” She sat on the sofa and pulled Zoe down beside her, pleased she didn’t try to retreat. “Turns out, you’re not the only one who’s had their trust abused.”

“Sorry for thinking the worst.”

“Believe me, it was the worst.”

“That’s not what⁠—”

“I know what you meant.” There was a soft thud at the front door, and Claire turned to Zoe. “I think I scared your cat before.”

“Our cat.” Zoe got up, and Molly wandered inside.

She looked around for any danger. Sensing none, she pranced over to the rug under the window and made herself at home. It was a peaceful moment. A tiny sliver of light shining through the dark cloud hovering over them.

“I guess I owe you an explanation,” Claire said.

“You don’t owe me anything.” Zoe gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, but questions swam in her hazel-eyed gaze.

Any secrets between them would cause a divide, and she couldn’t stand the thought of that. Zoe had trusted her with a piece of herself, a piece that made her feel shame, and Claire was about to do the same.

“If my failed engagement taught me anything, honesty and communication are vital for any loving relationship to survive.”

“You love me?” Zoe asked with a coy smile.

“I think I have for a while now,” Claire admitted.

A mock gasp flew from Zoe. “You think?!”

She was doing her best to lighten the situation, and Claire adored her for it. “Yeah, still thinking about it.”

“Well, I think I love you too.”

Claire hoped those words rang true after she shared a piece of her soul. The piece she feared would never knit back together. Tyler and Janie were the only two people who knew everything. Her parents knew some of it, but not all. It was too embarrassing.

Closing her eyes, Claire thought back to that time, her mind slipping further and further down a dark tunnel until that was all she could see.
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Eighteen months earlier…

Alone in the house after Amy was called into work unexpectedly, which meant postponing their weekend playdate, Claire passed the time doing some chores and tamping down her libido.

In the bedroom, she wiped the bedside tables with lemon-scented cleaner. The soft murmur of voices punctuated the silence. Where was it coming from? The TV on the wall was off. The digital clock/radio was off. Moving to Amy’s side of the bed, she found the culprit—Amy’s iPad.

She’d obviously been looking at something online and forgotten to close out of it when work called. Claire picked up the tablet, unsurprised to see porn staring back at her. It was Amy’s thing, and she didn’t care where she got her appetite, as long as she ate at home.

Just as she was about to hit the cross and close out of the site, a movie preview titled Punished by My Mistress caught Claire’s eye. She clicked the link. With each segment that played, her heart rate increased along with a ball of dread in her belly.

A brunette with a mask concealing most of her face came into view. Light-green carpet cushioned her knees, an oak coffee table that could second as a spanking bench sat to her left, and to her right was a wine cabinet that looked an awful lot like the one in their living room.

Hoping against hope she was wrong, Claire continued to watch. A second woman stepped into the scene. Black thigh-highs attached to a faux leather corset showcased long athletic thighs. Her black hair was cropped, but, standing side-on to the camera, it was impossible to see the woman’s eyes. Were they brown like Claire’s?

When she turned, her back to the camera, Claire’s blood ran cold. There was no mistaking the rose vine tattoo on her shoulder blade. Roses signified love, passion, and beauty, but as Amy’s betrayal came to light, she felt none of those things.

Instead, a sickening mixture of disbelief, hurt, and betrayal churned in Claire’s stomach. She swallowed down the bile rising in her throat. How could Amy abuse her trust in such an atrocious way?

She didn’t want to see anymore yet needed to know the extent of betrayal. Maybe it’d been a one-off posting. Something done on a whim. She could justify it as much as she wanted, but in her heart, Claire knew better.

All the masks Amy insisted on wearing during a scene now made sense. Even though Amy professed they helped her slip into the role of submissive, the reality was she’d gone to lengths to conceal her identity, not giving a fuck who might recognise Claire.

Claire clicked the user link, sickened by the amount of content of the two of them that was available. Most of them featured Mummy/little girl play. Initially, Claire wasn’t sure if it was a role she wanted to play, but a relationship, including kink, was all about negotiation.

Trying to wrap her head around the efforts Amy must’ve gone to, not only to make this happen but to keep it from Claire, she stumbled out to the living room on shaky legs.

There, she glanced at the large oil painting dominating the wall. Amy had bought it as a gift, stating she saw the beautiful scenery of an old vineyard and knew Claire would love it. And she had. Before she knew there was something more sinister to the gift.

As the initial shock wore off, anger took its place. Fuelled by adrenaline, Claire clasped the gold frame and hefted the portrait off the wall as if it weighed nothing. If there’d been any room for doubt she was wrong, the small camera taped to the back; its lens strategically positioned so it blended with a bunch of grapes, was all the evidence she needed.

Furious, she ripped the camera off and hung the picture back on the wall. Slumped on the sofa, pain tore through her chest as if someone had reached in and pulled her heart out. And right then, she felt gutted, like someone had cut her open and ripped out her innards, leaving a bloody carcass.

How the hell did someone deal with such a blatant act of betrayal?

By leaving that was how. She’d packed her bags and fled, but not until she made Amy delete everything and remove the account. Fat lot of good that had done.
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“Oh my God.” Zoe’s voice pulled Claire back from that horrifying time. “That’s why you snapped at me about not being my mother.”

“Yes, but that was wrong of me, and I apologise.”

“You already have. And you don’t need to. I get it. Now. It’s like my overreaction at Janie’s.”

“Aren’t we a pair?” Claire rubbed her temples, the stress of reliving all of that bringing on a headache.

“Here.” Zoe patted her lap, and Claire fell sideways on the sofa, her head like a lead weight.

For a while, they were silent, save for the rustle of Claire’s hair as Zoe massaged her scalp. She closed her eyes, relishing in the foreign treat of being cared for.

Amy was always all about Amy. Something Claire couldn’t see until it was over. Even when you lived with someone, did you ever really know them?

“Don’t ever deceive me,” Claire said softly.

“Ditto.” Zoe kissed her temple. “And Claire, you looked hot.”

She shot up. “Don’t get any ideas.”

“I just wanted to see you smile.” Zoe’s gaze was full of tenderness. In an uncharacteristic gesture, she cupped Claire’s cheek, her palm warm and soft. “About what I said earlier, I don’t think I love you. I am in love with you.”

The declaration brought a lump to Claire’s throat. She’d just relived the worst time of her life, and this might be the best. “I’m in love with you too, Zoe Anderson.”


Chapter 21


Zoe



With everything out in the open, it felt like their relationship had shifted again. They both knew the bitter sting of betrayal, which had united them in a strange yet horrible way. Plus, Claire seemed to be standing taller as if a weight had lifted off her shoulders and she no longer feared ridicule.

Last week, Zoe wanted to make up for her blunder, but then her period arrived. It’d been a blessing—weird thing to say—as it gave them time to get back to a good space without complicating things with sex.

Now, though, she had some making up to do. It was unlikely Claire would see it that way, but she still chided herself for thinking the worst and asking if Claire had intended to film her.

While Claire was in town getting farm supplies, Zoe prepared some finger foods and put a bottle of wine in the fridge to chill. Once showered, she slipped into the French maid costume. The satin and lace felt as decadent against her skin as she’d imagined.

Heart pounding with anticipation, she appraised herself in the floor-length mirror. The black-and-white bodice hugged her breasts and showed off her cleavage. A large cleavage she habitually concealed with baggy tops, but not when it came to Claire. A single scorching look from her lover made her feel nothing but sexy.

For the final touch, she slid her feet into her black heels. She’d bought them in Auckland to wear to the Sky Casino. Not once had she envisioned the second time she wore them she would be standing in a quaint cottage, surrounded by pastures and a barn, with no city in sight.

The crunch of gravel under tyres made Zoe’s heartrate skyrocket. Claire was on her way back to the house. She had two minutes to calm her racing pulse and act like the ‘paid help’ before the front door burst open.

The click of her heels on the hardwood floor interspersed with sheepskin rugs beat an unsteady rhythm. The end of her high ponytail bounced off her shoulders in time with her steps. In the corner of the living room, Zoe added a few drops of ylang-ylang to the incense burner and lit the small candle, filling the room with an exotic scent.

Movement through the leadlight door panel caught her eye just before the handle turned.

Praying she wasn’t about to make a fool of herself, Zoe inhaled a fortifying breath.


Chapter 22


Claire



The cottage loomed ahead as Claire drove up the gravel driveway. From the day she’d taken ownership, she loved returning home, but never more so now that Zoe was there. Exiting the car, the sweet smell of spring wrapped around her.

Spring, a time of rebirth and reawakening, or so they said. Her reawakening had come early, during a trip to the bank to discuss her inheritance and how much of it she would need to invest in the vineyard to get it operational again. A lot. Plus, it would take two to three years before the new vines were ready for harvesting, which meant little to no income in the meantime.

But that’d all changed now. She was going to do what she’d always dreamed of—manage her own farm. The bonus was, she would be bringing Zoe’s dream to life as well.

Leaving the pail of paint on the porch, Claire pushed open the front door. The sight before her robbed her of breath and heated her blood all at once. The French maid costume Zoe wore fit her to perfection. Her hair was in a ponytail, and a tiara sat atop her head.

With an air of innocence, Zoe stopped dusting. Bent at the waist, she gave a dainty wave over her shoulder. “Oh, hi, Ms Evans. I’ve almost finished up. Just pretend I’m not here.”

Like that was going to happen. Claire crossed the room in a couple of strides and cupped Zoe’s backside, loving the feel of soft warm flesh filling her palms.

With a gasp, Zoe spun around, looking the picture of innocence. “Oh, Ms Evans. I don’t think that’s appropriate.” She batted her eyelashes.

Their gazes locked and held, anticipation crackling between them. Being on the back foot, Claire had to think fast.

“Since you’re not done yet, I’ll expect you to service me as well.”

A hint of mock defiance slid across Zoe’s face. “I wasn’t aware that was part of my employment agreement.”

“You should’ve read the fine print.”

“I can’t read, but I did run you a bath.”

That was thoughtful but also left Claire with a dilemma. Normally, she relished soaking in the tub, but how was she supposed to do that, knowing what was awaiting her in the living room?

“I expect the furniture to gleam when I get back.” She exited without waiting for a reply.

In her bedroom, she ditched her jeans and T-shirt, selected the clothes she wanted and strolled naked to the bathroom. The scent of lemon and mint engulfed Claire as she entered. She wasn’t a fan of perfumy bath salts and it touched her heart knowing Zoe had gone to lengths to infuse the air with natural scents. Slices of lemon sat in a dish in the corner, and sprigs of rosemary sat atop the medicine cabinet.

Five minutes. That’s how long Claire would give herself. One minute ticked by. She lathered up a flannel—facecloth—and had a quick scrub. Another minute ticked by. Then another. Unable to wait any longer, Claire pulled the plug and stood. Water cascaded down her body and gurgled down the drain.

Before she could draw her next breath, the bathroom door inched open. A gorgeous package of black satin and white frills entered, but what made the outfit so decadent was the woman wearing it.

Gazing at each other through a mist of steam, Zoe pulled a towel off the rail.

She held it out, arms wide. “Please, allow me.”

The submissive tone of Zoe’s voice coupled with her longing to please made gooseflesh prickle on Claire’s skin. She grabbed a second towel off the rail, folded it in half and sat on the lip of the bath.

“You should know better than to hover over the lady of the house.” She pointed to the bathmat. “On your knees, maid.”

Without question, Zoe dropped to the floor. Somehow, she managed to make being towel-dried one of the most erotic things Claire had ever experienced. The terrycloth glided up her inner leg, lightly grazed the apex of her thighs, and descended the other side. With each inch of skin lovingly dried, the higher Claire’s desire to get her hands on her climbed.

Focused on the task at hand, little murmurs of delight escaped her lips as she worked.

When Zoe lifted Claire’s foot to her mouth and sucked her big toe, a pulse of pleasure shot through Claire.

“Fuck.” The word flew from Claire’s mouth.

How the hell could something like that feel so good? The hot wet mouth felt like it was connected to every erogenous zone in her body. Senses fired to life. The throb between her legs increased. Her nipples stood to attention. A droplet of water ran down her neck, between her shoulder blades. Colour swirled behind her eyelids, mirroring Zoe’s ministrations.

Eventually, she lowered Claire’s foot, her expression uncertain. “I’ve never done that before. Did you like it?”

Rather than tell her how good it felt, Claire decided to show her. She dipped her hand between her legs and offered it to Zoe, her arousal shimmering on her fingertips.

Without hesitation, Zoe sucked them clean, sending another jolt of pleasure through Claire.

“I’ll see you receive a bonus for your services.” As an afterthought she added, “Provided the rest of your duties have been carried out to my satisfaction.”

Even if they had been, Claire was certain she could invent some kind of infraction to punish the sexy maid making her body buzz with desire. She stood and offered a hand to Zoe. As soon as she was on her feet, Claire pointed to the clothes she’d brought in with her.

Working in silence, she helped Claire into the red corset and did up the ties. Next, she rolled the fishnet stockings up Claire’s legs. No shoes. Claire avoided wearing high heels as much as possible.


Chapter 23


Claire



In the living room, a ray of sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating a speck of dust on the coffee table. “Maid! You missed a spot.” Anticipation rippled through Claire as she lowered herself to the sofa.

An obedient Zoe clip-clopped across the room and retrieved the feather duster, dust motes dancing off it as she returned and stood opposite Claire.

Holding Zoe’s gaze, Claire pointed to a spot in front of her. Understanding dawned, and Zoe scurried around the table. Duster in hand, she bent at the waist. Her skirt rode up, revealing creamy flesh and a white G-string.

“I think these need some colour.” Claire delivered two sharp slaps, turning Zoe’s backside a rosy shade of pink.

An oomph escaped her, but she held her position.

Intent on reprimanding Zoe regardless of her good behaviour, Claire grabbed her ponytail and gave it a sharp yank. Zoe’s head tipped back moments before she landed in Claire’s lap. The sofa groaned on impact, and her cherry blossom shampoo tickled Claire’s nostrils.

“That speck of dust just cost you your bonus.”

Zoe leapt up so fast anyone would think she’d sat on a pincushion. “Oh no, not my bonus.” She batted her eyelashes. “Please, let me make it up to you.”

Intrigued, Claire levelled her gaze on Zoe. “And how do you propose to do that?”

The devastating smile Zoe flashed her would’ve melted Claire’s panties had she been wearing any.

Hips swaying, Zoe pranced around the room like a perfect maid, heels kicking up as she dusted high spots, then a flash of frills as she dropped to her knees and dusted low spots.

Shortly after, with the squeak of the fridge and the click of the remote, Claire had a glass of wine in hand, soft jazz drifted through the room, and the scent of Ylang-ylang infused the air.

Those things were wonderful, but best of all, she had a submissive waiting on her hand and foot. To say she felt worshipped would be an understatement. Only one thing could make the moment better.

Claire tipped her glass. “Please, join me for a drink.”

Alarm flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “No!” She lowered her gaze. “I can’t, sorry.”

When the implications of Zoe’s reaction hit home, a painful lump settled in the pit of Claire’s stomach. She didn’t trust her enough to let her guard down fully. Although Claire knew it took time to earn someone’s trust, especially someone who’d been burned when alcohol was involved, her refusal still stung.

Trying to play the bigger person, Claire plastered on a smile. “No worries. All the more wine for me.”

Eyeing the glass, Zoe’s tongue slowly circled her ruby-red lips. “I’d hate to be fired for drinking on the job.”

Relief washed over Claire. She almost cursed herself for jumping to the wrong conclusion. Thankfully, Zoe wasn’t bratty enough to add ‘gotcha.’

“Well, you’re still on my dime and the lady of the house would like you to join her for a drink.” The haughty tone of her voice earned her a chuckle from Zoe.

The fridge door opened and closed, and Zoe returned carrying a wooden serving tray laden with all sorts of tasty snacks—strawberries, cheese, hummus, crackers. She set it on the coffee table with a soft thud, placed an arm across her waist, and did a cute wee curtsy.

“I put together some snacks for my lady.”

Returning to the kitchen, she filled a wine glass and returned once again. For a breath-taking minute, they stared into each other’s eyes, acknowledging they’d reached a milestone. The trust they’d forged was palpable.

“To us.” Claire raised the glass and took a sip. Wine fizzed over her tongue, matching the bubbly feeling flowing through her veins.

“To us.” Zoe mirrored her actions, taking a swig of wine before exhaling an appreciative sigh.

After placing her glass on the table, she slid off the sofa and knelt beside Claire. For the next few minutes, Zoe offered morsels of food to Claire while they sipped wine and chatted.

The memory of Zoe saying Claire reminded her of Cleopatra came to mind, and right then she felt like a queen too.

After only one glass of wine, a healthy glow coloured Zoe’s cheeks. With a flirtatious gleam in her eyes, she plucked up a strawberry, held it between her teeth, and rose on her knees.

Before their lips met, Claire tugged the berry out of Zoe’s mouth and dropped it into her lap.

“Oops. You better clean that up, maid.”

Eyes fixed on the fallen berry, Zoe reached to pick it up. In a flash, Claire batted her hand away. “Use your mouth.”

The flash of arousal that sparked in Zoe’s eyes heated Claire’s blood. With her hands behind her back, Zoe leaned forward. This time, before Zoe made contact with the fruit, Claire spread her legs.

Without hesitation, Zoe’s head dipped between her thighs. Berry between her teeth, she screwed up her face and dropped it on the coffee table with a splat. Unwittingly, she’d walked straight into Claire’s plan.

Claire stood, hand on her hip. “My, my, little maid. Fluff on the sofa and you’ve dirtied my beloved table.” She dropped the berry on the near-empty serving tray and handed it over. “Get rid of the tray.”

“Certainly, Ms Evans.”

The sway of Zoe’s hips as she sauntered toward the kitchen taunted Claire. Whether intentional or not, she couldn’t say. When Zoe returned, she stood before Claire, toe-to-toe.

Overcome with adoration, Claire brushed a kiss across Zoe’s lips, then schooled her features. “Strip.”

Arousal flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “Yes, Clea.”

The lilt of her accent was as intoxicating as her eagerness to please. The maid costume landed in a pile of black and white, and with a wiggle of her hips, the G-string landed on top. And there Zoe stood, clad in thigh-high nylons, garter belt and black heels.

In Claire’s eyes, Zoe was pure perfection.

“Good girl,” Claire said, noting how Zoe lit up when she called her a good girl.

Before continuing, she took a moment to admire Zoe’s full breasts. Where Claire had small reddish-brown areolas, Zoe’s were large and pale pink, her plum-coloured nipples small and erect.

Unable to resist, Claire cupped Zoe’s breasts and buried her face in all the soft, luscious flesh. Again, Zoe didn’t break her stance. Her hands remained clasped behind her back. Claire sucked a nipple between her teeth, tugging until she drew a whimper out of Zoe.

She released it with a pop, relishing the pout she received in return.

“Watch closely. This will be your job next time.” Claire pulled the throw blanket off the sofa, folded it in half, and spread it out like a tablecloth. She patted the end of the coffee table.

“Backside here.” She stepped sideways and tapped the head of the table. “Shoulders here.”

“Yes, Clea,” Zoe replied as she reclined. Her breasts defied gravity and stayed atop her body like two perfect jelly moulds.

Grabbing the remote, Claire killed the music. It wasn’t overly loud, but she wanted to hear every moan and whimper she elicited from Zoe.

She retrieved the ball of twine. Who knew it would be used for something other than tying grapevines? If the gorgeous woman spread out on her coffee table like a feast had known it would be used to bind her, she probably wouldn’t have climbed into Claire’s car so readily that day. And that would’ve been a crying shame.

Hovering over Zoe, Claire peered into her eyes. The hazel depths were alive with curiosity and perhaps a tinge of apprehension. And that was fine. Keeping her off-kilter was half the fun.

“Safe word?”

“Kiwi.”

The mantra kiwi means no, stop means go, skipped through Claire’s mind.

Twine in hand, Claire unwound a length of green string. It was a little scratchy, but Zoe’s stockings would help prevent any grazes.

“The best way to lay a table is to make sure everything is secure.” She paused, letting that sink in. “I’m going to restrain you. Okay?”

Seemingly of their own volition, Zoe’s thighs parted, ankles lined up with the table legs. “Yes, Clea.”

Kneeling beside the table, Claire claimed Zoe’s mouth, intoxicated by this woman who’d stolen her heart. She cupped a breast and squeezed, swallowing Zoe’s cry of passion. Breathless, Claire broke the kiss and shuffled to the end of the coffee table. She wound a length of twine around the wooden leg and Zoe’s ankle, then tossed the length under the table and repeated the process on the other side. The twine was loose enough not to dig into her skin, and if Zoe panicked she would be able to slip free.

What Claire really wanted to do was truss her up like a turkey. But a small voice in the back of her mind reminded her that Zoe hadn’t been restrained since Sam abused her trust, and there would be plenty more opportunities to make a firmer stance.

Besides, there were other ways of ensuring Zoe’s obedience. “I’m not going to bind your hands today…but if they leave your sides without permission, you’ll be denied an orgasm. Understood?”

Like a soldier standing to attention, Zoe snapped her arms to her sides. “Yes, Clea. I understand.” Gratitude washed over her features. “And, thank you.”

Outwardly, Claire gave a single nod of acknowledgement. Inwardly, she was ecstatic she’d made the right call. Complete and utter trust came with time. The fact Zoe had let her guard down enough to indulge in a glass of wine in and of itself was cause for celebration.

And celebrate Claire would.

She picked up the near-empty bottle of wine and hovered it above Zoe like a wrecking ball. But Claire had no intention of letting it drop. “Can’t let this go to waste.”

Craning her neck, Zoe eyed Claire with curiosity as she tilted the bottle. A gasp escaped her when cold wine crested over her pubic mound and trickled between her thighs. Zoe’s fingers flexed, but her arms remained pinned to her sides.

The feast laid out before Claire made her salivate. Zoe had a beautiful pussy. Her outer labia were full and puffy; one of her inner lips slightly shorter than the other. And they were begging to be licked and sucked.

Clothed in her corset and nylons, Claire situated herself between Zoe’s thighs. With her elbows braced on the coffee table, she lapped at her like a woman dying of thirst. By the time she’d licked up every drop of wine, all she could taste was Zoe’s essence. Delicious.

Zoe writhed on the table, nipples erect, chest heaving with her heavy breaths. Fuelled by Zoe’s arousal, Claire licked her outer labia, then sucked and pulled on her inner labia, toying with the silky flesh.

The coffee table creaked each time Zoe thrust up to meet Claire, pelvis undulating. “Fuck. That feels so good.”

Fingers poised at her entrance, Claire peered up at Zoe over her pubic mound, locking eyes with her between the valley of her breasts. “Would you like me to fuck you?”

Zoe’s toes curled in the confines of her black high heels, every muscle taut. “Yes, please, Clea. Please fuck me.”

In response, Claire entered her. “So wet, Doll.” She sucked her fingers clean. “Is this all for me?”

“Yes, Clea. Do you like it? Am I a good girl?”

“A very good girl.” She entered her again. “If you keep behaving, I’ll let you come.” Claire motioned to Zoe’s hands. “Palm your breasts.”

She complied, and it was such a beautiful sight, Claire committed the look of rapture to memory—the colour in Zoe’s cheeks, the tension in her thighs, the bow of her back.

After a quick swipe of her tongue, Claire set a relentless rhythm, rubbing the tip of her nose back and forth across Zoe’s clit. She teased her mercilessly until…fingers grazed the top of her head. The contact was so brief, she almost missed it.

Pleased yet disappointed at the same time, Claire inhaled Zoe’s scent, nostrils flaring as she withdrew her fingers.

Hovering above Zoe, she stared into her eyes. Zoe stared back, looking bereft.

Wondering if perhaps she did have a sadistic streak, Claire shook her head in admonishment. “You blew it, Doll.”


Chapter 24


Zoe



Abead of sweat trickled down Zoe’s neck. Being restrained without restraints was harder than she ever could’ve imagined. The split-second lapse left her more frustrated than she’d ever been.

Over the span of a few weeks, Claire had mastered her body and knew exactly how to drive her out of her mind. She’d learned how far to push and when to pull back, leaving Zoe balancing on the precipice. But until now, she’d never abandoned her so close to the edge.

Claire stared down at Zoe, her expression unreadable. Not knowing what to do, Zoe remained mute, hands back where they should’ve remained.

“You just forfeited an orgasm,” Claire said, her tone stern. “Understood?”

Resigned to her punishment, Zoe nodded. But if it was over, why wasn’t Claire untying her?

Her lips pulled into a smile, and Zoe wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or worried. Thankfully, Claire put her out of her misery.

“Lucky for you, you’re capable of achieving more than one orgasm.” She pulled one of Zoe’s nipples, making her back arch. “If you’re a good girl, I’ll grant you orgasm number two.”

Gratitude flooded Zoe and she let go of the breath she’d been holding. “Thank you, Clea.”

Crossing the room, Claire closed the drapes and flicked on the chair side lamp, casting the room in a warm hue. Back beside the coffee table, she unlaced her corset and let it fall to the floor. Her breasts were the perfect size for Zoe’s small hands, and her naked form tested her restraint. Reminding herself of the no touching without permission rule, she clasped the sides of the table with both hands.

Standing at the head of the table, facing her feet, Claire straddled Zoe’s face. Her pussy was slick and swollen with arousal. The tease of a promise made Zoe’s pulse race with anticipation.

When Claire lowered herself to Zoe’s mouth, she felt like all of her Christmases had come at once. Ignoring the knot of her ponytail digging into her skull, Zoe angled her head back and ran her tongue along the apex of Claire’s thighs. She tasted sweet and tangy.

In her mind’s eye, Zoe pictured Claire sitting atop her, palming her own breasts while she rode Zoe’s face. Her frantic movements and murmurs of pleasure turned Zoe on. Every muscle in her body burned with need. Whether for her own release or Claire’s didn’t matter. The fire inside her was so bright it eclipsed all thought.

A surge of panic sank its hands into Zoe when Claire cupped her breasts, the touch taking her by surprise. Reminding herself she was safe, she relaxed into the caress, relishing in the feel of Claire tugging her nipples until they hurt so good.

Claire’s weight shifted seconds before she walked her hands down Zoe’s torso, connecting their bodies inch by slow inch. Skin to skin, mouth to pussy, pussy to mouth.

A vertebra cracked as it aligned itself in Zoe’s lower back. Although Claire was far from heavy, supporting the weight of her upper body on her elbows, Zoe was still thankful for the blanket beneath her.

All thoughts of comfort fled the minute Claire’s tongue flicked across Zoe’s clit. The new position meant Zoe had to lift her head to maintain contact. The urge to wrap her arms around Claire’s waist and pull her down consumed Zoe.

Instinctively, her arms levitated. Her brain kicked in and she lowered them again.

Shit, that was close. She almost blew it for a second time.

The throaty chuckle that vibrated in Claire’s chest let Zoe know she hadn’t missed the movement. She’d probably counted on it.

Bracing herself to face the consequences, Zoe held her breath. When Claire didn’t stop devouring her, Zoe dove back between her legs. They rocked against each other, tongues delving, breathing laboured, sweat pooling between their naked torsos.

When Claire entered her with two fingers, mouth never letting up, Zoe almost flew apart.

“Fuck!”

“I am. Fucking. You.” Her body weight shifted as she plunged in and out of Zoe, thumb circling her clit.

Exactly how she liked it; how she needed it to come hard and fast. The binds tugged at Zoe’s ankles as she wiggled and squirmed. Having her legs bound was equally as exhilarating as it was frustrating.

“I’m going to come,” Claire said, the words hurtling Zoe closer to the edge. She held her tongue flat, letting Claire take what she needed.

“Oh yeah, baby. Just like that. Hold still.”

As Claire spoke, she didn’t miss a beat, continuing to work Zoe with her thumb and fingers.

“Come with me, Doll.” Claire’s command was like a match to kindling.

A gasp worked its way between Zoe’s ears and Claire’s thighs as Claire trembled above her, riding out her orgasm with barely a sound.

Unlike her lover, Zoe couldn’t hold back her cries of passion. When she came seconds after Claire, a muffled cry burst from her lips. Every muscle in her body contracted and released as her climax ebbed and flowed.

Their sweaty bodies made a sucking noise as Claire pushed up off the coffee table. Eyes heavy with lust, she leaned down for a kiss, sharing the intoxicating taste of each other.

“You’re amazing.” Claire released Zoe and towed her over to the sofa.

Sated and content, Zoe snuggled into her. “You’re pretty amazing yourself.”

A meow sounded, and Molly jumped up beside them. Wondering how long she’d been watching the show, Zoe grinned.

Claire returned her smile along with a sweet kiss.


Chapter 25


Zoe



Aweek later…

“What?” Zoe asked when Claire entered the living room looking both pained and pleased.

“That was Mum!” She pocketed her phone. “We have some newborn lambs to meet.”

Ecstatic, Zoe leapt to her feet. “Why do you look like you’re constipated?”

Claire clutched her stomach. “Aunt Flow’s coming with us.”

“Aw, poor thing.” Who knew, by next month they might be in sync. She’d heard of that happening. Or was that just in the movies?

“I’ll give you a massage when we get back.”

“I’ll be fine once the painkillers kick in. Come on.” Claire grabbed her car keys and locked the house.

Like expecting parents, they already had everything they needed—bottles, teats, and milk-replacer for lambs and kids. The four-legged kind that chewed everything and were great escape artists. Some could say human kids were capable of doing the same, she supposed.

“Will we get to bring them home?” Zoe asked as she buckled up.

“Hopefully. But that will depend on whether Mum and Dad have managed to get enough colostrum into their little bellies.”

“Oh.” Zoe had a lot to learn about farm animals, but just like human babies needed colostrum to thrive, it made sense animals did too. “How come they’re orphans?”

She could’ve just asked if their mother died, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. How awful to be a baby alone in the world.

“One of them was a twin and was rejected by its mother.”

“That doesn’t sound very nice.” Zoe’s mom had never been overly maternal, but she’d never felt unwanted either. Of course, they were talking about two different species.

“It might not, but for sheep it’s a survival instinct. If they feel they can’t protect their babies, they’ll reject one. And in some cases, both.”

Better informed, Zoe mulled that over as they whizzed past massive vineyards, some open to the public. They were in a much better state than the ones barely off the ground at the cottage.

“Are you still going to try and grow grapevines?”

“I’ll leave what’s there for now, but I don’t know. Once it comes to harvesting, it’ll be a lot of work, which means we’ll need staff. I’m not sure if I’m cut out for all of that.”

“I think you could do anything you put your mind to.”

Claire shot her an appreciative glance. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

There was a bigger question that begged to be asked, though. “What made you buy a vineyard if you weren’t sure that was what you wanted?”

“That’s a very good question.” Claire slowed as a sign welcomed them to Omahu.

As they took the swooping bend, heading towards a bridge, Zoe took in the Marae on her left—a Māori meeting house—and the cemetery on her right.

The houses were mostly old, some of them derelict, yet new structures sat on front yards as if it was out with the old and in with the new.

“What’s with the tiny homes?”

“This place got hammered during cyclone Gabrielle,” Claire said as they crossed the bridge.

Zoe peered out the window at a river below, nose pushed to the cool glass. The shallow stream looked harmless enough, but looks could be deceiving.

“Some people wonder why anyone would want to rebuild in a flood zone. But like any freak event, I guess they just pray it never happens again.”

“Like the Napier earthquake.”

Claire snapped her fingers. “Exactly like that!”

Not long after, they came to another intersection and Claire turned right.

While she concentrated on driving, Zoe steered the conversation back on track. “You were saying about the vineyard.”

“Oh, right.” She accelerated as they hit the open road speed limit again. “I used to work at an aged care facility.” She tapped her head. “Didn’t have the brains for much more, farming’s always been my life.”

“Yet you didn’t follow in your parents’ footsteps.”

“No.” She shook her head, regret evident in her tone. “I was blinded by love. Amy was a city girl. I moved into town to be with her.”

During the brief pause, it struck Zoe why Claire had been so concerned about what Zoe wanted for her future. Thankfully, they were on the same page. If Zoe said she wanted to move into the city, she wasn’t sure Claire would be willing to relent for a second time. Nor should she have to.

“It wasn’t all bad,” Claire continued. “I loved my job, and while working at the care centre, I met an elderly couple who became very dear to me. A year before Mr Bankier died, he started coming into the centre for respite care. During that time, I grew closer and closer to Mrs Bankier. Long story short, Mr Bankier died around the time Amy and I broke up.”

Zoe’s heart constricted on Claire’s behalf. Enduring two such losses so closely together must’ve been hell for her. And she’d heard it said the end of a relationship could be as painful as a death. She’d never really been in love so couldn’t say if that was true.

The thing that hurt the most when she broke up with Sam was the abuse of trust. She hadn’t grieved the loss of the relationship for more than a week.

Forgetting her own woes, Zoe passed on her condolences. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, but honestly, I was blessed to have known them; in more ways than imaginable. After Mr Bankier passed away, my relationship with Mrs B grew stronger as her eyesight grew weaker. She had no family and never had kids. No longer having to rush home after work, I would take her to appointments and to get her groceries.

“As her health deteriorated, she had to sell the villa and come into the rest home for full-time care. I would sit with her for hours, combing her hair and telling her stories. Some real, some made up. Most about how much I loved growing up on a farm.”

She glanced at Zoe, love for the couple shining in her eyes. “Long story short, I have Mr and Mrs Bankier to thank for where I am today. They left everything they had to me in their will.”

Some people could envy her for that and perhaps some did, but despite never having met the couple, Zoe felt immense gratitude. Their generosity couldn’t have befallen a better human being.

“Did you know they were going to do that?” Zoe asked.

“Nope. It came as a complete shock. Some days, it still feels surreal.” Claire slowed as they came up behind a milk tanker.

Sunlight glistened off the silver tanks that held around twenty-thousand litres of milk, according to Claire.

“What about you?” Claire asked. “What did Zoe do before becoming a nomad?”

The term pulled a grin from her. “Childcare. I worked as a head teacher for a while. I thought I might be able to get a job as a nanny, but that doesn’t seem as prevalent in New Zealand.”

“People can barely afford to feed their kids, let alone pay for that kind of luxury,” Claire said.

“We won’t have to worry about putting food on the table.” Zoe’s mind flicked to the greenhouse, vegetable garden, and fruit trees they’d planted. “Our kids will be able to pick an apple off a tree or dig a carrot out of the soil, shake it off, and be good to go.” Realising what she’d said, Zoe slapped a hand over her mouth. “It’s this car, I swear. It makes a whole lot of nonsense roll out of my mouth.”

Claire squeezed her hand across the console. “I like your nonsense.”


Chapter 26


Claire



Two hours after leaving Napier, Claire drove up the long winding driveway leading to her childhood home. Sheep filled paddocks on either side of them; many with babies, others yet to give birth. As they rounded the last bend, Lass and Lad, her parents’ sheepdogs, came racing out to greet them.

“Oh, cool. I love dogs.” Zoe shot forward in her seat, trying to see them better as they raced around the car. “Are they friendly?”

“They will lick you to death.” And they did, backsides and tails wagging frantically.

Hearing the commotion, Claire’s mum appeared from around the side of the house. Her gumboots came up to her knees, and hay clung to her jersey. Her hair was as dark as Claire’s, and although she was only fifty-three, strands of grey shimmered under the cloudy sky.

“Lass. Lad. Come here.” She pointed to a spot at her feet, and they obediently raced over and sat, tongues hanging out.

Head tilted, Zoe eyed Claire with amusement. “Let me guess—a girl and a boy.”

“Gorgeous and smart,” Claire said with equal amusement.

“Please tell me we’re not going to call our lambs Boy and Girl.”

“Nope.” Claire joined hands with Zoe. “You can name them.”

The smile that split Zoe’s face was worth handing over the task. In all honesty, Claire didn’t mind what they were called. Once they had an entire flock of sheep—at least, that was the plan—it would be hard to discern who was who anyway.

“Hey.” Claire hugged her mum, breathing in the scent of wildflowers and grass. And under that was something else. Formula. “How are they?”

“Two days old and doing well.” She turned to Zoe. “Hello, love. Nice to see you again.”

“You too.”

Being a hugger, her mother pulled Zoe into a bone-crushing hug. Looking at Claire over her mum’s shoulder, Zoe’s eyes bugged out, making Claire smile.

With the dogs circling them like bodyguards, they tramped across paddocks towards the barn and wool shed. Come shearing time, it would be full of sheep and a shearing gang.

The expression on Zoe’s face when Claire’s dad stepped out with a baby lamb in his arms was worth more than all the riches in the world. She stared with a mixture of wonder and tenderness.

“Way you go.” Claire swept her arm in that direction.

Zoe raced across the paddock in her gumboots. An old pair of Claire’s that were slightly too big, but an extra pair of socks had sorted that out.

Claire’s mum slowed the pace, dragging the metaphorical chain. “She’s lovely.”

There was more to come; Claire was sure of it. And sure enough, her mum continued, gently digging with a teaspoon instead of going all in with a shovel to get the dirt.

“You look happy.”

“I’m always happy.” Claire bent to pet Lad when he circled back around. Lass was sitting by the barn, happy to watch everyone.

“Happier.”

“I am.”

At her mum’s exasperated look, she came clean, confirming they were more than friends. Her mother had been her rock, family was important, so she didn’t often keep things from them. At least, not things that filled her with joy, and in turn lit up her mother.

Telling her the full extent of Amy’s betrayal would only hurt her as much as it’d hurt Claire, so that was something she would never tell her parents.

“Your father’s fond of her too.” Her mum pointed to the barn, where he had his head together with Zoe. “She has a gentle soul.”

“She’s been burnt too.”

“Well, I’m glad you found each other. It’ll make what you have all the more special.”

“Do you think that’s why I’ve fallen for her so fast?” Claire asked, aware they’d almost reached the barn and that would put an end to this conversation.

“I think you’ve learnt to follow your heart.”

That could be taken in so many ways, and they’d all be true. Claire had wanted to stay on the farm in some capacity, but she’d given up that dream because Amy hated the idea. The house they’d bought together hadn’t been her first pick, but she’d conceded.

Sure, compromise was a huge part of any relationship, but that didn’t mean it was always equal. She wouldn’t make that mistake again—compromising her own happiness for the sake of another.

“Hey, kid.” Claire’s dad hugged her in greeting.

“Look.” Zoe showed her the lamb in her arms, cradling it like a puppy. “Meet Penelope.”

She handed it over and the little girl bleated, melting Claire’s heart. She’d missed this. The innocence of newborn lambs. The joy of their high-pitched bleats and wagging tails.

Bending, Zoe picked up a second lamb. She hugged it to her chest, front legs over her forearm. “And this is⁠—”

“I know…” Claire interrupted. “Let’s call them Lord and Lady Fluffington.” Close to Lass and Lad, but with an air of sophistication. And a great way to make Zoe puff out her cheeks.

“We might as well just call them Lamb and Chop.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of Carpet and Sweater.”

“I like it,” Zoe sniped, plainly not liking the idea at all.

“When you’re done,” Claire’s dad said, watching the exchange with amusement. “I’ll take you for a look around the farm. See if there are any more orphans that need rounding up.”

“Take Zoe.” Whenever he did the rounds, it was normally on the quad bike. “I’ll stay here with Mum.”

“Can I?” Zoe lit up the same as she had when she went to the rugby game with Tyler.

It was all so new to her, and it was a pleasure not only to be the one to open her eyes to a different way of living from city life, but to witness the pure joy it brought her.

“Of course,” Claire’s mum said, reaching for the lamb Zoe was holding. She put it back in the fenced-in pen, and Claire did the same with Penelope.

“Go on,” Claire prompted. “Name her.”

Eyes heavenward, Zoe tapped her lip. “What about Lady Baba?”

It sounded ludicrous but made everyone laugh.

Zoe giggled. “I was kidding.”

“Actually, I like it,” Claire said.
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With no more orphaned lambs to report, and after being given the rundown on what food and treatments Lady Baba and Penelope had been given—navels sprayed with iodine, vaccinated against clostridial diseases—they were on their way home, with two lambs poking their heads out of a cardboard box on the backseat.

Claire glanced in the rear-view mirror at Zoe, who hadn’t wanted to leave their sides. “You okay?”

“Yeah. They’re so cute.” She patted a woolly head. “And soft.”

“Their wool will earn good money.”

“Does that mean you won’t send them to the butcher to turn them into lamb chops?”

Butchers didn’t slaughter lambs, but Claire didn’t bother getting into that. It was a tough subject for some, and she wasn’t turning them into food, so it didn’t matter.

“These little guys are Romneys. They have a good fleece weight. Perfect for jerseys, or sweaters as you like to say, and other knitwear, so we’ll get decent money for their wool.”

“Cool. I could make some socks.”

“You knit?”

“No.” Zoe laughed. She was as cute as the newborn lambs.

By the time they got home, they had conked out, and Zoe was back in the passenger seat, her gaze periodically flicking over the back. Bypassing the cottage, Claire headed down the dirt track to the barn.

As soon as she came to a stop, Zoe leant over the back of the seat and gently rocked the box. “Hey, little ones. We’re home now.”

They were both on their feet, pink tongues showing with each bleat.

“Are they calling for their mother?” Zoe asked as they climbed out.

“Yep. And that’s you now.”

Their gazes met over the roof of the car.

“Are you happy?” Claire asked unnecessarily.

“Very.” Zoe’s head disappeared, and she popped back up with one of the lambs in her arms. If it was possible, she glowed even brighter.

“Which one’s that?” Claire asked as she reached into the back seat and retrieved the other. They could’ve just dragged the box out, but she didn’t want to risk one of them trying to jump out or the bottom falling out of the cardboard box.

“Lady Baba.”

“So I’ve got Pen?” She held her up. “Hello, Penelope.” She received a bleat in return. “Come see your new home.”

From the top corner of the barn, high up on the rafters, Molly watched them. Her nose twitched, sussing out the unfamiliar scent.

“Here.” Claire opened the gate to the stall they’d sectioned off in the barn, letting Zoe enter. Once inside, she handed over Penelope. “You sit with them, while I race back to the house and mix some formula.”

“How often do we have to feed them?”

There was no way to soften the blow, so Claire just came out with it. “Every two to three hours for the first two weeks.”

“What?!” Zoe’s mouth fell open, eyes wide.

“Think of it as training…” She didn’t say for when they had their own, but the unspoken words might as well have been written across the barn wall. “We’re in for some long nights, but we can take shifts.”

Which still meant they’d be up every four to six hours, but they could also nap during the day. It was all part of the responsibility. Once Penelope and Lady Baba were a month old, if they were doing well, they could drop it back to every four hours. They would start eating hay and be able to venture outside.

Penelope, or maybe it was Lady Baba, bleated. The other one joined in. It’d already been three hours since their last bottle, so their bellies would be empty.

Zoe sat amongst the hay on the ground and leaned against the bale. Fighting for superiority, the lambs clambered over her lap, nudging each other out of the way.

Heart full, Claire leaned on the top rail of the gate. “Hold out a finger.”

With a dubious look, Zoe stuck out her pointer finger. When a lamb latched on, suckling and pulling, tail wagging, her glee lit up the entire barn.

Needing to capture the moment, Claire grabbed her phone and took a picture. She took another with herself in the frame and immediately texted both to Zoe. She could show who she wanted.

Now that Claire’s shameful secret was out and Zoe was still by her side, she no longer lived in fear of being recognised in any amateur porn.


Chapter 27


Zoe



The next two months were some of the most exhausting yet rewarding months of Zoe’s life. Lady Baba and Penelope were now nine weeks old, and she could finally function without feeling like her eyeballs were hanging out.

Feeling like a new person after a full night’s sleep, Zoe tipped her head back under the shower spray and closed her eyes. Shortly after, the bathroom door burst open, scaring the life out of her.

Molly, who’d been sitting on top of the bathroom cabinet, snuck out the window.

Hand on her pounding heart, Zoe flicked back the shower curtain. She narrowed her eyes at Claire. “Don’t do that to me!”

“What? Surprise you?” She kicked off her boxers and tee and joined Zoe.

The feel of Claire’s body plastered to Zoe’s back awoke her libido. She tweaked Zoe’s nipples, pulling and twisting until delicious shards of pleasure shot between her legs. A whimper escaped Zoe as Claire spun her around.

“I’ve missed this.”

“Me too.” Zoe melted into her.

They kissed for what felt like an eternity, water raining down on them, hands roaming, breath mingling.

“Spread your legs.”

The softly spoken command sent shivers down Zoe’s spine. Acquiescing, she parted her thighs as far as the bath would allow, feet pressed against the porcelain.

“Good girl,” Claire murmured, then she was inside Zoe, fingers buried in her heat.

Breathless, Zoe clutched Claire’s arm, doing all she could to stay on her feet as Claire continued to drive her higher and higher.

Finding Zoe’s thigh, Claire rocked her pelvis, her wet heat mingling with the shower spray as she ground against her. Then her mouth was on Zoe’s neck, nipping and sucking until Zoe was a throbbing mess.

Claire’s body trembled. Her movements became more frantic, hips gyrating. “Close, Doll. Come with me.”

The sound of her pleasure exploded inside Zoe. Spots danced in her vision, and she moaned in ecstasy, revelling in the waves of euphoria that rolled through her as her orgasm crested.

Once they both caught their breath, Claire released Zoe. Gazing lovingly into her eyes, she pushed wet strands of hair off Zoe’s face and curled them behind her ears.

“That wasn’t what I came in for. But wow, you are impossible to resist.”

Feeling euphoric, Zoe kissed her on the lips. “For the record, that’s the kind of surprise I don’t mind.”

“Noted.” Claire moved Zoe aside, lathered up and rinsed off. Done, she rotated Zoe again, putting her back under the showerhead.

Droplets of water landed on Zoe’s jeans and t-shirt as Claire flicked back the curtain and climbed out. “Um, my clothes.”

“You won’t need those. We’re going out.”

She would need clothes. At least, Zoe assumed so—but the ones on the floor were only any good for the farm.

“What about the animals?”

“They’ll be fine. We need a break.”

There was no arguing with that. Or maybe there was. It was hard to say without knowing what Claire had in mind. That was garbage too. As long as Claire was by her side, there was nowhere else Zoe would rather be.

And Claire was right. After a month of round-the-clock feedings, they deserved a break. Lady Baba and Penelope were big enough to stay outside during the day, but they still brought them in at night. They slept better knowing they were safe and dry and had a bed of hay to sleep on.

“Janie phoned,” Claire said. “She has tickets for the hooker river cruise and wanted to know if we’d like to go. I kind of answered for you and said we were in.”

Zoe shut off the water. “What is it with your friend? A sex toy party now a hooker cruise?”

“Huka. H-U-K-A.”

“Who-ka. There’s a U!”

“There is. I’m right here.”

Crazy about this kind, charismatic woman, Zoe kissed her again. “Can I wear a dress?”

“Does a hooker spread her legs?”

“Not always.”

“There’s your answer.”

That was no help at all, and likely Claire’s way of not telling Zoe how to dress. In the bedroom, Zoe sank onto the side of the bed, towel wrapped around her. Outside, dew covered the fields and the sun was shining.

“Have you been there before?”

“Not for a long time.” Claire pulled on her jeans, head disappearing when she yanked a tee over her head. “What about you? Ever been to Niagara?”

“No. I came to New Zealand instead.”

“I’m glad.” Her warm gaze heated Zoe’s skin, making her all soft inside like a marshmallow.

Making the most of the opportunity to wear something other than jeans, Zoe grabbed her marble print dress off the hanger. The blue and white swirls complemented her petite frame and drew the eye away from her breasts. It’d been a selling point at one time, but not so much anymore.

“I’ll check on Penelope and Lady Baba and meet you in the car.”

“Sure.” That would buy her around ten minutes.

Scrambling to get ready, Zoe grabbed the hair dryer and curled a few blond strands around her face. And because they were going out, she glammed it up with some blush and lipstick. For the finishing touch, she added some Greenstone tiny drop earrings she’d bought in Auckland and slipped her feet into some flat shoes.
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As they drove through Taupō, Zoe glanced out the passenger window at the now-familiar Super Loos. The sun was a ball of orange in a clear blue sky, and the park was packed with families making the most of the good weather.

“Are we meeting Janie there?” Her quick search online showed that the cruise left from Aratiatia Dam carpark, not far from Taupō.

“Yep. And Sheryl.”

“Oh.” Zoe’s stomach swirled. She wasn’t sure how she felt about Sheryl. For some reason, she’d felt intimidated by her.

“Why did you just deflate?”

“It’s nothing.”

“You’re not a very good liar, and I get it. Sheryl can be a bit much when she’s pissed, but she’s got a good heart, and she’s fiercely loyal.”

That much Zoe garnered the night of the sex toy party. She also knew pissed meant drunk in Kiwi terms.

“You guys say piss a lot.”

Claire shot her a grin. “Does that piss you off?”

“Are you taking the piss?” Zoe brushed the back of her fingers on her dress, feeling proud of herself for knowing some of the local dialect.

In her mind, she translated what she’d just said.

Taking the piss – mocking someone.

They rounded a bend in the road and crossed a bridge. Zoe looked down at the deep, blue water. “What river’s that?”

“The mighty Waikato. The longest river in New Zealand. 425 kilometres.”

More interesting facts. Claire might’ve quipped she didn’t have the brains to do more than work at a care centre, but she was a world of knowledge when it came to her country.

“What’s the longest river in Canada?”

Having no idea, Zoe punched the question into her phone. “The Mackenzie River. 4241 kilometres.”

“Now you’re showing off,” Claire said with a grin.

“Go big or go home.”

“Amen.” Claire turned off the main road into a parking area.

Tall trees of various shades of green loomed over campervans and other vehicles. Two women standing by a silver sedan waved frantically. Zoe recognised them immediately. Janie wore a green floral-print dress that complemented the coppery tones of her hair, and Sheryl wore three-quarter jeans with a vest.

Claire pulled into the spot they appeared to have been safeguarding. “Ready?”

“Yep.” Zoe grabbed her shoulder bag.

There wasn’t much in it—sunglasses, hand sanitiser, water bottle, and passport. She doubted she would need any ID today, but ever since the night at the backpackers, she felt better knowing her passport was in her possession.

They climbed out and were given a warm welcome. Janie hugged her tight, the same as she had the night they left her party. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Zoe said. “Thanks for inviting us.”

Sheryl inserted herself between Janie and Zoe. “That was my idea.” She flicked her gaze to Claire and back at Zoe. “Told you she was a top chick.”

“Oh, really?” Claire raised an eyebrow. “When was this?”

“The other day. We’re practically besties. Right, cuz?”

“Right, mate.” Zoe played along, aware of how ridiculous that sounded coming out of her mouth.

Moving things along, Janie started walking. “Stick with me. I’ve got the tickets.”

“I’ll be your tour guide,” Sheryl said from Zoe’s right. “What’s your last name?”

“Anderson.”

“Well, Ms Anderson-Evans⁠—”

“Shut up.” Claire laughed, arm draped across Zoe’s shoulder.

“As I was saying. You are about to experience the best views of zee most visited natural attraction in New Zealand.”

It didn’t take long to see why Sheryl was part of Claire’s friend circle. She was actually pretty cool. Janie was more the strong, silent type. Her presence was a soothing balm without her having to make idle conversation. Peyton could be like that, and that thought made Zoe miss her dreadfully. She would fit in with them all so well.

Since she couldn’t be there, Zoe vowed to do the next best thing—take hundreds of pictures to bomb Peyton with.

They joined a small queue beside a boat that was as red as the barn and not much bigger. Claire boarded ahead of Zoe and offered a hand. The boat rocked, and she held tight while Zoe found her footing.

“Inside or out, ladies?” Janie asked as they stood in a group on the rear deck.

“Inside,” Sheryl said. “Once we’re out on the water⁠—”

“We are on the water,” Janie said with a grin.

“Keep that up”—Sheryl mock lunged for her—“and you’ll become better acquainted with said water.”

“Come on.” Deciding for everyone, Claire led the way inside. She pointed to a door that opened onto the bow. Or was it the stern? The front of the boat, anyway. “Later, we should have the opportunity to step out onto the viewing deck.”

“Coffee, anyone?” Janie asked as she found seating for four.

“Uh-uh.” Claire pointed. “Sit.” She looked at Zoe. “Be right back.”

Seated, Janie turned to Zoe. “So, how do you like New Zealand?”

“I love it,” Zoe replied. “People are really friendly and laidback.”

“You’ll find that more so as you head south.” Janie pointed at Sheryl. “Don’t go there.”

“Hey!” She held up her hands. “I wasn’t going to say anything you didn’t already think.”

That was a good point, and something Zoe would have to remember next time someone said something similar to her.

Claire returned with a tray and handed out hot drinks. “They didn’t have peach tea, so I got you berry. I hope that’s okay.”

“Perfect.” Zoe took the proffered drink. Berry notes wafted out of the small slit in the lid as she raised it to her lips and almost burned them off.

“Hot?” Sheryl asked, not missing a thing.

Claire flung an arm across Zoe’s shoulders. “She is. And she’s mine.”

The act of ownership speared Zoe’s heart as surely as if Cupid had struck her with an arrow.

“Got any mates who want to come to New Zealand?” Sheryl asked. “I have a room.”

It was hard to tell if she was joking or not, but she earned herself a couple of eye rolls. Not from Zoe, though. Now that she knew Sheryl better, her mind immediately flicked to Peyton. Telling herself she was being ridiculous, she put the thought out of her mind as fast as it’d appeared.

The tour operator’s voice came over the speaker as the boat pulled away from the dock, cruising along the smooth water at a leisurely pace.

“Welcome aboard, everyone. Please, sit back and relax as we glide along the Waikato River to Huka Falls.”

Now that she wasn’t addressing people, Zoe slipped her sunglasses on. She’d always found it poor etiquette, talking to people you barely knew with your eyes hidden behind shades, so she refrained.

As they continued along the river, their guide gave everyone a running commentary, telling them about the birdlife, natural hot streams, geothermal energy, the native bush surrounding them, and other interesting facts.

“The volume of water often approaches 220 cubic metres per second, making the Huka Falls one of the highest flowing waterfalls in the world.”

They rounded a bend in the river, and the falls came into view. They weren’t overly tall, but Zoe could feel the power of them all the way from the boat. Water churned at the base, spreading out and merging with the aqua-blue smooth surface beyond the drop.

Sheryl stood. “Let’s head out to the viewing platform.”

Claire pointed to a family with two kids, sitting near the front of the boat. “What about them?”

The woman waved them off. “We’re fine. You ladies go.”

“Thank you,” Zoe said, grabbing her shoulder bag and following.

They climbed three metal stairs and stepped onto a caged viewing deck. Holding tight to the rail, Zoe closed her eyes, marvelling at the feel of the spray on her face. Claire’s arm came around her waist, and euphoria swept through Zoe.

She leaned back against her, her heart full. “This is amazing.”

Claire rested her chin on Zoe’s shoulder. “It’s pretty cool.”

“Here.” Janie wiggled her fingers in a gimme gesture. “Give me your phone.”

Claire handed it over. “Don’t click on the gallery. You’ll be scarred for life.”

Wide-eyed, Zoe turned to Claire with an incredulous look. Of course, right at that moment, Janie clicked a picture. What made it extra special, and no one but Zoe probably realised it, was that Claire had made a joke insinuating pornographic material without falling apart.

Janie took a few more pictures with the falls behind them and then told Sheryl to join Claire and Zoe.

“You too.” Claire motioned her over.

Arm extended, Janie did her best to fit them all in the frame.

The young woman who’d told them to go first stepped outside. “Would you like me to take one?”

“That would be great.” Janie handed over the phone.

“Hope she doesn’t look at your X-rated gallery,” Sheryl muttered under her breath, making them all laugh.

The picture was perfect. They all looked like they didn’t have a care in the world, and right then, that was exactly how Zoe felt. Like nothing else existed but this moment.


Chapter 28


Claire



Aweek after their trip to Huka Falls, another dream of Claire’s finally came to fruition. They’d spent the morning picking up their hens, and she couldn’t wait to show them their new home.

She glanced in the rear-view mirror at their featherless friends in the crate on the trailer she was towing behind them. “Remind me of their names again.”

Sitting in the passenger seat, glance flicking out the rear window, Zoe ticked them off on her fingers “Clover, Tootsie, Maple, Cupcake, and Lady Bird. I left one for you to name.”

“That’s easy.” Claire pulled to a stop by the barn. “Mother Clucker.”

With an amused grin, Zoe cracked open the car door, letting in the scent of the farm. “I don’t suppose they can be more traumatised than they already have been. Let’s show these girls their new home.”

The thought made Claire’s heart thump. For the first time in their lives, six hens would know freedom—what it was like to walk on grass, to peck at the dirt, to stretch their wings.

Battery cages were banned in New Zealand in 2023 but colony cages were still in use. Sure, they were larger, but with an area of an A4 piece of paper per hen, it was still inhumane in Claire’s opinion.

Initially, they’d looked at wooden coops—it was all Claire had known as a child—but the salesperson deserved a medal for convincing her to buy a plastic coop. They lasted longer, were less likely to harbour critters (like mites) and the pull-out tray meant it would be easier to clean. That alone had sealed the deal.

In a blur of black fur, Molly came bounding across the paddock. The second she spotted the chickens, she skidded to a halt. With her watching from a safe distance, Claire and Zoe hefted the cages off the trailer and into the barn.

“The poor darlings,” Zoe said, setting a cage inside the area they’d cordoned off for them. “Why haven’t they got feathers? Is it because of the cramped space they’ve been kept in?”

“Partly,” Claire said, but it was more complex than that. “They’re kept at a constant heat to reflect summer, so when they moult, their feathers don’t grow back.”

There was another reason, but she didn’t want to depress Zoe by telling her commercially farmed chickens often plucked each other’s feathers out because they were bored, and really, that was the only thing they had to do.

“That’s sad,” Zoe said, her expression downcast.

“Very!” Claire said with a little too much jubilance. Her mind was already on the bright future ahead of them. “But these girls no longer have to worry about that, and if we want their feathers to grow back, it’s our job to make sure they don’t get bored.”

They both looked down at the wire cages, lids off, chickens staring at them in confusion. Molly, now perched on a rafter, watched from above.

“Give them a nudge,” Claire said.

“Come on, Tootsie.” Zoe prodded one of their featherless friends. “Out you get.”

“How do you know that one’s Tootsie?”

“Her comb’s paler than the others.”

They were all pale—one more effect of their poor living conditions, but with time, they should turn red and stand up straighter too.

After all six had been given a nudge, and all six refused to budge, Claire took matters into her own hands. “Sorry, girls, but there’s only one thing for it.”

She picked up each cage in turn and shook them loose. It felt mean, but they were never coming out otherwise.
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Over the next few weeks, with some gentle coaxing, it didn’t take long for the hens to come out of their shells. They graduated from a diet of mash—chicken food mixed with water—to being fed their pellets and water separately. Imagine that. For the first time in their lives, they knew what it was like to drink water on its own.

“Look at her!” Zoe was in stitches, watching Lady Bird preen in front of the oval mirror Claire had taken off the dresser in the spare room.

Like her childhood chickens, they all had distinct personalities and entertained them for hours.

Behind Lady Bird, two of the hens occupied themselves pecking at a swinging treat holder Zoe had fashioned and filled with fresh vegetables from the greenhouse—chard, lettuce, and cauliflower leaves.

Just as Cupcake was about to pull a leaf out of the holder, Claire’s chicken nudged her aside and made off with it.

Zoe slammed her hands on her hips and stamped her foot. “Mother Clucker!”

“That’s my girl,” Claire said with a grin.

When it came to pecking order, she’d asserted her dominance, but she was also very sweet.


Chapter 29


Zoe



“Living the dream, huh?” Peyton’s smiling face filled Zoe’s tablet. “Scooping chicken shit.”

“Yep, I love it,” Zoe replied.

Farm life was more rewarding than she ever could’ve imagined. In some ways, it was a complete turnaround from childcare. In other ways, it was similar. She still got to enjoy seeing babies grow and thrive.

“Wanna meet them?”

“Yes!” Peyton said enthusiastically.

Piggybacking off her friend’s excitement, Zoe jumped to her feet. If they were going to do this, they had to do it now. “My tablet’s nearly flat.”

“So’s mine. Flat and rectangular.”

“You’re hilarious.”

“Take your phone. I’ll call you back.”

That was currently charging. Always the way.

“It’ll be fine.” If worst came to worst, she could plug her tablet into the spare charger she kept in the barn.

The chickens loved music as much as Zoe loved sitting with them, listening to her favourite tunes and enjoying the sense of serenity that washed over her during those moments.

Outside, Zoe put her tablet on the rocking chair as she pulled on her gumboots, giving Peyton a view of the sky. It was November, five months since she’d arrived at the cottage. Ironically, almost having her pack stolen had led her to exactly where she was supposed to be.

Halfway to the barn, Molly came running over to greet her. “Hey there, gorgeous.”

“Is that lover girl?” Peyton asked.

“Yep!” Laughing, Zoe angled her tablet at Molly. “The love of my life.”

Peyton cooed to the cat. “Hey, pretty girl.”

Molly paid her no mind.

“Do the…” Peyton paused, looking thoughtful. “Do the chooks mind her?”

“They don’t seem to,” Zoe said, now familiar with the Kiwi term for chickens. “And well done.”

Peyton grinned. “I’ll be speaking Kiwi before you know it.”

“What’s a fanny?”

“Nope!” Peyton held up her hands, palms covering most of the screen. “That’s one I’ll never embrace.”

That was fair. When the word fanny had meant one thing to you for your entire life, it was hard to wrap your head around an entire nation using it as slang for vagina.

“Where’s lady love?”

“Checking fences. Somehow, Lady Baba and Penelope managed to get out.”

Their neighbour, Brendon, alerted them while doing the rounds of his property, which Zoe was grateful for. If she’d made the discovery herself, she would’ve flown into a frenzy.

“And here they are.” Zoe flicked the camera around on her tablet, giving Peyton an up-close view of Penelope and Lady Baba. Zoe had sent her countless photos, but there was nothing like meeting them in real-time to see their personalities and hear their cute bleats.

“Oh my God. They’re adorable. Which one’s which?”

Zoe scratched Penelope behind the ear. “This is Pen.” A wet nose nudged her other hand through the fence. Unprepared, Zoe’s tablet hit the grass.

“Oops.” She retrieved it and flicked the camera back around.

“How can you tell them apart?”

“The same as a mother with identical twins, I guess.” Plus, Penelope was slightly shorter and her left ear curled at the tip.

“I’m really happy for you, Zoe,” Peyton smiled warmly. “I know I wasn’t very supportive about you going on this trip, but⁠—”

“Please don’t keep apologising,” Zoe interrupted. “Your heart was in the right place. And as it turns out, you were right.”

“Uh-uh. There’s no way I could’ve predicted this for you. Maybe I should come to New Zealand.”

“Do it!” Zoe said.

“I might surprise you one day.”

The sound of clucking grew louder as Zoe strolled through the barn. The scent of hay swirled around her, and so did the hens. They were more confident about being outside, but their coop was still in the barn, and they got shut in at night to keep them safe from predators.

Foxes weren’t of concern, because there weren’t any in New Zealand, but that didn’t mean wild animals weren’t lurking. Rats were also known to bite chickens and eat their food, but so far Molly was doing a great job of keeping any away.

Noticing she only had five percent charge left, Zoe plugged in her tablet and sank onto a hay bale. She often sat out here, listening to iTunes. There was something soothing about sitting in the barn, light filtering through the gaps, with the chickens nearby, playing their own music.

“What’s that sound?” Peyton asked, head side-on to the screen, ears practically twitching.

“The chicken dance.” Zoe flipped the camera around, aiming it at the hens pecking at the xylophone. “They love it.”

“Who knew.”

“Indeed.” They were such inquisitive creatures it was hard to fathom they’d spent the first year of their lives locked in a cage.

“Will their feathers ever grow back?” Peyton asked.

“It can take up to a year.” But they were getting there, and at different rates. While Lady Bird, Cupcake, and Mother Clucker seemed to continuously sprout new feathers overnight, Penny, Clover and Maple were taking longer to regain their plumage.

Peyton yawned, showing Zoe her tonsils for the third time and reminding her it was almost midnight back home.

“I should let you go. It’s time to round up this lot for the night and find something to cook for tea.”

“You lot are weird. Why do you call it that?”

Zoe loved how Peyton referred to her as one of the locals as if she knew she would set down roots in New Zealand. Hopefully, it was a good omen because she could no longer imagine living anywhere else.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you have a squiz online.”

“I’m not even going to ask,” Peyton said with a yawn. “I need to get some sleep, mate.”

“Night, cuz.” Laughing, Zoe ended the call.

Back on her feet, she rounded up the chickens, hugged four out of six, and herded the other two into the coop. Maple and Clover were still a little wary of humans, but with patience, and once they realised they were safe now, Zoe was sure they would come around.

Before she could shut the door, one bolted. The biggest, boldest one of them all.

“Mother Clucker!”

“There’s my girl,” Claire said as she materialised from behind the woodshed with Mother Clucker tucked under her arm. “She heard me coming.”

“I come running for that too,” Zoe said.

A few months ago, she never would’ve been so outspoken, but without even trying, Claire had emboldened her. She’d taught her being submissive didn’t mean you should have to censor yourself. And it certainly didn’t mean the dominant partner had the right to dismiss your feelings.

Zoe opened the coop, and Claire put her beloved hen back with the others. As soon as the catch snipped closed, Claire spun Zoe around so fast, her gumboots threatened to trip her on her face.

“Is that right?” Claire backed Zoe up against the barn wall, pinning her hands behind her back. “How fast would you come running?”

With a devilish grin, she released Zoe’s hand and took off at a sprint.

Bypassing the greenhouse, Zoe bolted after her. She was yet to grab the fresh vegetables she needed to make a salad, but with sex on the table, that could wait.


Chapter 30


Zoe



Exhausted after a late dinner and being thoroughly ravished by Claire, Zoe fell into a dreamless sleep. Around two in the morning, unfamiliar scents and sounds worked their way into her subconscious. Was that smoke?

Alarmed, she shot upright in bed. Her heart hadn’t thundered this hard since the night at the backpackers.

“Wake up.” Zoe shook Claire so violently the headboard banged against the wall.

“Huh? What time is it?”

“I don’t know, but⁠—”

“Shit, is that smoke?” Claire leapt out of bed, dragging the covers with her.

Zoe vaulted out behind her. A blur of arms and legs cut through the night as they scrambled to get dressed. In the living room, all was as it should be.

“It’s outside.” Claire yanked open the front door.

The second they burst onto the porch, Zoe felt like she’d stepped into a horror movie. “The barn!”

A sense of urgency filled the air as they raced towards it. Flickering flames cast an eerie glow over the surrounding countryside. As they got closer, the acrid scent of smoke crept up Zoe’s nose and burned her throat, but that was the least of her worries.

She reached for the barn door, but her arm was yanked back so fast her head spun.

“Wait.” Claire rummaged around by the woodshed and found the hose. A garden hose they used to fill water bowls and clean the chicken coop. Not a hose fit to battle a fire.

Tears burned the back of Zoe’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. There would be time enough for that later. Right now, they had to save their flock.

After hosing the door, Claire yanked it open.

The flames were higher at the other end of the barn but swiftly moving their way. The heat intensified as it cut a path through the dry straw as if it was covered in gasoline.

Claire slapped the hose in Zoe’s hand. “Keep it on me.”

Trembling, Zoe put her thumb over the end of the hose to widen the spray. The coop flew open and a blur of squawking chickens tore past. Claire grabbed the hose and aimed it at the wall of fire fast approaching them. With the hay scattered across the barn floor, she didn’t have a chance in hell of stopping its advance. Not with a garden hose.

Although she didn’t want to leave her, Zoe raced back to the house and grabbed her phone. She punched in 9-1-1 and cursed when it went nowhere. Close to hyperventilating, she hung up and tried again.

One, one, one. The words rang in her head as she punched the digit three times. The four seconds it took to connect felt like a lifetime, and it might as well have been.

“What’s your emergency?”

“The barn. It’s on fire!”

“What’s the address?”

The question made Zoe want to pound her fists and cry all at once. She knew where Claire lived—twenty minutes out of town in a cute cottage surrounded by fields—but she’d never taken notice of the road sign or the number on the letterbox at the end of the driveway.

“I don’t know.” The words felt raw, burning her throat. “I’ll find out.”

By the time she sprinted down the porch steps, a car was coming up the driveway. Its headlights cut through the smoke like early morning fog. But it wasn’t fog. It was something much worse.

Recognising Brendon, their neighbour, she raced over. Even if she hadn’t known his face she would’ve run to him.

“What’s the address?” Zoe asked, barely holding it together.

He gave it to her and flung open the rear passenger door. Zoe jumped in and gave the emergency services the address as they sped down the path to the barn.

“Please, hurry.” Her plea was futile. Country life was great, but it also meant no one could get to them in a hurry. Not unless they lived next door.

“The sheep,” Zoe said, feeling detached.

“Dillon’s checking on them.” Brendon pointed into the distance as they climbed out of the car.

A few seconds later, his son appeared. Watching him walk towards them felt surreal. The surrounding area was pitch-black, but the barn lit him up like a character in a B-grade movie.

“They’re fine.” Dillon gave her a sad smile. “Far enough away from the heat.”

Within minutes, the barn that had always felt like a safe haven was a fiery inferno. Wood crackled and groaned under the intense heat. Claire continued to aim the hose at the flames, but their neighbour pulled her back, compassion shining in his eyes.

Defeated, she dropped to her knees, her tortured expression illuminated by the devastating glow that refused to die down.

“I’ll go and wait for the fire crew.” Dillon jumped in the car and whizzed down the driveway, taillights disappearing.

Two chickens watched them from a perch on the fence. The others, Zoe had no clue where they were. She probably should go in search of them, but right then her priority was Claire. She dropped beside her and pulled her close. They clung to each other, but no tears came.

Sirens sounded in the distance, and then the fire crew were there, lights flashing, hoses unwinding. The only time Zoe had seen a fire was on TV, and it didn’t come close to conveying the reality—the heat, the smell, the sense of desolation.

Firefighters worked tirelessly, not stopping until the barn was a pile of charred wood. In what felt like minutes they’d gone from watching a flaming inferno to being surrounded by thick smoke and near darkness, save for the emergency lights.

A tall guy who appeared to be the chief, or whatever you called them, approached Zoe and Claire. “Who’s the owner?”

“Me.” Claire held up a hand.

Brendon squeezed her shoulder. “You know where we are.”

She nodded.

Dillon pulled his cap off. “Sorry we couldn’t do more.”

With solemn expressions, they climbed into the car.

“Just a minute,” one of the firemen called after them.

Were they suspects? Zoe didn’t think so, but the thought sent her mind racing. Who, or what, started the fire?


Chapter 31


Claire



Wrecked. That was how Claire felt—gutted and hollow like the barn that was now nothing more than a pile of black, charred wood. It’d been a labour of love, a place they had high hopes for. The chicken coop was also now a pile of melted plastic, wood, and wire.

No matter how often she told herself it could’ve been worse, it didn’t lessen the sense of loss. What would Mrs Bankier think? Was she frowning down on them, or pleased no one had been hurt? After all, wasn’t that what Claire should be focusing on?

A trail of dust bellowed out behind a car racing up the driveway. Knowing the driver only too well, Claire poked her head out of the kitchen into the living room.

“Do you know anything about this?”

Zoe, who’d been chewing on her thumbnail for the past hour, joined her in the kitchen. They’d been mainlining coffee since they came back inside. Sunlight poured through the windows and warmed the house but did nothing to lift their moods.

“I thought he should know.” She looked down. “I didn’t know what else to do, and I don’t know what to say.”

Reminding herself she wasn’t the only one hurting, Claire cupped Zoe’s face. “This isn’t your fault.”

The door flew open.

Tyler took one look at Claire and flung his arms around her. “Thank fuck you’re okay.” His voice was gravelly and tinged with relief.

“Thanks for coming. But you didn’t have to.”

“Bullshit. What are family for if you can’t lean on them?”

He had such a huge heart, whoever he settled down with was going to be a very lucky person.

“What happened?” Tyler parked his backside on the arm of a chair.

“Not sure.” Claire shrugged, feeling numb. “The fire investigators will be here later this morning.”

“Any theories?”

“No,” she lied, but of course, Tyler saw right through her. He always had. Probably because it wasn’t often she kept anything from him, so when she did, it was written all over her face.

“Liar,” Tyler called her out. “I’ll voice one if you tell me another.”

That pulled a smile from her, and she wasn’t sure why. At a guess, he’d had the same thought as Claire, and it wasn’t anything to smile about.

“Paul,” he said simply.

Hating the truth of that word, yet relieved she wasn’t alone in that thought, Claire nodded.

“It will kill him if it was,” Tyler said.

Brow furrowed, Zoe flicked her gaze between them. After a beat, her mouth fell open, horror colouring her cheeks. “The new wiring.”

Claire nodded, hoping they were wrong. Paul was a great guy, and if the investigator told them it was an electrical fire, he would never stop beating himself up over it.

“Your turn,” Tyler said.

Those two words made Claire’s stomach flip. The coffee fuelling her body churned in her gut.

“Talk to me, sis.”

Turning sideways on the sofa, Zoe eyed Claire with concern. “What’s going on?”

“I’m fine.” It was plain to see she wasn’t, but she was trying not to alarm Zoe any more than necessary. “A part of me wonders if it was Amy.”

She was going to hell for suggesting such a thing. Their breakup was hardly amicable, but this would be a new kind of low even for her ex, and she’d stooped pretty low before.

Tyler fell back off the arm of the chair into the seat and spun his legs around. He braced his elbows on his knees. “Go on.”

Taking a deep breath, Claire explained her flimsy theory. How she’d been wondering about the broken catch on her car when she’d had to call for help. And more recently, Lady Baba and Penelope escaping…or being let out. She hadn’t found any holes in the fence, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t slipped underneath.

“See? Just theories.”

Zoe paled. “What if she turns up? Do we need to be worried?”

“No!” Claire sandwiched Zoe’s hand between hers and held tight. “That’s not Amy’s style. She’s a sneak. Underhanded.”

“Like Sam,” Zoe said knowingly.

That day at the café came rushing back to Claire, bringing every protective instinct to the surface. “No one will hurt you without getting through me first.”

“Aw, you two. Stop it. You make me want to gag.” Tyler feigned shoving a finger down his throat, making them grin, and she loved him for it.

Feeling marginally better, Claire drained the last of her coffee and sat back against the sofa. Zoe immediately snuggled into her side, and Claire put an arm across her shoulders, unsure who was drawing strength from who.

“Have you told the olds?” Tyler asked.

“No,” Claire said, but she would have to.

Next week, her parents were delivering four more lambs, so it wasn’t like they wouldn’t notice the barn was now a pile of charred wood. How were they supposed to get rid of it? Set fire to it again until all that remained was ash? Dig a hole and bury it?

A knock on the door made them all turn that way. Normally Claire heard the crunch of gravel, but not today, and that was worrisome. If something was amiss, she needed to be more attuned to her surroundings.
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While the fire investigator did his thing, Claire hooked up the trailer and made a quick trip into town to buy a new chicken coop. He was still busy at it when they got back, so she focused on what needed to be done.

Lady Baba and Penelope were happy in their paddock, seemingly oblivious to what had occurred. But the chickens were wandering around the outside of the house, pooping on the porch and roosting on the deck rail.

Together, they rounded up the four chickens they could find—Maple, Tootsie, Clover, and Cupcake—and introduced them to their new coop. They no longer had a barn to house it in at night, but they would adapt, and there weren’t many predators around here.

By the time they were walking back to the house, Molly, who’d been missing since that morning, was sitting on the porch.

“Molly!” Zoe took off in a sprint and scooped her up. She buried her face in her fur and hugged her tight. “Are you hungry, you must be? You haven’t had your breakfast.”

Leaving Zoe to fuss over the cat, Claire headed to her bedroom and made the call she’d been dreading. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to tell her parents, but her mother was so compassionate, Claire wasn’t sure she would be able to hold back the tears.

“Are you okay?” her mother said by way of greeting. “Zoe. Is she okay?”

Tyler had said he would let them know, and she appreciated that he had. It meant she didn’t have to relive the events for a third time. Telling the fire investigator had been hard enough.

“We’re fine.” Claire glanced around her bedroom. It used to be just somewhere to lay her head at night. Now, even without Zoe in the room, Claire was surrounded by her presence, and that brought her a sense of comfort.

“You do know it’s okay not to be fine?” her mum asked gently.

“Yeah, because it could’ve been worse, right?”

Claire flicked back the net curtain and stared out the bedroom window. On this side of the house, she could almost fool herself into believing it was all a bad dream. Evergreen trees reached for the blue sky. Sheep grazed in the neighbouring paddocks. And there…

Oh my God, Claire laughed at the sight before her.

“What?” her mum asked.

“I couldn’t find Mother Clucker, but she’s eyeballing me from the fence, sitting there like a proud rooster.” Albeit with a little less plumage.

“So the chickens are okay?”

“Yep. Two were missing but that’s down to one.” Lady Bird would turn up, Claire was sure of it. The other option wasn’t worth thinking about.

The soft tones of Zoe’s voice as she cooed to Molly drifted up the hallway. She talked to all the animals as if they were her babies and treated them with just as much reverence. She’d spent hours in the barn, talking to the chickens, playing music to them, and dancing like no one was watching.

“How long before they know what happened?”

“I know what happened,” Claire deadpanned. The stench of smoke clinging to her nostrils wouldn’t let her forget.

“Claire Karen Evans! Don’t make me drive down there and hug you.”

This was exactly what she needed; her mother to lift her up. “I no longer have to rely on you alone for hugs.”

“And I no longer have to worry about you being alone.” A dog barked. “Oh, you be quiet,” her mum said, and an image of Lass and Lady weaving around her legs flashed in Claire’s mind.

She had so much to be grateful for, but her heart felt raw right then.

“Mum?”

“Yes.”

“I feel really sad right now.”

“That’s understandable; you wouldn’t be human if you weren’t.” Her mum’s voice was laced with compassion and wisdom. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. It was an accident, and no one’s to blame.”

It was one thing being told that and another wondering if she could’ve prevented it.


Chapter 32


Zoe



Just when Zoe thought things couldn’t get any worse, they were dealt another devastating blow. Horrified, she covered her mouth and squeezed until her jaw hurt. The words the fire investigator had just delivered tumbled around in her head.

She didn’t care how delicately he’d put them. It didn’t soften the blow. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream, she wanted to crawl out of her skin. What she didn’t want to do was look at Claire.

Her fault! Not Claire’s ex. Not an electrician’s. The fire…it was all her fault. How did you live with something like that? Lady Bird was yet to be found, and that was on Zoe as well.

From the front porch, she heard Claire thank the fire investigator. The door closed, then she was back beside Zoe, but Zoe didn’t look up. Shame and remorse kept her gaze glued to the floor. Molly nudged her side, and still, she didn’t look up.

Claire rested her hand on Zoe’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“No.” The fire investigator’s words echoed in Zoe’s head. Two sentences played on repeat.

We found a tablet in the rubble. It appears it was left on charge and caught fire.

From that point forward, she hadn’t heard another word, just sat there dazed, pleased Claire didn’t toss her under the bus, or into the fire as was the case.

“It was a freak accident.” Claire rubbed circles on Zoe’s back.

She normally soaked up the contact, but today it only made her feel worse. It hadn’t taken long to realise her tablet was a casualty of the fire, but not once had it crossed her mind that it might have been the cause of it.

Finally, Zoe looked up. “An easily preventable accident if I hadn’t been so stupid.” And that was what it all boiled down to. Nothing Claire said would change that. “If you want me to leave, I’ll⁠—”

“Don’t you dare!” Claire’s voice was scolding. “If you do that, all you’ll be doing is adding to my loss. Do you want that?”

“No,” Zoe said softly. “But every time you look at me, it will be a reminder of what I caused.”

“Every time I look at you, I see a kind, gentle soul. A woman who has enriched my life in so many ways.” Her lip curled, and not in a good way. “A woman who is strong, not this person beside me throwing a pity party I don’t want any part of.”

“Good,” Zoe said, not willing to concede just yet. “You weren’t invited.”

“Fine.” She stood. “Come find me outside when you’re over feeling sorry for yourself.” She paused by the front door. “And Zoe, you’re not the only one hurting.”

The door banged closed, and Molly bolted up the hallway. For the second time that morning, Zoe sat there in stunned silence. Claire had never walked out on her, and it hurt. A lot.

It also gave her the kick up the backside she needed. She could no more leave than she could chew her arm off. Before long, grief turned to contrition. They needed each other more than ever right now, and she’d somehow made this about herself.

That wasn’t to say the guilt would leave her anytime soon, but Claire was right. It’d been a freak accident. And if Zoe thought about it hard enough, it could’ve been worse. More than once, she’d been guilty of not unplugging her tablet before heading to bed. It could’ve been the house.

After tying her hair back, she yanked open the door and shoved her feet into her gumboots.

No longer sure if it was real or imagined, Zoe inhaled the scent of charred wood. Halfway along the track that used to lead to the barn, she veered right and tramped across the field to where Claire was leaning on a fence.

The chickens raced after her, clucking and tripping over each other. Despite their shitty start to life, they’d quickly adapted to their freedom.

“Hey, girls. I hope I haven’t fried your friend to a crisp.” That thought ate at her. Imagine being rescued only to meet your demise in such a horrific way.

Reaching the fence, Zoe stood side on to Claire. “Party’s over. All my friends left.”

Turning, Claire pulled her close. “I didn’t mean to snap. But honestly, your guilt is misplaced, and right now, I don’t have the emotional strength to prop you up as well as myself.” She stared deep into Zoe’s eyes, her expression both loving and reproachful. “I’ve always said I’d do bodily harm to anyone who tries to hurt you, but that didn’t include you, so you need to stop, okay?”

“I’ll try.”

In her peripheral, the charred remains of the barn taunted Zoe. It was like an elephant on the property—both of them aware of it, neither of them wanting to address it.

Cupcake appeared on the other side of Zoe, perched on the fencepost. Tootsie scurried under the wire and teased the lambs. Behind them, the other three foraged for food, scratching and pecking at the ground.

Claire glanced at her watch. “Mum and Dad will be here soon.”

“Shit. That’s today?”

After what happened the days had blended into each other, the nightmare never-ending. But today they had something to look forward to. Four additions to their flock. Of sheep. Not birds. Why were they both called flocks? Was that just in New Zealand thing or Worldwide?

She would Google it later. On her phone. Her tablet was toast. She would have to buy a new one. Or perhaps she would become like Claire and do everything on her phone. Or perhaps not. Claire didn’t spend hours wasting time on social media, so her phone worked for her.

Plus, Zoe liked the bigger screen when she called home. Something she hadn’t done since the fire. That would have to wait until she had the strength to mention what happened without falling apart.

“Did you ask your folks if they’d like to stay for lunch?” Zoe asked. “I can cook some wings and make a salad.”

Other than two windows that exploded from the intense heat when the barn was blazing, the greenhouse had remained relatively unscathed.

“Then they can have a cup of tea…” Claire bent to pick up the chicken pecking the ground by her booted foot. “And a Cupcake.”

“That’s Maple,” Zoe said.

“Oh.” She set her down. “No, I haven’t invited them to stay because they would normally politely turn me down.”

“Well, you no longer have to worry about that.” The kitchen was Zoe’s domain, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. She loved serving Claire, and that went beyond the sexual.

Not to mention, having company would be a good distraction. For a while, anyway.

“I’ll duck inside and mix up a marinade for the C-H-I-C-K-E-N.”

“You know, they’re not that clever.”

“Clev-va,” Zoe mocked, recalling how she’d thought Claire’s name was Clea.

“Is that right, Toey?” She tugged Zoe’s bottom lip. “I have a better use for that smart mouth.”

Bet-ta rolled around in her mind, but she bit back the word, along with a poorly concealed smile.

Claire shook her head in amusement. “You’re so transparent, I can see right through you.”

“Good.” Zoe placed Claire’s hand on her chest, all laughter gone. “Then you can see my heart beating wildly for you.”

Stepping closer, Claire pressed her lips to Zoe’s. “Cheesy too.”

“In love too.”

“Love you more,” Claire said, playfully nipping Zoe’s lips.


Chapter 33


Claire



Just like at the falls, the rumble of an engine made them step apart. But unlike at the waterfalls, Claire wasn’t left wondering if there was anything between them. She was undeniably in love.

“Right on time.” Claire leaned back against the fence as her parents drew nearer, towing a trailer behind them. This was their first visit since the fire. It would take a bit for them to process the absence of the barn, and the burnt remains where it once stood.

“How many did you say we’re getting?” Zoe asked.

“Four,” Claire said, certain she could see at least five woolly heads.

She’d insisted on paying, but it would be just like her parents to throw in an extra lamb or two as if they couldn’t count.

Her dad pulled to a stop, side-on to the paddock. Lady Baba and Penelope stood with their noses pushed to the fence, bleating at the new arrivals.

As soon as her mum exited the car, Claire was pulled into a warm hug. There were no words, but Claire heard them all the same. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.

After releasing her, Claire’s mum gathered Zoe into her arms next.

Behind them, the chickens pecked at the ground, but they didn’t come any closer. They weren’t as timid as Molly when it came to strangers, but until they got to know someone, they kept a safe distance.

“Come meet the little ones.” Claire’s dad wandered to the back of the trailer, and everyone followed.

Zoe’s hand was immediately in the wire crate, stroking the little lambs and cooing softly.

They were nowhere near as small as Lady Baba and Penelope had been when they brought them home, but these little ones hadn’t been orphaned, either.

As she suspected, they had six new lambs, not the requested four. And she would bet money, they wouldn’t hear of her paying for the additions.

“Math not your thing, Dad?”

“Why do you think I’m a farmer?”

That was rubbish. He had to balance his books and pay taxes like the next person. And it’d been him who helped Claire with her math homework.

With no further discussion, her dad handed out lambs as if they were Christmas presents, then closed and latched the crate. For a while, they all leaned on the fence, watching Lady Baba and Penelope suss out the newcomers. Tall trees cast shadows over the ground, providing plenty of shade, but for now, they seemed happy sticking close to the humans.

Foot resting on the bottom wire, Claire’s dad pinned his gaze on her. “They look good. Healthy.

“Of course,” she said proudly. “There ain’t no cowboy farmers around here.”

“Hey!” Zoe nudged her. “What’s wrong with cowboys?”

“Ever seen one ride a sheep?”

“I have, actually,” Claire’s mum interjected. “It wasn’t pretty.”

A warm breeze swirled around them, carrying the scent of grass, sheep, and a reminder Claire didn’t need. How long before the stench of burnt wood would go away? Probably not until the remains were removed from the property.

“What are you going to name them?” Claire’s dad asked, looking beyond Claire to Zoe.

This would be interesting. As a kid, they’d only ever named the orphaned lambs. And those names hadn’t been anywhere close to as elaborate as the ones Zoe seemed to pluck out of nowhere.

Speaking of plucking.

“Mother Clucker!” Claire leapt the fence and chased her out of the paddock. Lady Baba and Penelope were okay with her, but not all lambs like chickens.

“Are they boys or girls?” Zoe asked, her gaze on the flock.

“All females.”

Eventually, they would need a male to increase their flock, but Claire was holding off this year to avoid inbreeding. Females generally reached sexual maturity between six to eight months, but males reached maturity between four to six months. Sometimes younger.

Scarily, it wasn’t unheard of for a two-month-old ram to impregnate its mother.

“Right, here we go.” Zoe pointed from one woolly head to another. “Cotton Ball, Pearl, Bug, Woolma, and Dolly…” She blushed as if that last one was a little too close to Doll.

“What about this one?” Claire’s mum pointed to the wee girl who had buddied up with Penelope.

“You pick,” Zoe said to Claire, hand over her eyes shielding them from the midday sun.

“Ewe-turn.”

“Huh?” She scrunched up her face, then the penny dropped. “Oh, ewe not U. How original.”

“Says the girl who named a sheep Lady Baba, and a chicken Lady Bird.”

Why didn’t Claire just shut her big mouth? Like they needed a reminder Zoe’s favourite chicken was still missing. Surprisingly, Zoe’s smile didn’t falter. Perhaps she was better at putting on a brave face than Claire gave her credit for.

Zoe turned to Claire’s parents, all smiles and warm hazel eyes. “Would you like to stay for lunch?”

Claire’s mum lit up. “If it’s no trouble.”

“Not at all. I’ll grab some new potatoes and spinach and whip up a frittata.”

Earlier, she’d mentioned marinating some wings, but perhaps she’d been teasing, just so she could spell chicken in front of the hens. Unfortunately, the change of menu drew everyone’s gaze to the greenhouse, with two blown out windows and smoke stained glass.

“I’ll help you,” Claire’s mum said, ignoring the obvious.

“None of the green stuff for me.” Claire’s dad winked at her. He grabbed the car door. “Get in.”

Happy the lambs were okay, she climbed in the passenger seat. The interior of the car smelt like hay. It always had and that gave her comfort. It was like arriving home from boarding school and being surrounded by familiarity.

“You hanging in there, kid?”

“I guess.”

The drive to the house took less than a minute, but she was grateful all the same.

Her dad stopped by the front porch and turned in the driver’s seat, waiting patiently as if he knew there’d been a breakthrough. She didn’t bother pretending otherwise.

“Zoe left her tablet on charge in the barn.”

“Not a crime.”

“No, but it caused the fire.”

He scrubbed his face, rubbing the stubble on his jaw. “Shit.”

“Yeah. That sums up how she feels.”

“I can imagine. From the first time we met her, I said to your mum, ‘She’s a sensitive soul.’”

“Are you two going to sit there all day?” Claire’s mother asked as she bypassed the car and ascended the porch steps.

“I think it’s safe to say Zoe hasn’t told her,” Claire said, watching her kick off her gumboots. She was so at home in them now, it was like she’d been made for this life.

“Your mum will know something’s up, but she also knows when it’s best to keep quiet. Like when you used to meet up with that young girl from the neighbouring farm and practice kissing down by the river.”

Mortified, Claire stared at him. “You knew about that?”

“I do now.”

He climbed out of the car, leaving Claire wondering if her parents knew or if she’d just confirmed a suspicion. Either way, it was well-played.

Inside, the aroma of diced potatoes sizzling in oil filled the kitchen. Claire’s mum was dicing spinach, and a carafe of orange juice and four glasses sat on the kitchen table. The last time they shared a meal with company was the day they renovated the barn. Who would’ve thought the next time they had guests over for a meal would be after its demise?

Needing a minute, Claire excused herself. “I’m just going to wash up.”

In the bathroom, she ran a hand through her short, dark hair. Molly watched her from on top of the medicine cabinet. A space she sought out when she was feeling nervous. More often than not, when they had company, she hung out in the barn, but that was no longer an option.

Claire stroked her under the chin. “It’ll be okay, girl. Wait and see.”

Somehow, just saying the words lifted a weight off her shoulders. It would take time, but they would be okay.

Back in the living room, her father had already washed up using the laundry tub, Zoe was busy dishing up the frittata, and Claire’s mum set a huge green salad on the table.

Murmurs went around the table, everyone agreeing the food was delicious. Conversation was as light and breezy as the breeze blowing inside. Next month—January—would be the official start of summer, but the days were already a lot milder than they’d been last month.

“Do you have any siblings?” Claire’s mum asked Zoe.

“Yep, a younger brother. Ryan, he’s eighteen.” The love she felt for him shone in her eyes.

“Holy snapping duck shit…” Claire’s dad leapt out of his chair, head disappearing under the table.

Everyone else glanced beneath.

“Oh my goodness.” Zoe laughed. Then she was down on her knees.

She popped back up with Lady Bird in her arms. How she’d snuck in undetected was anyone’s guess, but she was alive, so who cared?

“You’re not fried chicken.” Zoe looked at Claire, eyes glistening with happy tears. “Be right back.” She raced outside to reacquaint her with her mates.

“You’ve got a keeper there,” Claire’s mum said.

“I know.” She twirled her fork on her plate, twisting a piece of lettuce around the tines. “Did she tell you?”

“No, but I can sense an undercurrent.” Her mum patted Claire’s hand. “And she’ll be back soon, so let’s not ruin lunch.”

“Sure.” Claire stuffed the lettuce into her mouth and eyed her father across the table. “Since when have chickens freaked you out?”

“That thing almost pecked my pecker.”

Claire’s mum smirked. “Well, if it didn’t look like a worm…”

“Oh my God, you two.” Claire stared in bewilderment. “Stop!”

The clomp of Zoe’s feet on the porch steps alerted them to her presence before she stepped back inside. Eyeing them curiously, she stopped in her tracks. “Did I miss something?”

“No.” Claire shot her parents a warning look.

Their grins must’ve put Zoe at ease. She rinsed her hands under the kitchen tap and rejoined them.

“What now?” Claire’s dad asked the million-dollar question.

Now that the darkness was starting to lift, Claire could see some light at the end of the tunnel. She would take the fire investigator’s advice and put in an insurance claim. With any luck, it wouldn’t be a drawn-out process.

“I’m going to rebuild. But the barn will be bigger and better. That way, we can adopt some goats and rhinos.” At the horrified look on Zoe’s face, Claire pointed a finger. “Gotcha.”

“That was my excited face.”

“Sure, sure,” Claire teased.

Her mother started stacking plates, and everyone handed them over. Surrounded by so much love and smiling faces, Claire was optimistic about the future.


Chapter 34


Zoe



Nine months after arriving in New Zealand, Zoe’s stomach churned with a new kind of nervous anticipation. In the corner of the living room, a brightly decorated Christmas tree emitted the scent of pine.

It was Christmas Eve but with the sun shining through the windows, Zoe was having a hard time convincing her brain it was December. Back home, the ground would be covered in snow.

Molly batted a colourful ball hanging on a low branch. It hit the floor with a clatter, and she took off in hot pursuit.

Wearing shorts and a sleeveless shirt that showed off her toned arms and legs, Claire entered the room, looking delectable without even trying.

She slumped beside Zoe on the sofa, her bare thigh igniting Zoe’s skin. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Her stomach flipped again. “I was wondering if it’d be okay if we exchange gifts early.” Tomorrow, they would spend the day with Claire’s family, which she was looking forward to, but some things were private.

“Ah, crap.” Claire rested her hand on Zoe’s thigh. “Your gift’s still in transit.”

That wasn’t something Zoe had to worry about. She hadn’t shopped online. In fact, she hadn’t spent a cent at all. You couldn’t put a price on the gift she was about to give Claire.

Now or never.

Inhaling a fortifying breath, Zoe reached under the sofa cushion and retrieved the parcel she’d wrapped in red paper. “Hold out your hand.”

After a brief stare-down, Claire obliged her.

Treating the gift like the sacred offering it was, she placed it in Claire’s palm. It was thin, narrow, and flat.

Finally, Claire parted the paper. Her penetrating gaze pierced Zoe. She lifted the blindfold, letting it dangle between them. “I have one question. Are you doing this because you think it will please me, or because you’re ready for this?”

“Both,” Zoe said, with sincerity. “I want it, and I hope that pleases you.”

With tenderness shining in her eyes, Claire wrapped Zoe in a tight embrace. She kissed her temple. “Your gift means more to me than I can express.”

Their lips met in a messy kiss, tongues seeking out each other like lifelines. They kissed for what felt like an eternity, and Zoe revelled in the passion flowing between them. By the time they came up for air, she was breathless, and her body was alive with desire.

“As much as I’d love to strip you naked, right here, right now, I need time to process. I don’t want to fuck this up.”

Zoe doubted that was possible, and as desperate as she was to drop to her knees right then, she understood where Claire was coming from. Zoe had had time to process. Claire hadn’t.

The clang of a metallic ball bouncing off the floorboards drew their attention to Molly and dispelled any awkwardness.

Claire stood. “Let’s go to the supermarket. “I do my best thinking there.”

“Right,” Zoe said dubiously, but she was already on her feet, closing windows.

Funny how life changed. When she first arrived, Claire would tell her to leave them if they weren’t going to be long. But since she voiced her theories about Amy, although unfounded, they were more diligent.
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After spending way too long trying to locate an empty parking spot, they side-stepped hordes of last-minute shoppers and rushed into the supermarket. A blast of cool air hit them, and the jingle of Christmas songs played through speakers.

“Deck the halls with bras of holly…” Zoe sang along as she skipped down an aisle.

Claire shot her an amused grin. “I think it’s boughs of holly.”

“I know. But I made you smile.”

“You always do.”

As if trying to one-up her, Claire pointed at a box with a long, thick item on the front. “Bloody hell. That dildo must be at least twelve inches long.”

A very prim-looking woman frowned down her nose at them, plucked up a box and handed it to her husband. “This will be great for your niece.”

“Oops,” Claire pulled her lip between her teeth, but it wasn’t enough to drag the smile off her face.

Not convinced a hair straightener looked anything like a phallus, Zoe glanced at Claire as they resumed walking. “No need to guess where your mind is.”

“It’s this place.” Claire looped an arm through Zoe’s, swinging the shopping basket in her other hand. “The supermarket’s a mini sex shop if you think about it. Lube, condoms, chocolate sauce, whipped cream…” She paused. “Ginger.”

“Kiwi!” Zoe said, and she meant her safe word, not the fruit or people.

She’d heard of figging—inserting a piece of skinned ginger root into your anus to create a warm, tingling, burning sensation—but the mere thought of it made Zoe clench her butt cheeks.
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Back home, whipped cream and chocolate sauce in the cupboard, Claire backed Zoe up until she hit the fridge. The unyielding cool metal was a stark contrast to her deliciously warm body.

She pinned Zoe’s wrists above her head, her brown eyes intense.

“I’ve had time to think.”

“Yes, Clea.” Being bodily restrained had an immediate effect on Zoe, making her feel submissive.

“The gift you have given me is one I’ll treasure. But I need you to know I won’t be upset if you need to use your safe word.” She searched Zoe’s eyes, but she wouldn’t find anything but desire there.

“Thank you. But I trust you.”

Her lip kicked up. “I trust you too. But I wouldn’t let you blindfold me.”

That was just as well because Zoe wouldn’t know where to start if she was asked to lead. It would feel all wrong and she’d be a bumbling mess, asking for directions.

Seemingly satisfied with Zoe’s answer, Claire released her arms and cupped her breasts, pushing them up until they spilled over the top of her dress.

“Fucking magnificent.” She sucked on the fleshy mounds, leaving a love bite in her wake.

Until then, Zoe never understood the allure of being marked, but she would wear it with pride, cherishing the reminder of how good they were together.

Claire stepped back, her expression all business. “Shower and present yourself in the bedroom. I only want to see one strip of fabric on your body. Choose wisely.”

“Yes, Clea.”
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After a quick shower, body thrumming with anticipation, Zoe wrapped a towel around herself and padded to the bedroom.

A gentle breeze lifted the net curtains and filled the room with the aromatic scent of summer flowers.

I only want to see one strip of fabric.

She’d known what Claire meant, and while she appreciated her subtle way of giving her one last chance to change her mind, there was no going back. She wouldn’t select panties instead.

Dropping the towel, Zoe plucked up the blindfold and reclined on the bed. The second she pulled the fabric over her eyes, a sense of tranquillity settled over her. No fear, just a feeling of everything being right.

The clunk of the shower turning off made Zoe’s heart pound with anticipation. A beat later, the bedroom door creaked open, and the faint scent of body wash drew closer. Fingertips caressed Zoe’s cheek and skimmed her collarbones.

“You doing okay, Doll?”

“Yes, Clea,” Zoe replied, basking in the featherlight touch making gooseflesh pop on her skin.

“Grip the headboard.”

Her arms rose and she grabbed the wooden slats. Ties soft as satin wrapped around her wrists; tight enough to feel compliant, but loose enough to slip free. At least, it felt that way, but she couldn’t be sure with her sight gone.

“Safe word?”

“Kiwi.”

“Good girl.”

Something cold and wet dripped onto Zoe’s nipple. She sucked in a surprised breath and exhaled, shivering in delight when soft warm lips engulfed the taut peak. Claire swirled her tongue around and around like someone devouring an ice cream.

Her nipples tingled and puckered as they hardened. The breeze blowing through the window cooled her slightly damp skin, but her body burned with desire.

Warm hands cupped Zoe’s breast, then Claire’s mouth was all over her. Waves of exquisite sensations tingled up Zoe’s spine. When Claire bit a nipple and pulled until Zoe’s back bowed, nerve endings buzzed to life.

She released the bud, leaving it wet, hard, and tingling. “You taste delicious.”

No sooner were the words out and Claire was on her again, lavishing the same exquisite attention on Zoe’s other breast until she was panting and gasping for air.

Claire tapped Zoe’s chin. “Open.”

Without conscious thought, Zoe complied. A dollop of something creamy and cold touched her lips and trickled into her mouth. Whipped cream. So that was what was on her nipples.

The bed bounced and footsteps moved away. Blood rushed in her ears as she strained to hear. She felt exposed and vulnerable. Weirdly, it was those feelings she craved when submitting—giving up control and trusting she was in safe hands.

A multitude of fabric strips swished across Zoe’s abdomen. The unexpected lash made her gasp in surprise. She’d never felt the swish of what she assumed was a flogger on the front of her body. Her breasts were so sensitive, she wasn’t sure she could take a lashing.

“Relax. I’m not going to flog you.” Claire could read her body like a book.

It was one more reason Zoe trusted her.

Goosebumps erupted on her skin as the long tails travelled across her naked flesh, down one side, over her ribs and back again before eventually settling at the apex of her thighs. A touch, as soft as fingertips, danced around her pubic mound, teasing Zoe like a lover’s caress.

Just when she relaxed into the exquisite sensations, the flogger hit the floor with a thud.

In a silent protest, she jutted out her lip.

“I have the perfect thing for that pouty mouth.”

A stiff peak touched her lips, and Zoe latched on greedily. She swirled her tongue around the taut bud, loving the soft groan that rumbled in Claire’s chest. She was such a quiet lover, drawing any kind of moan out of her always felt incredibly rewarding. And hot.

Instinctively, Zoe moved her arms, the desire to cup Claire’s breasts overcoming her, but the silk ties didn’t let her get far. Even so, Claire didn’t miss the infraction.

Like a child having a lollipop yanked out of her mouth, the nipple she’d been enjoying teasing swiftly disappeared.

“Uh-uh. No topping from the bottom.” There was a smile in Claire’s voice.

A hand skimmed her abdomen, then was between her legs, spreading her open. Fingers probed at her entrance. Her breasts. Hands were everywhere. Touching. Probing. Were there only two?

A sense of foreboding made the hair on the back of Zoe’s neck prickle. Her heart pounded as memories of fleeing Sam tried to intrude on this moment.

Should she safe word? No. She would not let the past ruin the present. At the same time as Zoe drew her next ragged breath, the blindfold was gone.

“You’re okay, Doll.” Claire swept her arm in a circle. “Look around. Take a minute to regroup. To reassure yourself there’s no one here but us.”

Hating herself for it, but unable to fight the urge, she shot a furtive glance around the room.

Claire tugged on the band attached to the blindfold. “Lift your head.”

“No!” Zoe kept it pinned to the pillow. “I’m fine. Please, don’t stop.”

“Oh, I have no intention of stopping,” Claire stated, her naked breasts taunting Zoe.

She wanted them back in her face, in her mouth, smothering her.

The smouldering look Claire shot her before pulling the blindfold back into place made Zoe feel like she was the centre of her world.

The bed dipped and heat engulfed Zoe like a hot blanket as Claire slid on top of her. The urge to hold her tight made Zoe’s biceps flex, but she could do nothing more than lie there completely at her mercy, and she loved it.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.” Claire’s voice trailed off as she inched lower. With her hands on either side of Zoe’s breasts, Claire devoured them once again, teasing one nipple and then the other, over and over and over. Exquisite sensations rolled through Zoe as Claire worked her into a frenzy.

“I love how responsive you are.” She slid lower, peppering kisses down Zoe’s body, over her abdomen, until she was nestled between her legs, her shoulders warm on Zoe’s inner thighs.

“Mm-hmm, you’re soaking.” She licked her, one long sweep that made Zoe’s hips buck. “You taste so sweet.” She licked her again, then her tongue was inside, then it was gone, replaced by a finger. Two. She fucked and sucked Zoe until a hot flush set her skin on fire and her body went up in flames under Claire’s ruthless mouth.

“Permission to come?” If Claire denied her it was going to be hard to come back from the edge.

“Granted.”

Clutching the headboard rail so hard Zoe feared it might snap, over she went. Wave after wave of toe-curling spasms rocked her body. Her scalp prickled, her limbs tingled, and pinpricks of light danced behind the blindfold.

“Fuck! Oh, fuck!” she cried out, unable to censor herself, and pleased they had no nearby neighbours to hear her frenzied cries of passion.

Coming down from her high, Zoe sagged into the sheets, boneless.

Claire kissed a trail back up Zoe’s body. “Beautiful. I could watch you come all day.”

She removed the blindfold and freed her hands. For a minute they lay there, side-by-side, staring into each other’s eyes.

Claire inched closer on the pillow until their foreheads touched. “Thank you for your gift.”

A pang of remorse made Zoe’s chest tight. “I’m sorry I almost freaked out.”

“Shh.” Claire pressed a finger to Zoe’s lips. “You have nothing to apologise for.” She sealed her mouth over Zoe’s and rolled onto her back, taking Zoe with her.

“Does this mean I’m topping?” Zoe snickered.

“This means you need to slide down the bed and perform your duties.”

“Oh, my duties, huh?”

“Ah, there’s that sassy mouth I love.” Claire pushed on Zoe’s shoulder, legs parting. “Time to put it to good use.”


Epilogue




One year later…

“I’m going to check on the animals,” Claire said to Zoe.

Twelve weeks ago, ten little lambs joined their flock of eight ewes. Dolly and Woolma both gave birth to twins and like the rest of the sheep, they were wonderful mothers.

The second time Lady Baba and Penelope got out, Claire finally located the loose fence wire they’d slipped under and fixed it.

The broken catch on her car remained a mystery.

Zoe yanked off her apron and raced after her. “I’m coming.”

Hand in hand, they wandered down the dirt track towards the paddocks. The sheep had been shorn shortly before lambing season, and their wool would forever be a part of the farm. As expected, they’d received good money for their fleeces, and investing it in the rebuild of the barn had seemed like the natural thing to do.

Zoe leaned on the fence, the love she felt for their animals shining in her eyes. “They look so happy.”

“They are,” Claire replied, secure in the knowledge they were healthy and well cared for.

Lady Baba and Penelope came running over, little lambs trotting behind them. Because they’d been hand-reared, they were still the friendliest of them all. It’d been hard keeping their distance while they bonded with their babies, but now that they were twelve weeks old that was no longer an issue.

Three goats watched them from on top of tyres in the neighbouring paddock. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t coexist with the sheep, but they had different dietary needs. Goats needed copper, and copper could kill a lamb, so having them in neighbouring paddocks felt safer.

The rumble of a car coming up the gravel driveway punctuated the bleat of sheep and the maa of goats.

“Janie’s here.” Zoe shielded her eyes from the sun. “Is that Sheryl with her?”

“Looks like it.”

The car came to a stop, dust billowing out behind it. Janie stayed where she was, peering at them through the windscreen. Sunglasses concealed her eyes but not her smile. Her passenger flicked off the huge floppy hat she’d been wearing and stepped out of the car.

Claire’s heart went boom at the same time as Zoe’s mouth fell open.

“Peyton! Oh my God.” She launched herself at her best friend.

Clinging to each other, they bounced up and down, turning in a circle like excited children.

“You’re here.” Zoe held Peyton at arm’s length. “In New Zealand.” She hugged her again, tears shining in her eyes.

The emotion flowing between them was palpable; Claire felt like she’d been given a giant hug as well.

Peyton had a kind face, warm brown eyes, and shoulder-length auburn hair. She was petite yet spirited. That much Claire had garnered during her stolen calls to keep the surprise from Zoe.

“Thanks for picking her up from the airport,” Claire said to Janie. She couldn’t have pulled this off without her.

“It was my pleasure.”

“It could be…” Claire nudged her friend.

“Shut up, Evans.”

After Peyton and Zoe had fussed over the sheep and goats, everyone wandered into the barn.

A storm of emotions flooded Claire just like they always did whenever she entered. It was like mourning an old friend while opening your heart to another.

The scent of hay and feed mingled with the barely detectable aroma of new wood and fresh paint. Everything was so new and shiny, which was exactly why they were having a barn party tomorrow night to celebrate its completion.

“Damn, it’s hot in here.” Peyton pulled on the collar of her shirt, trying to circulate some air.

It was relatively mild for December, but coming from winter, Claire imagined it would take a day or two to acclimatise.

The nozzle to the hose was in Zoe’s hand in a flash. She pointed it at Peyton. “I can hose you down if you like.”

“Whatever.” Peyton turned to Claire. “Is she always this childish?”

Before Claire could respond, Janie jumped in. “It’s one of her hidden talents.” She bumped Claire’s hip. “She brings out the inner child in people.”

“Ooh…” Peyton bounced her eyebrows. “And you know what they do to naughty children.”

That was interesting. But did she like to be spanked or be the one doing the spanking? Claire shook the inappropriate thought out of her head. It was none of her business. Hell, she didn’t even know the nitty-gritty of her best friend’s sexual preferences.

She had her theories, but she was pretty shit at those. Paul installed all the lights and power points in the new barn, and she prayed he never found out about her theory on that.

“Where are the chooks?” Peyton asked, making Zoe grin.

“You’ve been dying to say that, haven’t you?”

“Yep, but you won’t get me to say the other one.”

“Fanny!” Zoe smacked her crotch. It was innocent, but a shot of heat hit Claire like a lightning strike.

Laughing, she raced out of the barn, and Peyton followed. “Come meet the girls.”

Janie’s eyebrows drew together as they headed for her car parked by the fence. “What was that about?”

“She’s trying to embrace the Kiwi lingo, but she can’t get past a fanny meaning vajayjay in New Zealand.” Claire reached for the passenger door, staring at Janie over the roof. “You probably confused her by telling her to put her pack in the boot.”

“I didn’t say anything. I took her bags and put them in there for her.”

“Chivalrous.”

“Shut up, Evans.”

They bumped over the dirt track to the house, but Claire wasn’t done. It’d been far too long since Janie had let her hair down. Claire knew why, but even so, a holiday fling would do her good.

At least, in Claire’s mind. “Peyton might be able to help with the dry spell you’re having.”

In response, Janie cranked up the stereo and bopped along as if Claire hadn’t spoken. A small smile played around her lips, and Claire poked her in the ribs. They’d always had each other’s backs and always would.
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After a delicious dinner of ham steaks and two different salads, Claire moved the dining room chairs outside so they could enjoy an after-dinner drink on the front porch. Zoe took up position in the rocking chair that she’d more or less claimed from the day she arrived.

A cacophony of sounds surrounded the countryside—birds calling to each other, chickens clucking, the occasional bleat of sheep and the maa of goats.

Molly was in hiding and likely wouldn’t show her face until she’d decided whether or not the newcomers were a threat.

“Are you tired?” Zoe asked. The glow she’d worn since Peyton arrived was yet to leave her cheeks.

“Nah. After Claire mentioned it, Mom and Dad upgraded me to one of those Skycouch™ thingies. I slept most of the way from Vancouver to Auckland.”

Flying solo, she would’ve been able to transform a three-seat row into a couch shortly after take-off. It wasn’t something Claire had experienced, but with talk of making a trip to Calgary next year, she’d been looking at options.

“Was it worth it?” Janie asked. “The Skycouch™.”

“Totally.” Peyton sipped her drink. “It didn’t cost me a cent.”

“Smartarse.” Zoe tossed a pebble at her. No matter how often Claire swept the porch, gravel always found its way there.

“I have news,” Peyton said, looking like she was about to burst. For a split-second, her gaze connected with Claire’s, and the smile fell from her face. “Oops, never mind. Bad timing.”

“You can’t do that,” Zoe said. “And we don’t have secrets, so I’ll tell her anyway.”

“You mean to say, you told her about…” She hid her face, peeking between her fingers. “That woman I met who used her phone’s torch to see what she was doing down there.”

Zoe burst out laughing. “I’d forgotten about that. She took being curious to a whole new level.”

Janie hadn’t said much, but her smile sat there as if it was painted on.

“Can I use the dunny?” Peyton asked.

Zoe’s eyes rolled back so far, Claire swore she could see the blood vessels.

“Not until you tell us your news.”

“Oh, right.” She shot a furtive glance at Claire again as if she was worried she might upset her. “Before I left, I heard Sam’s back in Canada. It sounds like she came back not long after you two broke up.”

“Oh, the irony,” Zoe said. “And everyone thought it was me who wouldn’t last.”

On her feet, knees turned in, Peyton bounced on her toes. “May I use the dunny now?”

“You can call it the bathroom,” Zoe said.

“The bathroom is actually separate,” Claire chimed in. “But feel free to use the toilet.”

She’d already had a tour of the house and put her things in the spare room, so there was no need to show her where it was.

Alone, Zoe rocked back in her chair. “She’s not normally that full-on. She’s either tired-drunk or trying to impress someone.” She looked pointedly at Janie.

“Not you too.” Janie stood. “I better put up my tent before the light fades.”

“No way.” Claire blocked her path, preventing her from descending the porch steps. “You’re not sleeping outside tonight.”

“Why not?”

“The sofa bed is perfectly comfortable.”

“So is my blowup mattress.”

“Who’s blowing up what?” Peyton asked as she stepped back outside.

“Janie’s blowup doll.” Zoe snorted.

It was probably time she eased up on the liqueur, but as Claire professed a year and a half ago, she wasn’t Zoe’s mother. Besides, she was adorable when she was tipsy.

Janie sat again. “Fine, I’ll sleep on the sofa, so I can babysit you lot.”

“No way,” Peyton said. “Let me have the sofa.” She held her hands up in a prayer. “Please.”

This was going to be good. Where was the popcorn when you needed it? Gaze on Zoe, Claire patted her lap. She jumped to her feet and parked herself on Claire’s knee, bringing her tumbler and the aroma of orange liqueur with her.

“You’ve just flown halfway around the world,” Janie said. “It wouldn’t feel right.”

“I have an idea,” Zoe interrupted.

“Wait!” Peyton held up a finger. Lurching forward, Zoe snapped at it like a dog.

Grinning, Peyton poked Zoe’s dimple and turned back to Janie.

“We could share the bed. No funny stuff. I mean, we’ve just met, and you might not even swing my way. Even if you do, that would be just icky, right?” She pulled a face, making everyone laugh.

“That’s settled then.” Claire smacked a bug on her arm. “Let’s move inside before we get eaten alive.”

The unintentional innuendo set off a round of goofy grins, but no one commented.
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The following day, they all pulled together, making the barn look festive for their guests. Two long tables with beige tablecloths sat against one wall. They’d just put the last of the food out, and drinks—both alcoholic and non-alcoholic—were cooling in an old bathtub full of ice. Streamers hung from rafters, and helium balloons bobbed against the beams.

Whether anything happened between Janie and Peyton was anyone’s guess. They weren’t saying, and Claire hadn’t been able to find a minute alone to quiz Janie.

Molly slept on their bed all night but hadn’t been seen since everyone got up.

“Come meet Tyler,” Zoe said to Peyton as his car came up the drive.

Following close behind were Kahu and Paul. They’d been told they were welcome to bring Nyra with them, but it wasn’t often they got any kid-free time, and Claire respected their choice to come alone.

Ten minutes later, another car pulled up. Looking as glamorous as ever, Sheryl stepped out, wearing heels. On a farm.

“Happy barn warming.” She kissed Claire on the cheek and handed over a gift-wrapped parcel.

“Thank you, but you shouldn’t have.” The invitation had said no gifts, but she knew how that often went.

“It’s from both of us,” Janie said.

“Thank you again.” She tucked it under her arm to open with Zoe.

Brendon, their neighbour, arrived next. Her parents arrived last, completing the small group of people Claire valued most.

“Hey, kid.” Her dad gave her a quick hug, followed by her mum.

“Mr and Mrs Evans!” Janie raced over and hugged them. She’d been a part of their family since she was twelve years old. “Come join the party.”

The sheep and goats watched them from the paddock, and two escapee chickens popped in for a nosey.

In her element, Zoe did the rounds, handing out platters of food. On the other side of the barn, Peyton wooed everyone with stories of Canada. She had a big personality that drew people to her.

Janie included. Catching Claire looking at her, she poked out her tongue.

That told Claire all she needed to know. Something had gone on last night. Be that just a kiss or more, she couldn’t be happier for her friend.

As far as parties went, it was lowkey, but Claire felt anxious all the same. Her speech probably wouldn’t come out anywhere close to the words that had tumbled around in her head for the past week, but they would come from her heart.

“Would you like something?” Zoe held out two small trays; one with cocktail sausages, the other with club sandwiches.

“I’ll grab something shortly.” Claire glanced towards the end of the barn and received a nod from Janie. “Take a break for a minute.”

Claire took the trays from her and set them on the table.

Tyler glanced up from where he sat on a hay bale, chatting to Paul, Kahu and Sheryl. She nodded, and he killed the music.

Zoe looked at her with wide eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Speech,” Peyton called out. Did she just link pinkies with Janie?

Focus, Evans. She shook herself.

“Thank you to everyone for being here today. It’s not a big gathering, but it’s a big deal to me.”

“And me.” Zoe smiled at their guests, looking as adorable as ever.

“Hear, hear.” Tyler saluted with his beer bottle.

“Every single one of you have my back…”

“And mine,” Zoe said, earning more big smiles and melting Claire’s heart.

“When I first moved to this property, I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I knew nothing about grapevines, but that led to something extraordinary. I went into town to buy twine and came home with a Canadian.”

“Yay, to Canadians.” Peyton fist-pumped the air, earning a round of grins and a coy smile from Janie.

Shutting everyone out, Claire turned to Zoe and linked their hands. She stared into hazel eyes full of trust and adoration. “You have changed and enriched my life in so many ways. As we stand here surrounded by good people, listening to the farm animals, I have to wonder what could possibly make my life better. Our lives better.”

Right on cue, the neighbour’s son entered, and Claire was glad Zoe had her back to the door.

“Zoe Anderson, will you accept this puppy as my token of love?”

Dillon handed the pup to Zoe, and Claire practically saw her heart melting all over the barn floor.

“Yes! I’d love to have your puppies,” Zoe exclaimed as if Claire had asked her to have her babies. The pup licked Zoe’s nose, making her giggle.

Huntaway’s were a strong breed of dog used for sheep-herding in New Zealand. As long as they got enough exercise, which wouldn’t be a problem on the farm, they were a good family dog as well.

“What are you going to name her?” Claire’s dad called out.

“Esme.”

It was the first time Claire had seen Zoe name a pet without cracking a smile.

“It’s French for loved.” Zoe lifted her gaze from Esme and met Claire’s eyes. “Claire Evans, before all these people who have become dear to me and accepted me into your fold, I vow to love you until the end of time.”

Claire threw her arms around Zoe, squashing the puppy between them. “I love you.”

Everyone clapped and cheered. Her mum swiped away a tear.

From the back of the barn, Sheryl called out, “Open the present we got you.”

How had Claire forgotten? Praying it was guest-appropriate, she tore off the paper. The words on the sign were perfect. They summed up Claire and Zoe to a tee.

WELCOME TO

THE FUNNY FARM

We may not have it all together,

But together we have it all.
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