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        Mallory

      

      

      Loud, rowdy, and packed to the gills: that’s how I like it at the Stars & Stripes bar on the main drag of my hometown. Tonight of all nights, it should be deafening in here. It’s the Fourth of July. America’s birthday. Biggest day of the year in Milltown. When I was a kid it felt like the whole town was gearing up for my birthday on the fifth of July, like everybody wanted me to ring in the new year with Colorado’s biggest fireworks show. The first week of July has always been a countdown to something special—four, three, two, one, boom!

      Every year except this one.

      I should be flying high. My best friend in the world, one Sophie Langdon, had the craziest wedding known to mankind. That decade of blushes and looks shared between her and Ash Montgomery finally paid off…on the day she was supposed to marry another man. It still seems like something out of a romance novel.

      And who wouldn’t want some romance that? I sure as hell could use some.

      The guy standing next to me at the bar doesn’t notice that I’m ripe for romance. He doesn’t notice anything at all, except something one of his buddies says. I don’t catch the news, only the whoop he lets out. Then, drink thrust high into the air in some kind of celebration, he steps directly onto my left foot.

      “Ouch, shiz,” I hiss into the battered hardwood bartop. A hand on my upper back offers a hint of comfort. Maybe Sophie and Ash have finally detached themselves from one another. You give those two an inch of a booth in the back of the bar, and they’ll take a mile. At least one of them has come over to—

      Nope.

      That’s not a hand on my upper back. It’s an elbow. The guy who crushed my foot five seconds ago is leaning over me to get the bartender’s attention.

      Roxy Harding, best-known redhead in Milltown, is the second person—other than me—to take note of my situation. “Hey, big guy.” She snaps her fingers at the slightly tipsy man using me as an armrest. “Let her up, and then we can talk about drinks.”

      “What?”

      “Let. Her. Up.” From this vantage point, I can’t see beyond the bottom of Roxy’s Stars & Stripes polo shirt, but I can hear her cracking her gum. “Stand up, smarty pants.”

      “What? Oh.” It takes him way too long to lift his elbow off my back. The second I’m free I straighten up like a Jack-in-the-Box.

      “You okay?” Roxy looks me up and down. She served me my first alcoholic drink when I was twenty-one and home from college on summer break—a 7&7 with two celebratory umbrellas leaning against the rim—and a tiny part of me wishes it was a slow November night at the bar so I could shoot the shit with her and ignore the fact that I’m painfully single.

      “I’m good.” I give her a jaunty salute and put a smile on. It is the Fourth of July, after all. There’s no room for moping. I take a step back from the bar. Sophie and Ash are still posted up in their booth. We snagged it early, before the fireworks crowd came in like a tidal wave. Ash sits up against the wall with his arm around my best friend, dark eyes locked on hers like she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. And she’s not even looking at him. She’s looking across the booth at the third member of our college trio, Emily. And Emily has her eyes on…a cowboy? A cowboy. From the look in her eyes, she’ll take him home tonight.

      My heart twists up like two of those concentration balls gone haywire and my throat tightens. It was so nice of Sophie and Ash to extend their honeymoon to be in Milltown for the Fourth. Coming here for the holiday is a tradition we started in college, when we shared a three-person suite with Emily. A way to stay connected over the break, even if we all took jobs where the rent was cheaper than an off-campus apartment. So, so nice of them. But the way Sophie touches Ash, their hands doing a subtle little dance right there at the table, makes me want to die.

      Just a little.

      While I was looking at them like a lost puppy, somebody filled in my spot at the bar. On the other end of the room a shout goes up—they’re starting!—and suddenly I don’t think I can spend another moment in that booth with my friends. I definitely do not want to talk to all the people who ignored me in high school, like Jared Fry, who’s holding court up against the opppiste wall.

      If only I could crowd-surf.

      Instead I dive in headfirst, my hands cutting a path through the waves of tipsy bodies, and head toward the door. I pat my pockets—phone, check, wallet, check—and swim upstream until my hands meet the slick metal bar on the door. It sticks in any kind of heat, so I lean in with my shoulder and burst out into the only available space on the other side.

      The first firework explodes over Milltown in a crashing cascade of red, white, and blue. Drunken cheers lift on the wind. Born in the USA by the Boss kicks off the show soundtrack on the downtown speakers.

      This is normally my favorite moment of the year.

      My chest aches like it’s missing an essential piece. In the middle of a shouting, swaying crowd in front of the Stars & Stripes, I’m completely alone.

      The easiest way out is to skirt the crowd on the side with the buildings. My bare shoulders scrape against the bricks with every other step. Thank god the crush thins out fast—everybody wants the best view. Three blocks, and I’ve got a raw shoulder, a tender spot on my hip, and freedom.

      It’s six blocks back to my parents’ house, where I’m staying for the weekend, and not a single part of me is afraid to walk home in the dark. Well…a single part of me might be a little jumpy, but I wouldn’t call it real fear. Jordana Bolton got robbed at the bank yesterday, which isn’t typical Milltown. It’s hardly dark, anyway, with splashes of purple and gold illuminating the sidewalk beneath my feet.

      The echoing booms roll over Milltown like thunder, the waves of sound ricocheting off the corners of buildings and throwing themselves against one another like teenagers at a mosh pit. My calves ache as I start up the hill. I go past the Milltown Bakery, a children’s clothing store, and Dottie’s Ice Cream Parlor. After the alley I’ll be home free in the residential neighborhoods.

      I watch my reflection in the window Dottie’s, flickering in and out like I’m in the middle of a lightning storm.

      Something moves in the alley.

      Hairs rise on the back of my neck, setting off a cascade of goose bumps that unfurls like a flag down my back. It’s probably a dog. Must be a dog, right? Or somebody cutting across the main road.

      No—not just one somebody. Two. And then a third.

      And all of them tall and muscled and men.

      Precisely none of them are the most harmless of all the men in Milltown. God, I’d give anything to encounter Dick Freeman in his red-white-and-blue penis pouch. They really tried this year to get him to wear shorts, but the old hippie has been downtown all day in a town-mandated pouch. I’d rather see his ass dart across the road in front of me right now than this…gang.

      The first one turns, sees me, and smiles, his teeth painted red by the fireworks. “Caught one,” he says with a smirk that chills me down to my patriotic-themed toenails.

      I open my mouth on instinct, every muscle frozen.

      A round of screamers soars into the sky, coming back to earth with an ear-splitting shriek.
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        Chris

      

      

      I came back to Milltown for some peace and quiet. Would you believe that? Who comes back to town on the second of July expecting a snoozefest?

      Me. I’m your man. I got taken in by all the memories of this place from high school, which was one long stretch of boredom punctuated by moments of sheer terror. That’s also how lots of people describe deployment. I’d take the boredom any day.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      I put myself right in the middle of as much boredom as I could find, and I’ve lasted…almost forty-eight hours.

      The Stars & Stripes is loud, with hometown bros posturing for all the women who’ve come in front out of town, but none of it sparks any interest. I recognize a bunch of the people in here—Jared Fry, who was the quarterback of the football team my sophomore and junior year. He came here with Paul Miller, who was a running back. The two of them were a dream team. Not my dream team, because nobody in their right mind would have put me on anything but the chess team based on how I looked: tall and lanky with discount glasses. Chess would have been a mistake, too. I’ve always sucked at chess.

      I put my empty beer glass on the counter and dig for my wallet. The bartender, Roxy, sweeps by. She’s the only one who seems to know I’m tucked in this corner, snug against the wall. “Calling it a night?”

      “Sure am.” I put a twenty on the counter and slide it across to her.

      “But the fireworks haven’t—” As if on cue, the first one explodes over the town square. I’m not much for fireworks these days. There’s a folding chair and a firepit at my uncle’s place that seems like a safer bet. Roxy takes the twenty and gives me a salute.

      I’m halfway to the door when I hear my name. And I’ll be damned—it’s Jared Fry.

      “Is that you, man?” He’s got a booming voice now, loud enough to carry over the ruckus of the bar layered in with the fireworks. “I told you it was him.” He gives Paul a nudge hard enough to make him stumble.

      “You were right,” Paul says when he recovers. He sticks his hand out for me to shake, and I take it. This whole thing is fucking weird. Are we that old now that we shake hands when we meet in a bar. “Hey, man. How’s it been?”

      I laugh out loud. I can count on one hand the number of times Paul and Jared spoke to me back in school. “Swore I’d never come back.”

      Jared claps me on the shoulder. “Dude, we said the same thing. Where did you buy?”

      “Buy?”

      “Yeah. Where are you living now? I’m out by the baseball fields, and Paul just bought a place behind Dottie’s.”

      “New York City,” I tell him, because it’s the truth. I spend most of my time working as a systems analyst, which is what the Army trained me to be after they were finished making me into a grunt. Once I got out I got a job through a company called Heroes on the Homefront. I’ll never forget the woman I met with, but not for any bullshit romantic reasons. Her name was Summer, and she was the first person to look at me like I hadn’t just been rolled off an Army conveyor belt.

      “Just visiting, then?” Jared’s eyebrows raise, and then his eyes flick down the length of me. “Good for you, man. Good for you.”

      It’s like he can’t figure me out. He and Paul are roughly the same shape and size that they’ve always been, but Paul’s sporting a bit of a gut and by the flush in Jared’s cheeks he’s probably lost his touch at handling the ball.

      They both live here.

      I never considered that a possibility. I can’t consider it one now—not with my job in the city. My life is there, too.

      The fireworks get louder and the crowd presses in. “Good to see you,” I say, and then I put my hand out to shake because that’s what we do now. Farewell, former football players. So we met again. Or…for the first time.

      God, high school is bullshit.

      I make my way through downtown, dodging drunk guys in button-down shirts and more than one woman in a tie-die bikini top for a shirt. My uncle’s house is up the hill, three blocks past the alley.

      Four people are there at the space where the alley lets out, and my heart pulls backward through my chest. It’s some guy and his girlfriend, and two other guys who…

      Wait.

      He’s standing close—too close—which is why I made the mistake of assuming they’re together. But she moves her head to the side and I catch a glimpse of his face.

      It’s not a guy and his girlfriend at all. Or if it is, this is a bad situation. The other two flank him like a man of his size could possibly need protection from a woman of her size. A woman of an oddly familiar size and shape. I can’t quite place it, but something about the curve of her shoulders…

      She turns backward, risking a glance back toward town, and every inch of my skin bursts into a heat that rolls into an open flame.

      It’s Mallory Whitford.

      High school was four years of boredom punctuated by moments of terror…and moments of unbelievable exhilaration. Most of those moments when Mallory Whitford looked at me with those big brown eyes of hers.

      And when she talked to me?

      The entire planet would stop on its axis and wait for my stupid, lovesick brain to catch up.

      Her mouth forms a perfect O when she sees me, eyes going wide and bright in a silvery blue flash from the fireworks. She’s afraid. She must think I’m one of them—one last man to block her exit.

      No. Fucking. Way.

      Whatever’s going on here is about to end…and it’s going to end on my terms.
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        Mallory

      

      

      Oh, I’m screwed. I’m so screwed. I’m so screwed that I’ve never been this screwed before in my life and I might never be again. And not in a good way.

      The boom and crash from the fireworks ricochets down the alley and my heart follows the zigzag path, throwing itself against my ribs so hard I think it might fly off and slap one of them in the face. That would be so fucking disgusting that it just might work—it might take one of them out. But there are four. Three of them are twenty feet ahead of me at the mouth of the alley, one of them is behind me, backlit by the fireworks, and all of them big and brawny. I can’t even appreciate the muscles on the fourth guy, the guy behind me, because he’s the trap that’s been sprung from every direction. Traffic zooms by on my left, slamming on the breaks to make a hard turn before the packed town square. They’re not looking. That’s my only escape route, which means there’s no escape route.

      Fuck.

      I never thought my life would come to this. In Milltown, of all places. I had a few dicey encounters in college—shadowy figures lurking near the river trail, that kind of thing—but never once did I feel this gut churning fear, like fingers of ice with a vise grip around my stomach. In my wildest imagination, I had the vague idea that if this happened to me, I’d flee like a gazelle, my gym-and-running strengthened legs carrying me to immediate safety.

      Another volley of fireworks bursts overhead. Start, I think. Think of it like a local 5k, only the prize is escaping these horrible men.

      I don’t start. I don’t take a step. I swivel around like a Barbie with its legs glued to the floor. In front of me, behind me—there’s no good place to run. And what if I choose the wrong moment? Sprinting out into Main Street during an anarchic time like during a fireworks show also seems likely to result in my demise.

      “Aww, look at her.” The ringleader sneers the words over the echo of the last boom and the next crack of the fireworks getting shot into the sky. “Go get her, boys. She’s going to make a hell of an aftershow.”

      I swivel my head uselessly behind me, even though I will not be anybody’s aftershow. Since my legs have abandoned ship I’ll have to wait until they’re at close range, and then remember all the self-defense tips I’ve ever learned at the perfect moment. The eyes. I’ll go for the eyes. And the groin. What the hell did she say during the talent show scene in Miss Congeniality? Something about singing. And I can’t remember what the S stands for. God, the one useful thing I learn from a movie, and it deserts me in my moment of need.

      The sidewalk behind me is empty.

      It’s empty.

      I’ve been so focused on my last-ditch plan to play Frogger with the fireworks-distracted traffic that I didn’t notice the fourth man’s disappearance.

      The tiny hairs on the back of my neck fly upward like frozen spikes, bile searing my throat. Where is he? Where is he? I spin in a full, stupid circle. My arm brushes something and a scream carves itself into the air. It’s swallowed up by a set of screamers in the sky and I spit out a hysterical laugh afterward, then gulp it back. This is no time for laughter.

      Another crash, another boom, and I spin like a top, right back around to witness…

      A miracle.

      The fourth guy, the one I saw silhouetted against the red and purple sparkle bursts of the fireworks, is in midair.

      I mean, he’s actually in midair, hovering in the empty space above the man who is, incredibly, still sneering at me.

      Mystery Man succumbs to the pull of gravity with his fist cocked ever so slightly, coming down on the smirking asshole, and then he is no longer smirking.

      In fact, he’s no longer upright.

      He’s splayed out on the sidewalk, Mystery standing over him like something out of a comic book. Only this is not a comic book. This is real life, as real as it’s ever been, even if it makes no sense for Milltown.

      “Get up,” he shouts down at him, but the guy on the ground only curls up and twists inward. I have the strangest urge to call him a roly-poly, only that would be the lamest possible thing to say in this moment.

      It’s too early to be relieved.

      It’s way too early.

      Mystery raises his head and stalks toward the other two. Another boom covers what I can only assume to be the sound of him cracking his knuckles. I can’t actually see his knuckles, but anybody walking into a fight outnumbered with that set of his shoulders is completely cracking his knuckles.

      “Hey! Wait!”

      What am I doing? What am I shouting? My body jerks itself out of the cold freeze and I sprint forward.

      “You’re outnumbered!” I scream over the next volley of fireworks.

      He turns his head, and in a flash of green, I recognize him.

      That’s impossible.

      I’ve never known anyone this ripped in my life.

      My heart stops, but my legs don’t miss a beat. I jump over the groaning form of the lead asshole, still crumpled on the sidewalk, and descend on the other two with a shrill battle cry and zero plans for how I’m going to attack them. Make your hands like claws was definitely not part of my self-defense class, but that’s what I’m doing.

      It shocks them.

      They stumble backward, away from my shrieking, clawing ass, and then Mystery is at my side, reaching for them.

      “What the fuck,” one of them spits, and then he does a stutter step move and spins around me to his wounded friend. “Get up. Get up, man. They’re crazy. Get up.”

      “You’re crazy,” the guy on the ground shouts, his raw voice mostly sinking into the concrete. He turns onto his hands and knees and forces himself upright.

      “I’ll give you five seconds,” Mystery says, and holy shit, I know him. I don’t know him know him, but that voice—I’ve heard that voice before. “Five, four, three…”

      The three of them run away, lurching back down the alley with their friend suspended on their shoulders.

      “That’s a pathetic run,” I say, and then my knees give out.
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        Chris

      

      

      Mallory Whitford doesn’t fall gracefully. One second, she’s upright, and the next it’s like someone has swept her knees legs out from under her with a sawed-off broom handle. I jump forward at the last second and sweep her up into my arms at the last second.

      Her teeth are chattering, her jaw quivering, but I can’t hear her teeth clicking together over the crash of the fireworks. We must be nearing the grand finale, judging by how stupidly loud those things are getting. The echoes rattle through my ears. They careen off the inside of my skull, folding together into an almost unbearable roar.

      The volley crests and ebbs and Mallory Whitford looks into my eyes. “This is so embarrassing.”

      “It was more embarrassing for those…for those thugs.” I want to call them worse, but something is overwhelming the circuits in my brain. Something—more than one thing. The particular weight of her in my arms. The sunscreen scent of her skin. The wisp of her hair that’s broken free from her ponytail and drifted over to my cheeks. “You don’t have anything to be embarrassed about. You’ve never had anything to be embarrassed about.”

      I can hear her teeth clicking together. “How would you know that? How do I know you?”

      The shiver moves from her jaw to her shoulders. It’s the Fourth of July in Milltown, the heat from the day still rising from the pavement, but this woman needs a blanket. A house, a locked door, and a blanket.

      “School,” I tell her. “High school. We went to high school together.” By the time the last word is out of my mouth I’m moving up the hill. My uncle’s house isn’t far, and I’ll be damned if I just drop her off at some random location without me.

      Mallory threads her arms around my neck, her grip tight and familiar. “High school?”

      “Right here in Milltown.” My heart zigzags up into my throat. Back in high school, I never would have dreamed of touching Mallory Whitford like this. Adrenaline sings in my veins, making a late appearance to the party. I was in worse situations in Afghanistan, and the same thing would happen. Stony calm while we exchanged fire with radicals, then jittery nerves all night. “I sat behind you in science class freshman year.”

      The memories flood back in a rush of blood to my face that’s hotter than her skin against mine. On three occasions in science class that year, we passed notes to each other. For years afterward, I chased that exhilaration. I never found it again until today.

      I steal a glance down at Mallory’s face. She’s wide-eyed, stunned. “Chris? Chris Dailey? Is that you?”

      My name on her lips is the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard, barring the pilot announcing that we were descending into Denver.

      “It’s me.”

      All at once, the part of my soul that was stuck back in high school makes the leap after me. I’m not that guy anymore. I’m not the shrinking violet without a single ab to his name. I’m not him—but I still feel the same way about Mallory that I always did. Like being next to her was like breathing in fire in the most pleasant way possible.

      “Oh, my god,” she whispers. “Chris. Why didn’t you say something?”

      We’re almost up the hill. “I didn’t think it was the best time for an introduction. A…re-introduction.”

      She laughs, relief coloring the air around us. “I thought you were one of them.” Mallory runs a hand down over my shoulder and, honest to god, tests my biceps. “You’re…wow. Wow, with the muscles.” She takes that hand and covers her face. “And now you think I’ms one ridiculous damsel in distress.” Mallory wriggles in my arms. “I can walk, probably. Let me down.”

      “No way. You can get down when we’re inside.”

      She takes in a sharp breath. “Why, Chris Dailey, I can’t believe you’d speak to me like that. Like you're…in charge.”

      “Why, Mallory Whitford, did you just walk out of a movie set in the old west?”

      “No.” She pokes at my chest. “But you know who will? My friend Emily. My college friend Emily. She’s flirting with a cowboy at the Stars & Stripes right now.” Mallory gasps. “She has no idea there’s a roving gang of assholes out there. I should—I should text her.”

      “Text her inside. We’re here.”

      I jog up the sidewalk to the house. One light burns in the living room—I left it on, just in case. “Where’s here?”

      “My uncle’s place.”

      Mallory stiffens.

      “He’s not here.”

      She relaxes again. “Not that I mind. I just…” She giggles. “I had a flashback to school. Did you ever worry that your parents were going to be home and ruin your whole date night for you?”

      “Not really,” I admit. I never brought a girl home in high school. I certainly never carried one over the threshold like this. And I never kicked the door shut behind me with a resounding thud. Once I’ve locked it, the ache in my head starts to subside. “There. That’s better.”

      I move into the living room, toward the couch.

      “Chris.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m really not a damsel in distress.”

      I look down into Mallory’s eyes. “I would never in my life think of you that way.”

      “But if I was…” She bites her lip. “I’d want you to be the one that saved me.” Another shiver moves through her body, but this one feels different somehow. “I’m glad it was you.”

      Every tiny hair on my skin rises at the sultry tone in her voice. “You did most of it. That flying leap—” A laugh escapes me. Mallory Whitford, flying through the air with her claws out, screaming her head off. “That was nuts.”

      “I felt like I could do it. I didn’t want you to be alone in the fight.” She wrinkles her nose. “Once I knew it was you.”

      “You didn’t know it was me. Did you?”

      “Some part of me did. I saw you in the light of the fireworks…” She lifts a hand and traces the line of my jaw. “I knew, deep down…”

      My lungs fight me on the next breath. I have to force the air into those useless balloons. Everywhere she touches me feels electric. I could carry her like this forever—I could.

      “I knew,” she whispers, and then she threads her hand behind my neck, pulls me in, and kisses me.
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        Mallory

      

      

      I don’t know what I’m doing. I haven’t known what I’m doing since the moment those people—those men—appeared at the mouth of the alley. But what I do know is that Chris Dailey is the sexiest man I have ever seen. And when he’s holding me close like this, in his muscled arms, against his muscled chest, how am I supposed to resist?

      I don’t resist.

      I just kiss him.

      Something ignites low in my core, a flame that licks its way up my spine, all the way to the back of my neck. Maybe I wasn’t a damsel in distress before, but I’m sure as hell in distress now. A…lustful distress. A distress that has my nipples peaking against my bra and my breath catching in my throat and my toes curling against my sandals.

      Oh, god, it could have been so bad. It could have been so awful if Chris hadn’t shown up when he did. I cling harder to his neck and kiss him deeper. He tastes faintly of mint and alcohol, like he was just at the bar. Was he at the bar? Did he sense that something was happening to me?

      I pull back and he blinks at me. The expression on his face could be next to bewildered in the dictionary. Questions worry at one another in the back of my mind. I can’t stop them from coming out of my mouth. It’s all irrelevant, and yet I’ve just grabbed the guy who used to sit behind me in science class and kissed him like time is running out. My hands shake.

      “Were you at the bar?” My tone is slightly accusing, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why. “Did you follow me out of the bar?”

      “The Stars & Stripes?”

      “Yeah.” It strikes me how silly this must look to him. Little old me, demanding answers when I’m still suspended above the ground in his arms. “Were you at the Stars & Stripes?”

      “I was there,” he says cautiously. “But I didn’t know you were there. I didn’t follow you out.”

      “But you were going the same direction.”

      “Your parents live three blocks from here.”

      “I know. Why are you here, though? You don’t live with your uncle.”

      A smile curves the corner of his mouth. “How do you know that?”

      “Because—because…” Because if someone as hot as Chris Dailey had come to down—had come back to town—my mother wouldn’t have been able to keep her mouth shut. She’s desperate for me to get married. She’s desperate for me to “start my life,” as if it hasn’t already started. “My parents would have said something.”

      “Your parents would be interested in what I’m doing?”

      “Well, yeah. Look at you.”

      Chris glances downward like this is the first time he’s ever considered what he looks like. Then he shrugs, with just a hint of cockiness. It’s sexy as hell, and I feel it…way down low. “I’ve put the work in.”

      I haul my eyes back up to his. “Thank you. For saving me. You really didn’t know I was at the bar?”

      “I really didn’t know. I had my eyes on my own paper. My eyes on my own beer, I guess.”

      Why? Why do I care that Chris Dailey didn’t see me sitting there at the bar, getting crushed by some douchebag? Why do I care that even after all these years, I’m still invisible to everyone I find attractive?

      Why do I want him to have followed me out of the bar?

      “I should be glad anyone saw me at all.” Chris takes in a deep breath. I feel every rise and fall of his chest. “Nobody ever notices me when it counts.”

      He laughs, a low rumble that vibrates through my body. “People notice you. I’ve always noticed you. But I blended into the background for a few years there.”

      “You don’t blend in now.”

      My teeth crash together again underneath another wave of adrenaline. Chris’s face flashes from concern to determination. “I think you’re in shock.”

      “I think you’re fucking right about that.”

      He whisks me to the sofa, sets me down gently in the cushions, and tugs a blanket over me. Chris tucks it up around my shoulders and holds it there. He kneels in front of me, the lamplight gentle on his face, and looks into my eyes. “Is that better?”

      I shake my head.

      “What can I do? Do you want some water? Do you want to go to the hospital?”

      “I don’t want to go to any hospital.” I feel like I’m speaking without a filter and acting without a safety net. Everything is razor sharp and clear. “I want to kiss you again.”

      He arches one eyebrow. “So that first time wasn’t an accident?”

      I shake my head again.

      Chris takes in a long breath, then lets it out, his hands tensing on the blanket. “I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do. You’ve been through—”

      “Listen, buddy.” I throw off the blanket and lunge forward, fisting his shirt in my hands. “Here’s what I’ve been through. I got ignored at the bar. I got ignored, like, all of college. I recently stood by and watched my best friend have a love story that’s straight out of the movies. She married her biggest crush on the planet after a whirlwind of an hour. It was the most romantic fucking thing I’ve ever seen. And now I’m here with my biggest crush on the planet, and you’re going to tell me it’s not a good idea to kiss me? I swear to god, Chris—”

      He has huge hands.

      I knew that intellectually. But when he reaches out and takes my face in one hand, wrapping the other around the back of my neck, I know it on a spiritual level.

      And when he kisses me, hot and strong and demanding, I forget all about his hands.
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      It’s not like the kiss before.

      That one felt like Mallory just wanted something to cling to, and who could blame her? The situation at the alley was a near miss. A dodged bullet. Maybe I was the one who caught that bullet in my hands and hurled it in another direction, with Mallory on the assist. People do crazy things when they’ve just recently survived a brush with catastrophe. People do desperate things. That might have been a thank you or it might have been a thank god we’re alive or it might have been any number of things.

      It might have been a mistake.

      This kiss is no mistake.

      Mallory melts under my hands, a soft moan escaping her lips, and every inch of my skin tightens and tenses. I take her bottom lip between my teeth with all the gentleness I can muster and she sights into my mouth.

      This time, I take what she’s offering, not letting the shock get the best of me. I demand entrance to her mouth with my tongue and she lets me in.

      Sweet. She tastes sweet. She’s sweet and responsive and oh, Christ, I have wanted this for years.

      I sat behind Mallory in science class for one semester in high school, and I fell hard for her. The day she passed me a note about how fucking insane our teacher was being was a highlight of my life. My hands shook when I unfolded the paper, and my heart punched the inside of my ribs until they were bruised. She was always so smart, and so beautiful, and I was nobody. I was nothing. I didn’t have a single thing to offer her.

      Now I have one single thing to offer her: a body that’s big enough to protect hers. And if some animal instinct has drawn her to it like this, then I can’t say no.

      I’m strong enough to take down a man my size with a single blow.

      I’m not strong enough to resist her.

      Stop everything.

      Mallory leans forward, into my mouth, and I have to push her away. I need a few inches, that’s all, so I can see her face.

      “What did you say?”

      My voice is a rasp, and even I can hear how much I want her. Mallory is silent except for the whisper of her breath. It doesn’t matter. I hear her words now, as clear as day.

      Now I’m here with my biggest crush on the planet.

      “Crush?” I choke out the word, then clear my throat. “I am not your biggest crush on the planet.”

      Her fists tighten in my shirt and yank me in closer. “How would you know that?”

      “Because you never—you never—”

      “I never what?”

      “You never said anything.”

      “I passed you a note in science class. Three times. And Rochester was a stickler for that kind of shit. I could’ve gotten kicked out.” Her voice trembles, as if she’s on the verge of getting sent to the principal’s office right now. “I was just hoping you’d write back.”

      “I wrote back.”

      “You wrote back yeah, LOL to all three notes.”

      “I was fifteen.”

      “I was fifteen, too.” Mallory’s dark eyes are close enough that the lamplight catches and flares in her pupils. “And I wanted you to write back. A real note.”

      I’m lost for words. “I was lost for words.”

      “Were you? Or were you just lost?”

      It occurs to me now that we’ve moved into another layer, something older and deeper than a firework flash of adrenaline through our veins.

      “Lost,” I admit, then swallow a parched dryness in the back of my throat. “I thought you were looking for something else.”

      “I was fifteen,” she whispers. “I didn’t know what I was looking for. I didn’t know what I was leaving behind.”

      I have swallowed a firework, and now it’s exploding at the base of my stomach. My lips hum with the heat, buzz with her proximity. Those lips were just on mine. I want them back.

      “You weren’t leaving anything. There was plenty of time before we graduated.” This truth is a dull edge. If I had ever once thought that Mallory could have been into me, I would have…

      I would have…

      I don’t know what I would have done. I wasn’t good enough for her then. I’m barely good enough for her now.

      “There’s plenty of time now.”

      There is not plenty of time.

      I’m in town for the holiday, and I don’t know how long Mallory is here. I’ve made a point of not knowing. I wasn’t going to be the stalker who couldn’t let a high school infatuation go. So I’ve made it my business not to know anything about her for years.

      Except I do know things about her.

      I know that when she stands in a crowd, she tends to hold herself apart. She’ll take charge before she lets people see that she’s anxious, or lonely. I know that she loves chocolate chip cookies that are slightly undercooked. I know, because for all the time I spent pretending to be aloof in science class, I remained in a tight orbit around her for the rest of school. A reasonable orbit. Friends of friends. And then I did the right thing. I left Milltown and everybody else behind.

      We don’t have much time.

      We have the minute that we’re in, and that’s all. That’s all we’ve ever had. That’s all anyone has.

      I can’t pull back, because Mallory is holding on that tightly to my t-shirt that even the slightest motion increases the tension between us.

      “Chris?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I swear to god…”

      I run my hand down the back of her neck a few inches, down her soft skin, and she tilts her head back into my palm. It takes nothing to lean forward, to give in to the pull of her hands and press a kiss to the side of her neck. Mallory sways, the tiny movement pushing more of her flesh against my lips.

      A thousand booms rock through Milltown, crashing against the houses and knocking against each other with a reckless, wild abandon that could by very own heart.

      Is it the sound or the bite of my teeth on her earlobe that makes Mallory moan?

      The fireworks might be over, but it was only the beginning of the grand finale.
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      He moves in for a kiss again, and it hits me all over again: Chris is not the same guy he was in high school.

      For one thing, he’s not the tall, gangly nerd who sat behind me in science class.

      The thing I somehow can’t manage to communicate is that I would still be into him even if he was.

      Because I was into him.

      I’ve pushed that memory down enough over the years, and whatever almost happened in the alley has brought it screaming to the surface.

      “I liked it,” I murmur into his ear. This evening is like a shot of truth serum.

      “Liked what?” His voice is deeper now, rougher, but it has that same smooth tenor underneath.

      “I liked being rescued.”

      The light in the living room flickers. There’s a snick as the filament in the bulb cracks, leaving us in the moonlight. The world has heard my dirty, secret thoughts and adjusted the lighting accordingly.

      Chris’s eyes are still bright, even in the pale light streaming through his uncle’s front window. I would steal looks behind me during class, just to see those eyes fixed on the blackboard at the front of the room. A darkness flares in his eyes. I am a raw bundle of nerves.

      He bends forward, brushing his lips across my collarbone. God bless the ballet neckline of my shirt. “It got you hot to be helpless.”

      It’s not a question.

      “In your arms.” My voice shakes, breaking. It’s the pure, unadulterated truth, and it turns me on, heat gathering between my legs, as much as it makes me ashamed. I liked it. I liked the way it felt to be swept off my feet even as the ground rushed up beneath me. I liked how strong his arms felt underneath my body. I liked knowing that Chris was big enough to have his way with me, if he wanted.

      I like knowing it now, too.

      “How about my hands?” Chris asks the question offhandedly, casually, and in the same breath he plucks my wrists from his shirt and pins them up above my head.

      I tug at them, testing his grip. It’s firm. It’s firm as hell. My t-shirt rides up a few inches. Chris notices and bends to kiss along that line. His hot breath curls against my skin. I pull harder against his big hand, which encircles both of my wrists without any effort.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      He lifts his head and looks into my eyes. “I want more of this. Do you want more of this?”

      Even with his fingers tight around my wrist, I know down in my bones that if I so much as shook my head he would release me. He would walk me home. He would be the perfect gentleman.

      I look straight ahead. “Yes.”

      “Then keep your knuckles on the wall.”

      I curl my hands lightly into fists and press the knuckles against the rough wallpaper. Chris lets go, and in the next moment his fingers are working deftly at my jeans. I arch up from the sofa and let him pull them off. It’s hard to catch my breath. It’s really hard. He looks up at me, a sultry half-smile dancing across his face.

      “You’re gorgeous like this.”

      “I’m awkward like this,” I gasp.

      “I like it.”

      Then he hooks his fingers into the waistband of my panties and yanks them down.

      He’s been holding back.

      The panties fall to the floor and Chris lifts my legs up onto his shoulders. “Oh, my god,” I breathe. He’s confident. I would never have used that word to describe him in school, but I’d use it now. I’d scream it, if that’s what he wanted. He looks down between my legs to where I am absolutely, positively dripping and an aching heat spreads across my face. I’m glad it’s dark. I’m probably this close to looking like a tomato.

      “Fucking gorgeous.”

      His new, rough voice does nothing to soothe the heat. It turns it up several notches. He runs his hands up to my knees and spreads me wide open.

      Then I’m the one who’s lost.

      I’m lost for words. I’m lost for everything. Is that me, making those helpless mewls and moans while he licks and sucks and strokes and holy shit where did he learn to do this? I suck in a breath to ask him but lose the words before they can reach the tip of my tongue.

      My body is no longer mine.

      This happened before, when I thought I was trapped by those assholes at the alley. But this is high noon compared with the midnight of that moment. There’s no frozen fear, only searing pleasure.

      “I can’t stand it. I can’t stand it,” I pant.

      “Then come.”

      He’s only gone for the space of those two words, and then his mouth is back at my center. His tongue is relentless. My thighs quake under his fingers and my hips buck up toward him so forcefully he has to hold me down in order to do what he wants to do.

      In order to have his way with me.

      He’s having his way with me.

      The pleasure crests, building and building until I have the overwhelming urge to cover my mouth. Only I can’t. I have to keep my knuckles on the wallpaper.

      Have to.

      I see the wave coming, only there’s no flotation device, there’s no open shore to run giggling away to as it laps at my feet. I have no choice but to give myself over.

      The orgasm slams into me like a clap of thunder, like a firework bursting, like the first spill of water over the edge of a cliff.

      Chris makes me ride it all the way down. He works me until my hips signal for me—I’m done, I’m done. They press back into the seat of the sofa, trying to get away from the lovely assault of his tongue, of his lips.

      I’m helpless.
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      We’re living in a fantasy, and I can already feel the end coming. I don’t know when Mallory will realize what I already know—that this hinges on what happened in the alley, and the pull between us will get weaker and weaker the farther we get from that moment.

      But fuck if I care right now.

      I lean back and wipe the back of my hand across my mouth. Her dark eyes are pools of ink with flecks of moonlight and they never leave my face.

      Her lips part. “Wow.”

      “I’m not done yet.”

      A smile illuminates her face, white teeth flashing in the shadows. “Thank god.”

      Her knuckles are still pinned against the wallpaper above the back of the sofa and I bring her hands down one by one, working at her arms to make sure she doesn’t have any kinks from holding them above her head. It was only a few minutes and Mallory’s tough, but still. If this is all I’ve got with her, I’m going to make every moment perfect.

      I leave her arms behind and go for the hem of her shirt, tugging it up and over her head. Mallory helps. I swear I can see the dusky color of her blush even in the pale light of the moon. Blood surges between my legs. I’m not sure these pants were meant to withstand this powerful of an erection.

      The bra she’s wearing is thin and light. It does nothing to hide her nipples from me. I run a thumb over one of them, then another, and at the lightest pinch Mallory’s body arches back. “Oh, fuck,” she whispers, and spreads her legs open again.

      It’s too much.

      “I can’t do this here,” I growl into her ear.

      “What? Why—” The question cuts off as I lift her naked body into my arms, my cock threatening to explode right here and now.

      “If I’m going to fuck you, I’m not going to do it on a sofa, like a fucking teenager.” I take the stairs two at a time to the guest bedroom that’s been mine since forever. “I want you on a bed. And I want you now.”

      I toss her onto the bed, onto the utilitarian comforter that’s been here a decade if it’s been here a year, and Mallory scrambles onto her hands and knees. The sight of her propping her chin on her hands, breasts pinned between her arms, almost kills me.

      It almost kills me.

      “My turn,” she purrs, and now I am dead.

      Ten years ago I would have been too afraid to take my shirt off, not to mention the rest of my clothes, but now all I care about is getting back to her. Getting back to her now. I strip the shirt off like I’m headed for the showers on base and hurl it into a corner.

      Mallory’s eyes light up.

      “Damn,” she says, hardly above her breath. “Now do the rest.”

      My hands are already at my belt, thrusting the shorts down to the floor.

      Maybe she’s been teasing. I don’t know. But then the boxers come off.

      Her mouth forms a perfectly round O and her eyes are bigger the moon. Mallory sits up on her heels, speechless.

      “That.” She points. “I want that. I want you.” Mallory clasps her hands together in front of her perfect breasts. “I want you, Chris. Please. Don’t make me wait.”

      Yes. This is a fantasy. A hallucination of some kind. But it’s so real that I don’t care.

      I clamber up on the bed and push her down onto her back, our mouths meeting in a crash that I swear has been destined since the beginning of time. This kiss. This moment. Even if it’s also destined to crash and burn.

      Mallory hooks an arm around my neck and nips my bottom lip with her teeth. It’s so intimate and familiar and dead fucking sexy that I almost lose it right there, with all eight inches of my erection hanging between her legs.

      I did not survive the war to go down like this.

      Not a fucking chance.

      She’s begging me, coaxing me, in words I can’t begin to understand over the pounding of my pulse in my ears. What else is there to do but everything I’ve ever wanted? What else is there to do but line myself up with her opening and thrust in a first, tentative inch, only to discover that she is so ready that there was no need to be tentative about it at all?

      I take her then in one more stroke. Hard. Fast. I’m not holding back. The breath goes out of her lungs, her hips meet mine, and then fucking her is as inevitable as waves on the shore. The heartbeat that makes the rhythm is as ancient as the stars.

      It’s a dance.

      She shouldn’t be strong enough to roll me over onto my back, but she does. I shouldn’t be able to stop myself from coming when she rides me like an actual cowgirl, hips jerking in a way that should be out of control but it so, so smooth, but I do. And she shouldn’t bend beneath me on her hands and knees, her ass in the air, while dirty words come out of her mouth, beckoning me to fuck her like this, to fuck her harder, please, please, Chris, please.

      But she does.

      When I come, it’s white-hot, all of my muscles clenching so hard they’re on the verge of pulling. Mallory digs her fists into the comforter. I can tell that her grip is all that’s holding her in place. A flicker of guilt traces a path through the dark at the center of my core—should I have been so rough?

      But then she rolls over onto her back, a wide smile on her face and a satisfied arch in her back that does amazing things for her breasts, truly amazing, and says…

      “More.”
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      “Mal?”

      

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you hear me?”

      I look across the table at Emily, my redheaded friend from college, and my stomach twists with guilt.

      “No,” I admit. “I got lost in thought.” The word lost casts another line back into my memories of last night, and it hooks on that same word coming from between Chris’s perfect lips. God. I’m never going to get over last night.

      Emily looks tired, too, with shadows under her eyes. She looks down into her basket, where a mostly untouched burger sits on a bet of perfectly crisp fries. “That’s okay. It wasn’t important.”

      “No, it was.” I reach out and put a hand on top of hers. “I’ll quit being an asshole, like, this very moment. Tell me.”

      She sighs. “Is it stupid? To be hung up on somebody I only met last night?”

      “The cowboy?” I should eat my own burger before it gets cold, so I take a bite. “Where’s he from? Nearby?”

      Her frown deepens. “Montana.”

      “Montana? He came all the way across Wyoming for some fireworks?”

      “Family in the area, I guess.” She shrugs one shoulder. “But he’s gone now.”

      “Already?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes meet mine. “The thing is…we kissed. When he was on his way out of the bar. Right after the fireworks ended, he got up and…” She shakes her head. “I went out with him, and it was…shit.” She leans back and covers her eyes with her hands. “It was like something out of the movie. He backed me up against the front of the building and we…we just kissed. Like…” She makes an exploding motion with her hand. “Fireworks. And this morning, when I texted him, he was gone.”

      “Ass.”

      “I don’t think he was.” Her forehead wrinkles, and Emily digs into her purse for her phone. “You’re too sweet, is what he said. Too good for a man like me. What does that mean? I’m not good.”

      “You are good. You’re very kind, and he’s right, you’re sweet…”

      “But that’s not what I wanted last night.” Emily’s eyes flash and pink blotches appear high on her cheeks. “Never mind.”

      “I get it.” I pick up my Diet Coke and take a sip. It’s tasteless today, in a way it never was before. “I had a similar situation. I…” I don’t want to tell her about the people from the alley. They don’t seem real. And we’ll be leaving in a couple of hours to drive back to Denver, anyway. I can tell her about it then. “I met up with someone from school.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “From college?”

      “From high school.”

      “Ooooh.” The darkness lifts from her face. “How did that go? Was it someone you had the hots for?”

      “It was the only person I had the hots for,” I mumble into my burger.

      “What was that?”

      “Yes.” I straighten up. “I did have the hots for him. I guess I still do. He’s different now, though.”

      “Different how? Manly?”

      That makes me laugh. “Yes, manly. It’s not like anyone is particularly manly at fifteen, but now…” I steal a glance around at the Stars & Stripes to make sure he’s not here. I didn’t notice Chris here last night. I didn’t know to look for him in his current form. “I heard he joined the Army. I didn’t realize he was in such good shape.”

      Emily’s eyes go wide. “How good of shape?”

      “Like…incredible shape.”

      “Yeah? Did you see all his shapes?”

      I can’t speak. I can only nod.

      “Oh my god, Mallory.” She beams. “That’s awesome. So it’s all out of your system now, right? You should be all good when you get back to Denver.”

      A piece of my chest feels like it’s caved in. Chris is not out of my system. Not by a long shot. In fact, last night seems to have only lodged him farther into my system. No pun intended.

      “I don’t know. But my flight out is in a few hours, and I haven’t heard anything from him.”

      “Did you exchange numbers? Are you going to be text pals?”

      I snort to cover up the ache behind my breastbone. “No, we didn’t. We didn’t really talk this morning.”

      This morning, this morning. This morning I woke up with the dawn and found myself curled up next to Chris in his bed. My first instinct was to pounce on him, but then…I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Instead, I tiptoed through the room. I stopped once at the door to look back. He didn’t so much as move a muscle.

      Emily cringes. “That bad, huh?”

      “He was asleep when I left. And I didn’t have the balls to wake him up, in case…”

      “In case last night was as far as it goes,” Emily intones. “I understand.”

      “I’m regretting it now.” I’m regretting it so much that I can’t swallow my hamburger. “But Milltown is a pretty small place. If he wanted anything more, he’d find me. Really, Em, I don’t think he does, and I kind of feel like…like it’s high school all over again.”

      “Have you seen yourself in a mirror? It’s not high school. I’ve seen your yearbook. You’re—” Emily waves a hand in the air. “You’re way different now. Hotter. Smarter. More confident.” Her shoulders sag. “I should take my own advice. If the cowboy doesn’t want anything to do with me, then it’s his loss.”

      “It is his loss,” I tell her. “But it’s not like I can jump into anything with him after one night. That’s crazy.”

      “What would Sophie say about that?” Emily waggles her eyebrows. “Those two are still in bed. Guaranteed.”

      “That’s different. She’s known Ash forever.”

      “About as long as you’ve known…what was his name? You didn’t tell me his name, and now I’m dying to know. Also, please show me what he looked like in high school.”

      “Please. I don’t have a digital copy of my yearbook on my phone.” My heart beats fast. “And his name is Chris Dailey.”

      The door of the Stars & Stripes bangs open, startling us both. “Rox,” a voice calls. “Is she here?”

      Roxy looks toward the door, a skeptical grin on her face3. “Who you looking for, Chris?”

      “I’m looking for Mallory,” he says, and I don’t dare move, don’t dare turn my head, because I’m paralyzed by the fear that if I do look, this will turn out to be a dream. “Tell me if she’s here, Roxy. I swear to god.”
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      Roxy looks to her right, to the row of booths up against the wall, and raises her eyebrows. This is classic Roxy. She’s clearly looking at Mallory, and we both know it—so does my heart, which somersaults all the way down to the floor. That doesn’t mean she’s going to put Mallory front and center unless that’s where she wants to be.

      And I hope she wants to be, down to the marrow in my bones.

      There’s a rustling sound, and Mallory scoots out of the side of the booth. She lets out a little hiss as she reaches the edge, then stands up tall. “Never wear shorts to sit in a booth,” she says to nobody in particular.

      The Stars & Stripes is humming for the lunch hour, but nobody’s saying a word.

      Mallory takes one step, then another, then raises a hand. “Nothing to see here, people.”

      Behind her, Roxy laughs.

      I don’t move. I’m not going to move. I’m not going to do a single thing that might compromise my nerve.

      Mallory crosses the bar and stops in front of me. Fully clothed, she looks almost…timid. A less-nude version of the goddess who snuck out of my bed this morning. She sticks her hands in her pockets. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      “You were…” She motions toward Roxy with her head. “You were looking for me?”

      “I found you.” It sounds so dumb that I can’t help smiling. Mallory smiles back, and my heart is too big for my chest. It grows with every beat. “The thing is, last night ended too soon.”

      “It ended just about the usual time, I’d say.”

      “It ended before we got the chance to hash things out.”

      Mallory bites her lip and looks down at the floor. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to…hash things out. I wasn’t sure there was anything to hash out. And please don’t make me say hash out anymore. It’s starting to sound dumb, and everyone can hear us.”

      “I don’t care if everyone can hear us. I only care if you can hear me.” I take a deep breath, which does nothing to temper my pulse. “I was an idiot when I was fifteen. I’m probably still an idiot. But you should know that I’ve thought of you every day since we left school. Every single day. And I’ve never admitted it to anyone, not even myself, until right now. So I’m…” Everyone really is staring. “I’m glad everyone at this bar is going to bear witness.”

      Mallory blushes a deeper red. “Can’t take it back now.”

      “I don’t want to take anything back. Especially not last night.”

      Someone whistles. I roll my eyes. Mallory laughs.

      “I will not be going into any details,” I say loudly, and behind Mallory I can see Roxy behind the bar, throwing her head back in a silent howl of laughter. “Except to say that I’ve got to know. I have to know where you live, Mallory.”

      “He’s not a stalker,” she says, equally as loud. “It just sounds like that.”

      Some old woman from the back pipes up. “Let him finish, honey. We know he’s not a stalker.”

      “Do you? Seriously?” Mallory twists over her shoulder. “Because if one of you has information…”

      “I don’t want to go back to New York.” It’s rude to interrupt, but here we are. “I don’t want to go back to the city, if it means I’ll never see you again. I’ll buy a house in Milltown, if that’s what it takes.”

      “Chris.” Mallory puts a hand on my arm. “Do you not know where I live?”

      “Do you not know how hard I tried to forget my ridiculous, over-the-top crush on you? I don’t even have Facebook, Mallory. I never signed up for an account. I didn’t want to be that guy who…who dwells on shit from high school forever and never moves out of Milltown.” There’s a general murmur of displeasure from the bar patrons. “Milltown is great.” Am I selling it? I don’t know. “But I think there’s some virtue in seeing another part of the world, and then maybe going there forever. But that’s not the point. The point is, I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t get over the fact that I liked you. So much.”

      Mallory shuts her eyes groans. “Chris, we could have reconnected via chat. Like, years ago.” She opens her eyes again. “Are you saying you’ve been avoiding me out of love?”

      “No way. I was avoiding you out of intense…like. But after last night…”

      “I love you,” Mallory blurts out.

      A single person lets out a piercing whoop.

      “Look, it’s stupid. We all know it’s stupid,” she says to the rest of the bar. “But I was kind of in love with you back in high school. And I’m kind of in love with you now. And mostly, I just want to spend the rest of forever with you, learning everything there is to know about you. Everything else, I mean.”

      “Everything else?”

      “I already know some things. I know your favorite movie back in high school was The Fountain.”

      “I only told that to one person.”

      “You told it to Mark Hudson, in the library. I was always in the library. Plus, that’s a really weird favorite movie to have.” Mallory screws up her face. “It’s so sad.”

      “You watched it?”

      “It was your favorite movie. I thought if I ever got you to write anything other than yeah, LOL on those notes, we could talk about it.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “I know.” She squares her shoulders. “So can we stop pretending that it all counted for nothing and just…make out in front of everyone, and live happily ever after?” Mallory chuckles. “I mean, I know we can’t just live happily ever after, but—”

      I kiss her before she can finish that sentence. I kiss her like I should have been kissing her all this time. I kiss her like she’s mine.

      Judging from the cheer that goes up in the Stars & Stripes, and from the way my entire body sinks into the kiss, it’s pretty fucking hot.

      When we come up for air, Mallory takes my face in her hands. “Don’t go back to New York City. Or, if you do, I’m going with you.”

      “How about this? Go away with me. Anywhere you want. And when we come back, we can have our own whirlwind, if that sounds good to you.”

      Her eyes sparkle, and it’s nothing like fireworks—more like the slow burn of a campfire, built to last. “You’re driving,” she whispers against my lips. “I want your hands on the wheel.”

      “I want my hands other places,” I whisper back.

      “Everyone’s still watching,” she says.

      So I pick her up in my arms and take her out into the sunlight. Neither one of us looks back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Epilogue]
        

      

      
        
        Emily

      

      

      “Okay. Well, that was a nice lunch, Mal. Good talk.” I snap my fingers and point at Mallory’s empty seat.

      It’s clear—this is the summer where everyone’s dreams are going to come true.

      Except mine.

      No. I won’t be that dramatic about it. There’s still a chance my dreams could come true, too.

      A slim chance.

      I purse my lips and lean back against the seat of the booth.

      “Hey.”

      I jump. It’s Roxy, come out from behind the bar. “Scared me.”

      “You okay?” She slides into the booth across from me. “That was quite the scene.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be okay?” I force a smile onto my face. It feels fake as hell. “I’m happy for Mallory. I want more details, though. As soon as she shows up back at our apartment I’m going to sit her down and make her tell me everything there is to know about Chris Dailey.”

      “He’s a stand-up guy.” Roxy drums her fingertips on the surface of the table. “Did a tour in Afghanistan. He did live out in New York City, but given what we’ve just seen, I don’t know if that’ll last.”

      “Mallory’s always wanted to spend some time there.”

      Roxy shrugs. “I have a lot of people come through who are leaving New York City to come back here. You never know.” She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re not from here, though. I’m blanking on exactly where…”

      “San Diego,” I tell her. “It doesn’t matter. I haven’t been back there in a long time. Before college, even.” I laugh, but it rings false. “I’ve been to Milltown more often than I’ve been back home.”

      “Well, just remember, babe—you can do anything you want. Take today as proof of that.” Roxy slaps her palms down on the table and stands. “The burgers are on me today.”

      “Thanks,” I call after her.

      There’s nothing left to do here. Sophie is ensconced in some hotel room with her new husband. Mallory is getting spirited away by Chris. And I…I have a rental car and one item on my agenda: get back to Denver.

      But first…

      I pick up my phone from the table.

      I saved his number under Cowboy. I don’t even know his name. That’s how intense shit was last night. I didn’t realize until after he’d gone that I only had a number. He’d scribbled it on a piece of paper, knuckles white. I shouldn’t give you this, he’d said. I’m not good for you. It was terrible, because it made me want to know exactly why he wasn’t good for me.

      It made me crave whatever it is that’s so bad.

      Mallory thinks I’m a sweetheart, and maybe I am. Maybe he is all wrong for me.

      He’d said as much when I texted this morning.

      But I’m not done.

      I’m just not done.

      Where do you live in Montana?

      I set the phone down on the table and eat my fries very deliberately, one by one.

      It takes five agonizing minutes for my phone to buzz.

      I shouldn’t tell you that. Promise you won’t come here.

      I promise.

      Paulson

      Okay.

      I don’t send another message. Instead, I Google his little town. The first thing that pops up is a big ad for a cherry festival that’s happening in August.

      My heart beats faster.

      I’ve always loved cherries.
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      Thank you so much for reading Her Massive Missile! Are you ready to follow Emily to Paulson, Montana? She’s been forbidden to go…but she’s going anyway. Read her story now in COWBOY’S CONQUEST!
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      In the meantime, meet Summer Sullivan, Chris’s contact at Heroes on the Homefront. Her love story with Dayton Nash, army hero and wounded warrior, is epic.

      Dayton was never allowed to love Summer. He went to war to forget her. But now he’s back in New York City, and his best friend’s little sister is all grown up…

      ➤ One-click BEFORE SHE WAS MINE today!
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      Or, if you’re in a summer beach mood, head over to the Bliss Resort and check in for the ride of your life!
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      There’s trouble in paradise, and she looks killer in a red bikini!

      ➤ One-click CRUSH ON YOU and read now!

      If you loved Her Massive Missile, please consider leaving a review on your favorite site to let other readers know! <3
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        Happy 4th of July!

        Welcome to Milltown, Colorado, population 15,000, where the only things hotter than the annual fireworks show are the men in uniform and the women who want to light their fuses.

        Join the authors of Flirt Club in The Fireworks Series of stories that celebrate small-town summers, bbqs, and all things that end with a bang!

        Where will you be when the fireworks start?

      

      

      
        
        Her Captain’s Deck by Dee Ellis

        Her Declaration of Independence by Poppy Parkes

        Her Firecracker by Laney Powell

        Her Hot Shot by Alexx Andria

        Her Massive Missile by Amelia Wilde

        Her Private Party by Alexis Adaire

        Her Roman Candle by Fiona Starr

        Her Smokin’ Firefighter by Tracy Lorraine

        Her True Blue by Sierra Hill

        Her Yankee Doodle Daddy by Rebecca Gallo
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY and Amazon Top 100 bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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        * * *

      

      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE free in KU today!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with RICH BOSS, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in OVER EASY, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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        Bliss Brothers

      

      

      
        
        Crush on You: Roman Bliss never saw Jenny London coming. This ugly duckling turned brunette bombshell could either save his resort…or destroy his heart.

      

        

      
        Stuck on You: Beau Bliss meets his worst enemy in this opposites-attract firecracker of a novel. Who’s going to win this battle?

      

        

      
        Hooked on You: Driver Bliss needs his freedom, but he might be willing to give it up for a mysterious one-night stand…

      

        

      
        Crazy on You: Charlie Bliss would be crazy to give Leta Quinn a second chance…

      

        

      
        Love on You: Huck Bliss should not fall for his best friend. Not now, not ever.

      

        

      
        Wish on You: The mysterious Asher Bliss returns…with a fake wife!

      

      

      
        
        Wounded Hearts

      

      

      
        
        Before She Was Mine: Dayton Nash survived the war, but he might not survive falling in love with his best friend’s little sister.

      

        

      
        After I Was His: War has torn Wes Sullivan apart. Whitney Coalport could put him back together…if they don’t destroy each other first.

      

        

      
        When He Saw Me: Bennett Powell never stops searching for the truth. So it makes sense when he falls for Eva…who is a liar through and through.

      

      

      
        
        The New York Billionaires Series

      

      

      
        
        Rich Boss: Kate already had a demanding boss. Then she meets Jax Hunter, the new owner of her company.

      

        

      
        Rich Scandal: Graham Blackpool is never getting married. But when a sex scandal forces him into a fake engagement, he finds himself wanting to say I do…

      

      

      
        
        Main Street Single Dads

      

      

      
        
        Over Easy: Ryder isn’t looking for love, but he can’t help falling for the waitress serving him pancakes in his brand-new town.

      

        

      
        Cold Brew: Dash isn’t in Lakewood to make friends. He’s here to crush the competition… until he meets his rival and things reach a boiling point.

      

        

      
        Sugar Rush: Wilder is the world’s biggest rock star and a desolate widow. All of that changes when he meets the girl behind the counter at Lakewood’s best candy shop.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright Information

          

        

      

    

    
      Cover Design: Dandelion Cover Designs

      Proofreading: Cassie Hess-Dean

      © 2019 Amelia Wilde

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without express written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For more books by Amelia Wilde, visit her online at www.awilderomance.com
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