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        Ten years old . . .

      

      

      “And what’s this?”

      I study the wings, the markings, the body of the aircraft.

      “Um . . . is it a U-2 . . . uh, Dragon Lady?”

      Gramps’s lips quirk up, the wrinkles near his eyes deepening. “Good boy. And do you see the glider-like characteristics it has?” Gramps points out the long and narrow wings of the black aircraft. “This allows the aircraft to fly at unmatched altitudes with heavy sensory payloads.”

      “That’s cool.” I touch the long black wings of the model plane, which are narrow, thin and very fragile. Whenever Gramps lets me touch his model planes, I’m always very careful, because hanging with Gramps and talking about planes is my favorite thing to do.

      “And this one right here, what’s this?”

      Hmm. Squinting, my lips quirked to the side, I take in the grey aircraft with red-tipped wings and vertical stabilizer. I’ve seen this one before. There’s something different about it, but I can’t quite remember. I don’t want to let Gramps down, so I take the model plane in my hand and turn it over, studying it.

      “Is this the plane you fly with a remote control?”

      Gramps nods his head. “Yup. Do you remember what it’s called?” Scrunching my nose, I shake my head. “That’s okay.” Gramps’s large and veiny hand pats me on the shoulder. “It’s the QF-4 Aerial Target.”

      “Oh yeah,” I say, even though I don’t remember the name. I take the time to say the name over and over in my head. Five times, that should do it. I should remember now.

      “These are flown from Tyndall Air Force Base by remote control, meaning the pilot isn’t in the aircraft.”

      “Wow, that’s cool too. Kind of like how we fly our toy airplanes with remote controls.”

      “Sort of, yeah.”

      Flying with Gramps is so much fun. Dad just got me my first remote-controlled model airplane last Christmas. He said with all the responsibilities I’ve taken on since he’s been sick, I’d earned it. It’s not as fancy as Gramps’s planes that we take to the airfield with his buddies, but it’s awesome.

      My plane’s an Eaglet 50. I’ve spent the last year building it. It hasn’t been easy, but we finally took it out to fly last weekend. Dad watched from the car—he hasn’t been feeling very good at all—but after I got back in the car to go home, he told me how proud he was of me, not only for building the plane all by myself but for the smooth landings too. It was a little bumpy, but I impressed Gramps’s friends at the airfield, which made me feel really good about myself.

      “You’re not going to want to fly a QF-4 though, right?” Gramps ruffles my hair. “You want to be in that cockpit, the joystick between your legs, zipping through the clouds with the earth thousands of miles beneath you.”

      “I want to be just like you, Gramps. I want to be a fighter pilot.”

      “You will be. Keep up with your studies and focus on everything I talked to you about.”

      I nod, just as Mom’s voice drifts down the hall. She sounds sad and worried when she asks, “How much longer?”

      “A week at best.” I know that second voice, because it’s become familiar in our household. Dr. Ted Branford. He visits often. I see him hug Mom a lot, and sometimes he holds her hand. I asked Gramps about it once, and he said Dr. Ted was comforting Mom, but later that night when Gramps thought I was asleep, he was yelling at Mom. I couldn’t make out what he was saying through my bedroom door, but I could tell he wasn’t happy. Instead of focusing on what he was saying, I stared at the planes hanging from my ceiling, envisioning what it would be like to fly one someday.

      “Then what?” Mom says, her voice shaking.

      “Don’t worry, Karen. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

      Gramps slams the door to my bedroom shut with his foot. Looking angry, he chews on the side of his cheek and fiddles with his planes. The only time I see Gramps this upset is when he’s talking to Dad—his son—telling him to get better, or when Dr. Ted is around Mom.

      “Is Dad going to be okay?” The words fall out of my mouth in a whisper. A few years ago, Dad was diagnosed with mantel-cell lymphoma. It took me a long time to pronounce it properly. My gramps explained that it was a type of cancer, and that he wouldn’t get better. Apparently the doctors found it when it was stage four, but I still didn’t understand what that meant. Last year he began to get worse, and I had to start helping Mom around the house with the chores.

      Shaking his head, eyes cast down, Gramps sighs. “I’m not sure, kiddo. I’m not sure.” Taking a deep breath, he looks at me and tilts my chin up with his finger. “How about this one, do you remember what this plane is called?”

      I narrow my eyes at Gramps and put my hands on my hips. “Come on, Gramps. Do you even have to ask?” Taking the plane carefully in my hands, I say, “This is my favorite out of all the planes. The F-22 Raptor. One day, I’m going to fly one of these.”

      A smile barely reaches Gramps’s eyes as he pulls me into a hug and whispers, “You think so?”

      I nod. “I know so.”
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      Fold, make it flush.

      Remove the wrinkles.

      Get out all the wrinkles.

      Fold.

      Remove wrinkles.

      And fold.

      “Dude, what are you doing?” Stryder strolls into the pool house, apple in hand, civilian clothes on, and an annoyed look on his face.

      “Folding clothes.” I study the folded shirt and then stick it into my sleek mahogany dresser, the same dresser I’ve used for the past three years during breaks from Air Force Academy classes.

      Flopping onto my bed, Stryder props his head up in his hand and takes a bite of his apple. “We’ve been away from the Academy for an hour and you haven’t changed out of your ABUs yet, and you’re folding your civvies like someone is going to inspect them.” Tossing one of my folded T-shirts, he says, “Live a little, man. Just stuff them in your drawers.”

      Not paying Stryder’s lecture any attention, I pick up the discarded T-shirt and start folding it the same way I’d fold my PT shirts. I’m not in the mood to roll them up like my sand Ts.

      “You know how I am when I get here. I like to get myself situated.” I need to organize in order to feel at peace.

      “And it takes you forever,” Stryder complains. “It’s our fourth year, our last Thanksgiving break, we only have two more breaks after this before we graduate, so let’s drop the military life for a second and just breathe.” Tossing a pillow at me, he pulls my attention away from my laundry. “Take a deep breath, man.”

      From our very first day, when we began basic training, Stryder has been by my side. We shuffled in next to each other, wide-eyed and nervous that fateful first night. We watched each other get clipped, our hair cut to mere millimeters off our scalps. We stood in line together, not speaking a word during immunizations, and when we were starving, exhausted, and ready to fall apart, we were by each other’s side providing encouragement to one another.

      Three years later, we’re still together, still nagging each other like an old married couple, still pushing each other to be the very best we can, and both vying for a slot in pilot training.

      Stryder comes from a long line of fighter pilots, stretching from his grandfather to his dad, to his uncles and his brothers. It’s in their blood. It wasn’t a question of what Stryder would be when he grew up; it was how he would get there.

      I, on the other hand, had listened to story after story of my grandpa talking about his brief moment in the Air Force, where he flew until he was grounded for medical reasons, a dark moment in his life.

      It seems it’s a Brooks family tradition to have many “dark moments” in life.

      One of those dark moments is why I haven’t been back home to see my mom since I left for the academy. I can still remember the shock in her voice when I told her I’d be staying with Stryder rather than heading home. After the third call saying I wasn’t returning, she gave up.

      Thankfully Stryder’s parents don’t mind sponsoring me, and given that I get to hang with my friend and live in their luxury pool house while on break, it’s a win-win for me.

      “You know it doesn’t work like that for me.” I pick up another shirt and start folding it, even though it was perfectly folded when I packed it.

      The crunch of Stryder’s apple echoes through the small pool house. “How long is this going to take?”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a party in Woodland Park at one of my high school friend’s houses. His parents are gone for Thanksgiving and left the mountain house to him. It’s going to be sick, man.”

      “No.”

      “Colby, come the fuck on. Hardie and Joey are going to be there.” Joey—aka, Josephine—and Hardie round out our little foursome. We grew up in different parts of Colorado Springs, oddly never meeting until we were accepted into the United States Air Force Academy - USAFA.

      “Joey’s going?” Stryder nods, surprising me. Between the four of us, Joey and I are the most alike with our drive and study habits, our minds set on one thing and one thing only: flying a jet. When everyone else goes out on the weekends to catch a movie, we’re in our dorms, studying. Practicing. Perfecting.

      “Come on, you know you want to go.” I really don’t. Stryder tries the playful approach tossing my socks at me. I bat them away.

      “I have some studying to do.” I’m curt, not in the mood to dick around. I actually kind of wish we didn’t have this little Thanksgiving break. It messes up my flow.

      Breaks mean nothing to me.

      Cadets count down the days until they get to leave campus. Not me.

      Unlike the other cadets, I don’t have a loving family to go home to. I don’t have a sacred childhood bedroom I want to hang out in. And I sure as hell don’t have a loving father to share my experiences with.

      Breaks bring out the worst in me, dredging up repressed feelings I’ve tried to bury for countless years.

      Graduation is only a few short months away, and it will bring the reprieve I’ve been looking for, the constant go, go, go I need to keep my mind away from the past. I’m looking forward, keeping my head in the game, and accomplishing the one goal I’ve had since I can remember.

      Becoming a fighter pilot.

      Nothing is going to get in my way. Not my past, not some stupid, meaningless holiday break, and I’m sure as hell not going to be distracted by a party in the mountains.

      Stryder sits up on the bed and chucks his apple core into the little trashcan in the corner, anger in his toss. “Bullshit. You don’t have any studying to do that you haven’t already done.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “Why?” There’s a bite in his tone, frustration from the past three years built up from my constant avoidance of doing anything “fun.” And it’s not from a lack of trying on Stryder’s part.

      Putting away the last of my shirts, I shut the dresser drawer and take off my jacket and cap, hanging them in the closet. Leveling with Stryder, I say, “I’m so close, man. I’m so fucking close to graduating, to making it to the next step in my life. I can’t afford any distractions. You see breaks as a time to let loose, to breathe, I get that. But for me, they are a bump in the road on my map to achieving my dreams. I just want to get through these next five days and then get back to classes, get back to routine.”

      Always the routine; it’s what keeps me stable, keeps me from slipping up.

      Holding up three fingers, Stryder says, “There are three breaks left. Thanksgiving, Christmas, and spring break. Three, Colby. We have no idea what’s going to happen after graduation, where any of us are going to go. Once we throw our caps in the air as the Thunderbirds pass over us, blazing through the fucking sky, our lives are going to change drastically.”

      And I can’t fucking wait.

      Growing serious, Stryder rubs the back of his neck, strained and irritated by a simple request from his best friend. From the tension in his forearm, the pulse in his jaw, I have a feeling I’m not going to like what he says next. “Colby, you’re my boy, the one guy I survived this military life with, the life I didn’t necessarily want but was forced to have. I’m not sure what life will be like for me after graduation, and fuck, if I don’t make flight school, my life will be a hell of a lot worse. I need this time with you. These last few months are going to fly by, and before you know it, we’ll go our separate ways. I don’t want to pull the dick card, but I might.”

      “The dick card?” I raise an eyebrow in his direction.

      He smirks, and the tilt of his lips indicates the dick card is most likely going to change my mind. “I kind of gave you a place to stay so you didn’t have to go home and deal with Ted the Dickhead.”

      Yup, he’s pulling the dick card, and with such good timing.

      “Damn it,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Without me, who knows how many visits you would have had to endure?” He chuckles to himself, knowing he has me backed into a corner. “I’ve never asked you for anything.”

      “Not true.”

      “Tutoring doesn’t count.” He points his finger at me. “That’s your military duty, to help out a fellow cadet.” Chucking one of my socks at me, he says, “Come on, Colby. For once since you’ve put on that uniform, have a little outside fun with me.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Thought goes into his answer, his gaze toward the ceiling. I know the moment he thinks of a good answer, because a shit-eating grin spreads across his face. Christ, this is going to be my downfall.

      “If you don’t do it. I’ll tell my dad you want to hear about his ABCs for excellence in the Air Force again.”

      Oh fuck.

      I’m all about the Air Force and the traditions and heritage, but Lieutenant Colonel Sheppard’s standards for being in the Air Force are mind-numbingly boring, and so is the PowerPoint that goes with it. The first Thanksgiving break I spent with Stryder and his family, Lt. Colonel Sheppard sat us down the first night, propped up the projector screen, and went through a fifty-two-page PowerPoint presentation that we were quizzed about afterward. His reasoning? Trying to keep our minds sharp and knowledgeable.

      I’d rather jump out of an airplane without a parachute than sit through another one of his presentations.

      Shaking my head, I untuck my shirt. “You’re such an asshole.”

      Jumping off the bed, Stryder claps his hands obnoxiously. “You’re not going to regret this.” Taking my hand in his, he gives me a half-hug, clapping me on the back, and then motions to my clothes. “Get the fuck out of your ABUs, put on something decent, and be ready by six tonight. You’re not going to regret this.”

      Why do I have this heavy feeling inside me that I will?
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      Ryan: Are you home?

      Rory: Just got home from work. You on your way over?

      Ryan: Yes and I have salads!

      Rory: Oh yay, just what I want. <-- That’s sarcasm.

      Ryan: Kidding. I have pancakes. See you soon.

      Flopping down on my king-size bed, the monstrosity that takes up almost half my studio apartment, I remove the ponytail holder from my hair and fling it across the room to my small vanity set. Staring up at the cracked ten-foot ceilings of my tiny apartment, I let out a long, heavy breath.

      What a day.

      The gym is sucking me dry when it comes to teaching classes. Four. I taught four today. Don’t get me wrong. I love teaching and get great joy out of it, but combined with my part-time hours at the massage studio, I’m wiped out and ready for a little break.

      Thankfully I have tomorrow off. And guess what I’ll be doing? Sleeping. Yes . . . sleeping! Oh man, I’m going to sleep so hard.

      The door to my apartment flies open and Ryan, my best friend, comes barreling in, her hair a wild mess from the wind outside, and her cheeks a cherry red from the cold Colorado air wafting down from the snow-capped mountains.

      Donkey-kicking the door shut behind her, she flings her hair to the side and jumps onto my bed, holding a plastic bag in front of her. Crossing her legs, she lets out a little breath and says, “Derick gave us free bacon.”

      “Did you flirt with him to get said free bacon?” I dip my hand into the bag and pull out the warm containers.

      Ryan and I both live in Manitou Springs, a small town that sits at the base of the mountains right outside Colorado Springs. It’s touristy, cute during the summer, and houses two main attractions for the area: the Pikes Peak Cog Railway that takes you up Pikes Peak—a fourteen-thousand-foot mountain, and the Incline—a one-mile hiking trail straight up the side of a mountain. Pure torture, if you’re into that kind of thing . . . like I am.

      Living in Manitou has its pluses and minuses. One of the minuses being our restaurant choices are slim pickings given the small Main Street strip filled with an eclectic combination of gift shops and little Mom and Pop restaurants. On the plus side though, we have Uncle Sam’s Pancake House with the world’s best pancakes and a manager who likes to be flirted with. Flirt with Derick and you’re bound to get free bacon.

      “Of course I flirted with Derick. And guess what he told me while I was flirting?”

      “That next time we come in, we can get free biscuits?” I pop open one of the recyclable takeout boxes and close my eyes as a wave of pancake goodness and butter hits me square in the nose. It’s not very often I allow myself to indulge in pancakes.

      Well, maybe once a week. But the rest of the week I eat like a rabbit. So pancake night is cherished.

      “No free biscuits, but I can ask next time.” Ryan hands me three syrup packets and starts to open her own, drizzling the yumminess all over the fluffy, buttermilk pancakes in her box. “Do you remember Tom from high school?”

      Mouth full of heavenly pancake, I think back three years to high school. “Tom, uh, does he have a last name?”

      “I can’t remember it, but Tom with the log house.”

      “Oh, rich Tom with the log house.”

      Ryan points her syrup-covered fork at me. “Yes, rich Tom. He’s having a party at his log house in Woodland Park tonight.”

      Uh-oh, I think I know where this is going.

      “Uh-huh.” I give her a pointed look. Ryan knows tomorrow is my day off, and she knows how much I cherish my day off because I don’t get many. She knows my days off usually consist of lying around in bed watching movies on my iPad, and ignoring the world, well . . . most of the world. There is one phone call I will always pick up, one fire I will always put out, one person I’ll drop everything for.

      Shyly, Ryan looks up through her eyelashes and bites her bottom lip. Is she . . . trying to flirt with me? I know that look. Good luck, sister. It’s not going to work on me.

      “Want to go?”

      “No.” I don’t even take a second to answer her. The answer is automatic. Going to a party has zero appeal to me right now. Because listen, this is what has to happen if I decide to attend this party. I just finished teaching a workout class, which means, the rinse off I gave myself at the gym is not going to be sufficient. I’m going to have to take a full-on shower and scrub everything, because if I’m anything, I’m thorough. And since it’s a party with former high school people, I’m going to have to look good—you know, saving face and all—which requires a full dose of makeup and curled hair. And to top it off, I’m going to have to dig through my clothes to look for something nice to wear, and something nice isn’t always comfortable. And boy, do I want comfortable right now.

      “You didn’t even think about it.”

      “I don’t have to. You know tomorrow is my day off, I don’t want to spend it hungover.”

      “You don’t have to drink.”

      I give her a get real look. Even with one drink I feel terrible the next day. I think it’s all the rabbit food I eat.

      “You know if I’m there, I’m going to have at least one drink to lessen the annoyance of all the other drunk people around me.”

      “That’s true.” She bites the side of her cheek. “I bet there are going to be a lot of hot guys there. Derick said Stryder Sheppard might be there.”

      “Who’s Stryder Sheppard?”

      Ryan’s eyebrows shoot up straight to her hairline, forkful of pancakes halfway to her mouth. “Rory, you know who Stryder Sheppard is.”

      “You know, if I did, I probably wouldn’t have asked you.” I scoop a pile of pancakes into my mouth.

      Rolling her eyes, Ryan says, “He’s the boy who Dani Barton took to prom. He went to Coronado High School. The super hot guy who ended up going to the Air Force Academy.”

      Ohhhhh . . .

      “See, you remember.” Ryan triumphantly shakes her fork in the air.

      “He was the one who looked like a model and had those seriously amazing blue eyes, right?”

      “Yup. The crystal-blue ones that spoke of such naughty things whenever he made eye contact with you.”

      Oh yes, I remember Stryder Sheppard at the prom. He was the only boy in the ballroom who filled out his tux impeccably. Broad shoulders, full biceps, strong legs. Back then he looked like a machine ready to honor and protect, I can only imagine what a few years in the Air Force might have done to him.

      “And you know what, I bet he’s not coming alone.” Ryan obnoxiously wiggles her eyebrows up and down. “Bet he has some hot Air Force friends with him.”

      “Hmm . . . I do like military men. There’s something so hot about giving a piece of their life to serve and protect.”

      “That’s my girl.” Ryan cheers and shoves more pancakes in her mouth. “So are you in? I’ll drive.”

      Taking a few seconds to think it over, I consider all the pros and cons.

      Cons: Knowing Ryan, we’re going to be out until the early hours of the morning, so I’m most likely going to regret my decision tomorrow morning when I’m not feeling good. I’ll also have to go through an entire “getting ready” routine that I’m so not in the mood for.

      Pros: I might meet someone.

      Call me a romantic, but I’m twenty-one and way past my single-lady days. I’m over it. I want something more, something meaningful, something like my parents have. I want to love somebody, take care of someone, and if I’m honest, I want to have someone take care of me.

      I think that is something people are often reluctant to admit.

      I want a man.

      My life is complicated. I’ve given up a lot, and for once, I really want to search out something that makes me happy.

      A relationship. Love. Comfort. Protection. Someone to talk to at night about my day.

      Someone to share this life with.

      And maybe a party in the mountains at rich Tom’s log house is not the place to find love, but then again, I’m not meeting anyone worthwhile at the gym or anywhere else I go. Might as well give this party a shot.

      “You’re going to have to drive, because my little bug is not going to survive those roads if it snows tonight.”

      “Eeee!” Ryan cheers. “This is so exciting. Thank you. I swear you’re going to have fun.”

      “I better or you’re going to be buying pancakes for the next couple of weeks.”

      “Deal.” Taking a sip from her water bottle, she scans my closet and asks, “What are you going to wear and can I borrow something?”

      Figures. I wouldn’t expect anything less from my best friend.

      “Leggings and boots. The top is yet to be determined at this point.”

      “You’re not going to wear a dress?” Ryan curls her lip at me.

      Gesturing toward the window, I say, “It’s thirty degrees out. It will be at least ten degrees colder in the mountains. There is no way in hell I’m wearing a dress. I’m going to go for the whole cute ski bunny drinking hot chocolate at the lodge look.”

      Eyes widened, a robotic nod to her head, Ryan says, “Yes, that will be super hot actually. Oh, wear your light grey off-the-shoulder sweater. That thing is killer.”

      Hmm . . . she’s right, it is killer. I very well might wear it.
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      “No way, you got him to come?” Hardie walks up to me and claps me on the back, Joey following closely behind.

      Looking like a cocky motherfucker, Stryder puffs out his chest and says, “Told you I was a Colby whisperer.”

      Shaking her head at me, disbelief etched in her eyes, Joey says, “I can’t believe he convinced you to come.”

      “Looks like he got to you, too,” I mutter, taking in the house around me.

      It’s massive. The grand entrance opens up to a warm and inviting living room, a cobblestone rock-faced fireplace climbing the height of the wall. An open-concept kitchen decked out in natural oak is to the right, brimming with partygoers all holding red cups in their hands. Windows span the back of the house, a deck lit with lanterns and heaters hangs off the rear, and a fire pit surrounded by Adirondack chairs provides a convenient place to sit and roast marshmallows.

      I come from a very humble upbringing, and this house is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Until now, the nicest house I’ve ever been in was Stryder’s, but Tom has him beat. Big time.

      Poking me in the side, Joey says, “You have to live at some point, Colby. I’m glad you decided to come out.”

      Sticking my hands in my pockets, I take a look around, trying to see if I recognize anyone. Hardie and Joey went to the same high school, so they’ve been friends for a while. Stryder went to Coronado, while I, unfortunately, went to William J. Palmer. Not sure many kids from William J. will be here. Feeling a little out of place, I follow everyone to the kitchen where we get drinks.

      For a split second, I consider grabbing a water but think better of it, not wanting to be on the other end of the ribbing of my friends, instead I go for a cup of beer straight from the keg.

      Hardie and Joey break off, running into someone from high school, leaving me alone with Stryder. I like it that way, the less people the better. Even though Hardie and Joey are my good friends, I can feel their watchful eyes on me and it’s fucking annoying.

      “Not bad, huh?” Stryder says, taking a sip of his beer next to me. “This place is dope. I wonder how many bedrooms it has.”

      Above the grand room, there is a breezeway that connects both sides of the house, most likely leading to the bedrooms and bathrooms.

      “Not sure, but I bet they’ll be full tonight.”

      Stryder nudges me with his elbow. “Think you’ll be in one of them?”

      “No. No distractions.” I sip my beer as Stryder laughs.

      “Jesus, dude, might do you some good to occupy one of those damn rooms. Come on.” He nods toward the balcony. “Let’s check outside.”

      The grand room has a plush sectional wrapping around the space, a matching ottoman in the middle, all covered with people. Some girls are sitting on guys’ laps, some are bundled up close to their friends, some are a little shy, trying to join in on the conversation.

      None grab my attention.

      Not that I’m looking.

      When we reach the balcony, we realize it not only wraps the length of the house, but it also extends to what looks like a man-made lake. The deck must be as big as the great room if not bigger, and it has not one, but two fire pits, a section for a pool table, and a spacious outdoor seating area.

      “Damn, no wonder Tom decided to have a party. This place was made for it.”

      “Have you even seen Tom?” I ask, scanning the area, cheers erupting around the pool table.

      “Nah, but I’m sure he’ll pop up at some point. Always does.” Stryder walks toward the end of the deck and takes a peek into the dark wilderness, the moon glistening off the lake’s water.

      The temperature has to be in the low twenties, but with the heaters surrounding the area, it doesn’t even feel like we’re outside.

      Surprisingly, what I thought was going to be a rowdy party with booming music actually is more chill, laid-back; more grown-up than I expected.

      Leaning against the rail, I take in my surroundings. Exits to the left and right, exit straight through the house to the front door, and if worse comes to worst, I can jump off the deck into the lake.

      There are four surefire ways to escape.

      Always have to know how to exit, always need to have an action plan, always need to have a way out. It’s what they teach us. It’s what we need to know. It’s what I know as well as the back of my hand. Never be unprepared.

      Taking a deep breath, I sip my beer as Stryder nudges me with his elbow. “Check out the girls playing pool over there.”

      I look at the pool table, which is surrounded by partygoers cheering on what seems to be one hell of an epic battle between two teams. One is made up of two guys who look somewhat familiar. Do I know them? And the other team is made up of a blonde and a brunette.

      The blonde has shoulder-length hair tousled to the side, as if she’s been running her hands through it all night. Her lips have been painted with bright pink lipstick, bringing out the glow in her complexion. She is hot, really hot.

      But she’s not the one who’s caught my attention.

      Stick in hand, laughing at something one of the guys said, the brunette’s smile spreads across her face, lips full and natural, a light gloss highlighting them. Her long, brown hair falls over her bare shoulders in waves, blanketing her in a gorgeous waterfall of silky strands. Her body, fit and small with a light swell in her hips, tapers down to toned legs. There is an air of exuberance surrounding her, a bright beacon in the dark night. Her smile, her laughter . . . it lights up the night, drawing attention to her from everyone around her. There’s no denying her beauty or the way she so easily captures people.  But I’m not sure she’s aware.

      I can’t take my eyes off her.

      The blonde makes another shot, and then calls for the eight ball to sink in the top right pocket. With one quick stroke, she sparks the cue ball right into the eight and sinks it, ending the game. The guys they were playing groan, gripping their heads, while the blonde and brunette give each other a quick hug. From afar, I can see the blonde whisper into the brunette’s hair, pulling a smile from her friend.

      Sticks in hand, they pat the losers on the backs and, following the blonde’s lead, the girls head in our direction.

      Shit.

      Casting my gaze down, I stare at my boots, the fold of my jeans kissing the top of the stylish shoes I very rarely wear.

      I’m hit first by a sweet, flowery scent and then a pair of grey boots come into view.

      “Stryder Sheppard, right?”

      Keeping my head pointed down, but peering up through my eyelashes, the blonde props her pool stick next to her and cocks a hip out to the side.

      “Yeah.” From the corner of my eye, I can see Stryder’s signature smile pull at the corners of his lips. “Do I know you?”

      Sticking her hand out, she says, “Ryan Collier. You came to our prom with Dani Barton, senior year.”

      “Ah, Dani.” Stryder nods his head knowingly. “She’s going to school up in Idaho, isn’t she?”

      “I believe so. Studying hotel management.”

      Stryder nods his head in agreement. “Good for her.” Gesturing to the brunette, Stryder asks, “Who’s your friend?”

      I take that minute to look up as the brunette moves a step forward, entering my line of vision. “This is Rory. Rory, you remember Stryder, right?”

      The noise around us seems to quiet—movement of the lake slowing, and air stilling—as Rory speaks, her voice awakening something inside of me. “How could I forget the infamous Stryder Sheppard who led the senior and junior class in an epic rendition of YMCA? You were a legend that night.”

      Chuckling, Stryder says, “That’s my jam. What can I say, I was feeling the beat.”

      “Who’s your friend?” Ryan asks, her voice distinctly different than Rory’s.

      Where Ryan has more of a throaty voice, Rory’s falls off her tongue sweet and smooth, like fresh spring water trickling down the mountain. It does something to your body . . . makes you feel at ease.

      Looking up, hands gripping the banister behind me, I listen to Stryder introduce me.

      I make eye contact with Rory for the first time.

      “This is Colby, my best friend and right-hand man.”

      I barely register his words, or the pat on my back followed by a squeeze to my shoulder, because in that moment, it feels like the world momentarily stops spinning, the noise draining into silence around us.

      Gorgeous and sensitive green eyes connect with my dark, brooding irises. A tilt of her lips, a flash of her straight white teeth past those full, sleek lips.

      “Hi.” It’s a simple greeting, one syllable, but it holds so much weight because that one little word seems to slant my entire world.

      I knew there was a reason I should have stayed at the pool house, studying the same books I’ve read over and over again. That reason is standing right in front of me, sending my heart into a sputtering spiral of oh fuck.
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        RORY

      

      

      The minute he walked out onto the crowded deck, I noticed him.

      It’s almost impossible not to notice him.

      Not because he’s tall, broad, and handsome as ever with his fitted jeans and the navy-blue Henley that’s stretched over his thick arms and proud chest.

      But because with every step, he commands attention, and not in a showboat way, or the way his friend Stryder does with his gorgeous crystal-blue eyes and outgoing personality.

      Colby is different. He’s commanding with the strength in his step, the stiffness of his broad shoulders, the mysterious searching of his cautious eyes, and the strong set in his carved jaw. There is an air about him that sucks you in the moment you make eye contact, taking you on a stomach-dropping, heart-stopping journey.

      There is no doubt about it; he’s the most eye-catching man I’ve ever met.

      Feeling at a loss for oxygen, I take a deep breath and wait intently to hear his voice, to see if it matches his dark and secretive vibe.

      Taking a second, Colby looks between Ryan and me, an arch in his carved eyebrows, framing those mysterious eyes, the type of eyes that make you nervous and intrigued all at once.

      “Nice to meet you,” he finally says, his voice blanketing me with its deep timbre, rough and jagged.

      Lifting his cup to his fine lips, his large hand wrapped around the white rim, he tilts the amber liquid into his mouth. In fascination, my attention glued to his corded neck, I watch as he swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, the muscles in his neck working the liquid down.

      “What are you two doing?” Ryan asks, snapping me from my blatant staring.

      “Nothing.” Stryder nods at Ryan. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Care to play a little pool with the champs?”

      Eyeing the pool table, Stryder casually nudges Colby. “What do you think, man? Should we show these girls how it’s done?”

      Keeping his eyes anywhere but mine, Colby tilts his head to the side and scratches his jaw, a light five o’clock shadow starting to appear, barely scraping against his short fingernails. “Sure.”

      Sure. One word.

      One word of commitment to a few more minutes of interaction with this quiet and reserved man. It sends a thrill of excitement up my spine.

      Before we walked over here, when Ryan pulled me into a hug after the game we finished up, she whispered into my ear that her sights were set on Stryder, and the brooding one was all mine. I couldn’t have said it better myself. I couldn’t be happier about the claim Ryan laid down.

      There is no doubt that Stryder is someone I could see myself with. He’s exciting and the life of the party. Surrounding myself with people like Stryder has been my life goal, never taking for granted what I have, and living my life to its fullest. But for some inexplicable reason, I can’t shift my focus from Colby. I think it has to be his guarded expression, the don’t mess with me look that has me itching to probe into every last little nuance of what made him the man he is today.

      “Great.” Ryan hands me her pool stick. “I’m going to go get some drinks before we get started. “You boys good?”

      “I could use a refill.” Stryder pushes off the rail. “Need another?”

      Casually glancing at the cup pinched between his fingers resting on the deck rail, Colby shakes his head. “I’m good.”

      Stryder gives Colby a pat on the shoulder as he walks away with Ryan. “Chalk up my stick for me, man.”

      Colby quietly shakes his head, eyes cast down. He takes another sip from his cup, and I immediately feel a little awkward. It almost seems like he doesn’t want to be here, like coming to this party was the last thing he wanted to do. It’s evident from his terse responses, and uninterested attitude.

      Too bad for him, I’m great at awkward.

      Pushing off the rail, he walks toward the pool table, brushing by me while saying in that deep voice, “You coming?”

      Lips pursed, gaze fixed toward the woods, I mumble, “I guess I am.”

      Spinning on my heel, I follow behind Colby, taking in his backside, the way his ass and thighs fill out his jeans, high and tight, his brown belt snug against his low-hanging pants. The Henley wrapped around his broad shoulders tents in the back from his well-defined shoulder blades, and the hem of the shirt tapers at his waist, kissing the waistband of his jeans. Sexy, athletic, and so fit.

      “Do you play pool often?” I ask, watching him chalk up one of the pool sticks, the flex of his forearms rippling through the pushed-up sleeves of his shirt.

      “No.”

      Ooookay.

      This is going to be harder than I thought. Pressing my hip against the pool table, I eye him up and down. I know the answer already, but figure I can ask to strike up some kind of conversation.

      “Are you studying at the Air Force Academy with Stryder?”

      Keeping his eyes cast down, therefore avoiding any eye contact with me, he acts like if he spares me one glance, I might dangerously blind him.

      “Yeah,” he answers. Reaching to where he put his cup of beer, he takes a sip and then leans against the wall of the house, looking toward the sky, shutting me off completely.

      Well, this has been fun. Can I get another specimen to talk to? Preferably the same hotness level but without a brick wall erected around him.

      “Are you always this talkative, Colby? I can’t imagine all the work you must get done at the academy if you’re gabbing like this all the time with Stryder.” Sarcasm drips from my lips as I take a seat on the edge of the pool table, leaning back on my hands, swinging my legs, trying to get a reaction from him.

      In slow motion, he tilts his head down, taking me in, his eyes lingering on the swing of my legging-covered legs. “Gabbing?” he asks, a light pinch in his brow, a small tug on the corner of his lips, so small that if I hadn’t been paying attention I might have missed it.

      But I was paying attention. I caught it, that tiny lift, the humor in his question. It’s the cue I was waiting for. He’s not entirely closed off to me; he’s just going to be a tough one to crack open.

      Before I can answer him, Stryder strolls up with Ryan next to him, huge smiles on their faces. Well at least those two are getting along well. Thank God I have a healthy self-esteem. This level of brush-off could crush a girl. But I’m determined to find out who this enigmatic man is. Why is he so . . . reticent?

      “Are we all set?” Stryder looks at the table. “Dude, you didn’t even rack up? What the hell have you been doing?”

      Leg propped up on the wall now, Colby tosses the spare pool stick at Stryder and says, “Chalked up.”

      “Did you make the chalk beforehand? Damn, man.” Turning toward me, Stryder asks, “Has he been harassing you?”

      With a knowing smile, I give Colby a once-over and say, “More like ignoring me.”

      Eyes snapping up, Stryder turns toward Colby and pokes him with his pool stick, right in the rib. Colby swats him away but not before Stryder says, “Show some personality, man.” Turning to Ryan and me, he says, “You’ll have to excuse Colby. He’s very serious most of the time, and it takes him a bit to warm up, but he will. Won’t you?”

      Sighing, Colby pushes off the wall and finishes his beer, setting the empty cup on the rail. Leaning over the table, he says, “I’ll break.”

      Not putting up a fight, we stand back from the table, giving Colby all the space he needs. I take that moment to truly study him.

      Despite this being a friendly game of pool, Colby’s focus is intense, his dark eyes fixated on the white cue ball a few inches from the head of his pool stick. Such heavy concentration makes me think this must be how he is with everything. Precise and calculated, each move well thought out, never acting on something unless every variable has been considered. Not impulsive.

      Bent over the table, his shirt lifts with the movement of his arm, showing a patch of skin just above his ass. My eyes linger before I’m rudely startled by the crash of the cue ball into the triangle formation of pool balls on the table. They scatter every which way, and I’m impressed with the power behind his strike.

      He moves around the table unapologetically after sinking two stripes with his first hit, setting up his next shot. When he misses, he doesn’t say a word, doesn’t acknowledge our turn. Instead, he fades into the shadows of the deck, pool stick gripped powerfully between his hands and propped on the deck, waiting for his next turn.

      “We might actually have a competitive team to play against this go around, huh, Rory?”

      “We just might, Ryan.” Stepping up, I eye the position of each ball on the table trying to determine my best shot. There’s a lay up in the corner pocket, but I don’t choose that one. I go for the ball right across from Colby, a more difficult shot, but one I want to take.

      Hunkering down, pressing my hand to the green felt of the table, stick resting on the bridge of my thumb, I glance at Colby, catching him in the act of checking me out, and instead of diverting his gaze right away, his eyes linger on mine. But what shocks me is what I perceive in his expression. He looks . . . wounded, which on Colby seems almost devastating. Why? Why so wounded? Somehow I feel his pain is calling out to me.

      What’s behind those dark pupils? A bruised and battered soul?

      I know one thing:  I want to figure it out.

      Focusing on the ball in front of me, I send my stick forward, smacking the cue ball into the solid green ball, bouncing it off the pocket, missing.

      Oops.

      Rounding the table, Ryan slaps me on the ass as I walk by, telling me I’ll get the next one, while Stryder starts searching for his shot. From the looks of it, I might have some time before my next turn so I make my way to Colby where he’s standing at attention, like he’s about to be dressed down by a superior.

      I bump him with my shoulder, the solid rock of his side not giving an inch. “I thought you said you don’t play pool much.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yeah, could have fooled me.” Even though he doesn’t give me a response, I press on. “You finished your beer, do you want another one?”

      “I’m good.” Can I get more than two words out of this man? I can freakin’ try.

      “How do you know rich Tom?”

      Not even glancing in my direction, he says, “I don’t.”

      Hmm, okay, thought that response was going to be a little longer.

      Think of something he’s interested in, something that could get him to talk a little bit more. The only thing I know about him is that he goes to the Air Force Academy. I know nothing about the Air Force besides . . .

      “Basic training must have been a real bitch your first year, huh? Did you throw up?”

      I take that moment to look up at him and once again, I catch a small tug at the corner of his lips when he answers. “No.”

      One word, but I earned a smirk. I’m going to call it a victory.
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        * * *

      

      I hate to admit it, but we were massacred. Once Colby got his turn back, he sunk the rest of the balls, drained the eight ball, and then tossed his pool stick at Stryder, only to retreat into the house, leaving the game abruptly.

      Sighing, Stryder scratches the back of his head, apology written all over his face. “I’m sorry, ladies. Colby is in a different headspace than the rest of us.”

      “Is he okay?” Ryan asks, looking toward the house, Colby’s retreating back disappearing into a sea of partygoers.

      “Yeah, just has a hard time loosening up. He’s a good guy, even though he seems like a total dick. I swear, he’s just not great in social settings.”

      I get that more than anyone.

      “Think he would curl up and die if I go talk to him?” I ask Stryder.

      Chuckling, he shrugs his shoulders. “Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did at this point.”

      “Do you mind?” I ask Ryan, who eagerly shakes her head, probably wanting some time alone with Stryder. Giving her a hug, I whisper in her ear, “Be good,” and then take off toward the house.

      Stopping off in the kitchen, I snag a bag of pretzel sticks and two water bottles, and work my way around the grand room, searching for Colby. When I don’t see him at first, I panic that maybe he left the party.

      Expecting to see his taillights fading in the distance, I walk out the front of the house and run right into him, sitting on the front steps, head bowed forward, hands clasped in front of him.

      Either he didn’t hear me or decides not to acknowledge me, but he doesn’t bother to turn around, so I take the initiative to sit next to him.

      “Water?” I ask, holding it in front of him.

      When he takes it, our hands brush against each other, his fingers lingering briefly across my knuckles, shooting a bolt of electricity straight up my arm. This man.

      Not saying anything, I direct the open bag of pretzels to him. He eyes it, pausing before pulling a pretzel stick out of the bag. He doesn’t eat it immediately. Instead, he twists and flips it between his fingers.

      Sitting in silence, we both stare into the black abyss of the mountains in front of us, my eyes playing tricks on me as I think I see things running back and forth between the trees. The chill of the night starts to set in, my exposed shoulders feeling the cold, but I stay put, not moving, not eating, not saying one single word, letting the silence hang between us.

      The quiet dangles in the air, the faint noise of the party behind us providing a dull beat to the night. And just when I think we might be silent for the whole night, Colby surprises me when he says, “Why are you out here?”

      Feeling comfortable, I take a bite of my pretzel and say, “You intrigue me.”

      “There’s nothing intriguing about me, you’re wasting your time.”

      “You think so?” I shake my head. Either he has no idea how appealing he is, or he truly doesn’t give a shit what other people think of him. He must attract female attention wherever he goes, so I doubt he’s self-conscious. The man is gorgeous. But is he broken? Wounded? I can’t let it go. I should. I should move on to the other guy who seemed interested earlier, but my heart won’t allow me to. I want to reach this man. So I go with brutal honesty. “I happen to disagree. Because despite how hard you’re trying to ignore me, don’t think I didn’t catch you staring at my ass when I bent over the pool table. Don’t think I didn’t catch your eyes lingering on the way my hair draped over my shoulder when I stood next to you, and don’t for one second think I didn’t catch the small smirks you couldn’t hold back when you were talking to me.

      “There’s a guy I’m interested in talking to behind this closed-off veneer of yours, and if I have to sit out here in the cold waiting to meet him, then I will.

      “Ryan’s my ride, and from the look of it back there, she won’t be leaving anytime soon. Face it, cadet, you’re stuck with me.”
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        COLBY

      

      

      Shit.

      Shit, shit, SHIT.

      This is exactly why I wanted to stay home. I wanted to avoid any kind of distraction, and despite my best efforts, I can’t seem to keep myself in check around Rory.

      She caught me in the act, checking her out, observing her every movement from the way she bent at the waist to find her shot, to the way her hair caressed the green felt of the pool table, and the way her slender and delicate hands held such a powerful punch with the pool stick.

      And then there’s the way she tilts her head back slightly when she laughs. The way she licks her lips right before she’s about to shoot. The way she tucks her long brown hair behind her ear when she’s nervous and doesn’t know what to say.

      Instead of observing the small intricacies of a complete stranger, a fucking gorgeous stranger, I should be back home, head buried in my book with one goal in mind: making it out of here, out of Colorado Springs, and starting a new life, the life I’ve always dreamed of.

      But she’s persistent, and with every little question she asks in that calming, smooth voice, I feel my guarded walls breaking down.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      My immediate response is to say no, but since I don’t have the heart to be a total dick, I keep my mouth shut. She’ll take that as a yes.

      I’m proven right when she asks me, “When did you know you wanted to be in the Air Force?”

      Taking a sip from my water, I cap the bottle off and set it to the side, freeing my hands so I can lean back on the porch, my hands pressing into the solid wood behind me.

      “I can’t remember a time I didn’t want to be in the Air Force,” I answer honestly.

      “What are you majoring in?”

      “Aeronautical Engineering.”

      “What does that mean? Do you want to become a pilot?”

      “Yes.” That one word means so much more than what it stands for. Yes, I want to be a pilot. I dream of being a pilot. I want nothing more than to spend my life piloting the highest-performing, highly maneuverable, stealth fighting machine, the F-22 Raptor, while the world passes by me at Mach speed. I’ve had the smallest of tastes of what it could be like at the academy, and it’s only fed my addiction.

      “Have you always wanted to be a pilot, or is that something you found out about yourself while studying there?”

      “Always.” From the very beginning.

      She’s silent for a moment, playing with her pretzel stick between her fingers. “You’re living to achieve your dreams. That’s . . . that’s incredible. I’m sort of jealous.” When I don’t say anything, she presses on. “Ever since I can remember, I wanted to be a ballet dancer. I wanted to be center stage, all eyes on me, the spotlight highlighting my arabesque. I worked my ass off, paid for lessons by cleaning the studio after hours, and when I was accepted into The School of American Ballet”—she shakes her head—“I thought I’d truly made it, that I was one step closer to achieving my dreams.”

      Her voice trails off, hurt and anger lacing her words.

      “What happened?” I ask, wanting to know why this determined girl next to me couldn’t be the ballet dancer she set out to be.

      “Sometimes life throws you a curveball and you have to find a way to deal with it. So now I’m a group fitness instructor and a massage therapist part-time. I enjoy massage therapy and hope to have my own business at some point, but it wasn’t my first choice, you know?” Turning toward me, she continues, “You’re lucky, being able to pursue what holds such a heavy influence on your heart. There aren’t many people like you, Colby.”

      I want to ask her what the curveball was, what flipped her world upside down and held her back from going after her dreams, but I restrain. If she wanted me to know, she would have said something. Plus, a part of me knows if she did tell me, I’d have one hell of a time keeping this girl at arm’s length.

      Hell, I can already feel my cold exterior starting to melt.

      Poking me with her pretzel stick, she says, “Now that you’re a little warmed up, think I can ask you some more questions and get more than a yes or a no from you?”

      Tamping down the smirk eagerly pulling at my lips, I turn toward her and lean against the stairway rail behind me, crossing my arms over my chest, making eye contact with her for the first time since we’d been out on the deck.

      “Can’t promise I’ll answer them, but I’ll give it a try.”

      Lighting up, she turns toward me as well, crossing her legs and looking far too peppy to be having a conversation with such a closed-off guy.

      Rubbing her hands together, looking too fucking adorable, her smile bright and addicting, she says, “I’m not going to go easy, but I’ll give you a few easy warm-ups first. Are you ready?”

      Resting my head against the pole behind me, I say, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Pausing, she leans forward, her hand burning a heated path up my leg when she presses her palm to my knee. Whispering, as if she’s trying to keep a secret between us, she says, “For the record, your voice, when you actually speak, it’s incredibly sexy.”

      A crimson blush stains her cheeks. I can only see it from the light streaming through the windows, which casts just enough glow for me to notice. Why did she have to be here tonight? Beautiful Rory with her sweetness and light. God knows I’ve stayed away from relationships in the last three years, understanding that staying focused on my dream was the only way to survive. But this girl? This girl is challenging my necessary solitude. She's challenging the wall around my heart and soul, and I need to ensure she isn't successful in breaching it.

      Clearing her throat and straightening up, trying to hide the fact that she just rocked my foundation with her confession, she asks, “Colby, what’s your last name?”

      Okay, I didn’t think she was going to ask that kind of easy question. Chuckling, the sound foreign to me, I say, “Brooks.”

      Obnoxiously, she fans her face with her hand despite the chilly November air. “Oh my God, a laugh to go with the voice. Lord Jesus, save me from embarrassing myself.”

      Keeping my gaze fixed on hers, not saying a word, I take her in like I would one of my fourth-class cadets—the newbies. The Air Force thrives on being unconventional. I observe, find her weakness, ready to pounce . . . but she doesn’t even skip a beat. My cadet officer look barely makes a blip on her radar.

      “Colby Brooks. That’s a good name. Since you want to be a pilot, do you have a call sign?”

      “Nah.” I shake my head carefully against the pole. “You get that when you’re in flight school.”

      “Oh, that makes sense. Do you have a name you want to be called? Maybe something like . . .” She twists her lips to the side, trying to think of a name. Oh fuck, this is going to be good. “Hmm . . . something like . . . Cheese.”

      “Cheese?” Why the hell did she come up with that?

      “Yeah, you know, like Colby-Jack Cheese.” A slow, wicked grin spreads across her face.

      “Cheese is out of the question.”

      “Oh really, can you choose?”

      “No, not really.”

      “So then Cheese is an option . . .”

      Rolling my eyes, I say, “Technically yes, but it’s not going to be Cheese.”

      “So you think.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Just you wait. Once you go off to flight school, I’m going to send the higher-ups a handwritten note, letting them know I think Cheese is the perfect call sign for you. Bet you no one else will be called Cheese in the skies.”

      “And there’s a reason for that.”

      Shaking her finger at me, so damn playful, she continues, “Just you wait, once the higher-ups get that letter—”

      “I’ll be shocked if the ‘higher-ups’”—I use air quotes—“take note of letters from civilians.”

      “They will when I spray the paper with perfume. Something you should remember, Colby. It’s the little things that grab people’s attention.”

      “Noted. What’s your next question?”

      Scooting in closer, her knees skim my propped-up leg, and her feminine scent drifts closer and closer to me with every light breeze. “Looks like someone is really starting to loosen up. It’s a good thing because this next question is a real doozy. Are you ready for it?”

      I should say no. I should turn away now, because with every word that falls out of her mouth, I find myself feeding off her, becoming enamored with her personality. How can I not, the way she’s so effortlessly taken on my gloomy and almost harsh personality? It’s as if she doesn’t see me that way. She seems to see a different side of me, a side I don’t think I’ve ever let myself experience.

      For good reason.

      Maybe because I’m feeling the effects of the beer from earlier—since I never drink, especially at a higher altitude—or because I’m fucking tired of putting up a protective front, I give in to Rory’s demands, give in to her game. I lower my shield, but my armor is rusted and not used to being pushed out of place. Does she see how hard this is for me?

      One night. That’s all this will be. Can be. One night of letting go, of indulging, of allowing myself some leniency from the strict plan I’ve held myself accountable to.

      Only one night where I allow myself to take one long, deep breath.

      Nodding at her, I say, “Hit me, next question.”
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        RORY

      

      

      That smirk, those soulful eyes, the way his voice feels like a warm blanket protecting me from the outside world. He’s dangerous. He’s the man you’re warned about when growing up. The man who can make or break you, flipping your world upside down without even realizing it.

      The kind of man who comes around once in a lifetime.

      The man you don’t let go.

      Gearing up for my next question, I rub my arms trying to warm myself up. I might be wearing a sweater, but the top half of my body is exposed, and when I look at Colby to ask my next question, his brow is pinching, his eyes focused on my hands rubbing up and down my arms.

      “Are you cold?”

      “Uh, just a little, but I’ll get used to it.”

      Not saying a word, he stands from his sitting position and holds out his hand for me to take. “Oh no, I’m okay. Really.”

      “You’re cold.”

      “I’ll be fine. I don’t want our conversation to end.”

      “Who said anything about it ending? Take my hand.” The command falls from his lips with ease, and I hear the future commanding officer in the depth and no-arguments-accepted tone. Good God, it’s hot.

      Not one to argue, I take his hand, and like the way he helps me to my feet before pulling me into the house. Rather than letting go, he guides me through throngs of people who have gathered in the great room, now playing a drinking game.

      Colby takes me to the stairs that lead to the second floor, and my heart leaps into my chest for a second before he turns me around and says, “There’s a balcony I spotted. It’s private, and I’m sure we can find a blanket in the room if you’re okay with that?” That’s a serious question? Am I okay with that? Yes, Colby Brooks, I am absolutely okay with that.

      “I’m more than okay with that.”

      Privacy. Balcony. Blanket. All words I like to hear come out of his mouth. Not sure where we’re going, I let Colby lead the way, peering into random rooms until he finds the one he wants. He switches the light on, illuminating the open space, which I assume is the master with its sprawling fireplace and en suite bathroom. The bed in the center of the room is huge, decorated in white and green bedding with a yellow blanket at the foot of the bed.

      Picking up the blanket, he opens the sliding glass door to the balcony and pulls me to the cozy outdoor loveseat that overlooks the woods. Below us, the party goes on, the pool table occupied by Stryder and Ryan still, and even though we can hear the party, it’s not as loud, offering us a little peace.

      Is it the quiet he likes most about this spot? Or being with me? I’d love to think the latter, but given the way he took himself away from the party earlier, my guess is it’s the former.

      Taking the seat next to me, Colby’s body—larger than I thought—takes up a great deal of room on the small couch, but he spreads the blanket over both of us and then places his arm on the back of the couch. He must be uncomfortable, because he’s a little stiff. But I'm now forced against his body's warmth, so I am not moving. Ever.

      Eyeing me, he asks, “Is that better?”

      The scent of fresh laundry hits me when I bring the blanket to my shoulders, and for a brief moment, I think it’s the scent of the blanket, until I realize it’s Colby. It’s his cologne filling my senses. Chills run up and down my body as I take in a deep breath. Savor.

      “So much better. Thank you.”

      Clearing his throat, he says, “Okay, apparently you had a good question.”

      “I did.” I pause. “God, it was really good.” I twist my lips to the side, trying to think of my question. “Ugh, I can’t think of it now, because you’ve got me all tangled inside with your sweet gesture.”

      “Not sweet, just making sure you don’t freeze to death.” Even when he's gruff he's sexy.

      I chuckle. “Someone doesn’t take compliments well. Good to know.” He doesn’t say anything—of course—so I shake my head and continue, thinking of something else. “You’re a local, right?”

      He nods his head. “Born and raised.”

      “How many times have you done the Incline?”

      Not even flinching, he says, “One summer, I did it every day.” Every day? For three months?

      Leaning forward, eyes wide, I rapidly blink. I’m all about fitness—it’s my job—but to hear someone traversed the Incline every day during summer, I’m amazed. That’s insanity. We are talking walking straight up the side of a mountain, climbing over two thousand feet in elevation. It’s a challenge, to say the least.

      “Why on earth would you do that to yourself?”

      No humor in his voice, he answers, “Needed to be prepared. Needed to stay in shape. I couldn’t think of anything more challenging than dedicating my summer to staying as physically fit as possible, and running the Incline every day was one way to do that.”

      He ran it? Ran it?

      “Was this so you were ready for the Air Force?”

      “That and other reasons.” His voice trails off, shutting down that conversation, so I decide to go a different route.

      “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      “If I did, I wouldn’t be up here with you.” His voice is stern, maybe still affected from the last question. I can’t help but love the way he answered, though. Not only did he confirm he doesn’t have a girlfriend, he blatantly pointed out that he wouldn’t cheat on his girl. I would have guessed that about him anyway. If I did, I wouldn’t be up here with you. Yes, Mr. Brooks, I like your answer very much.

      Integrity and loyalty. Both characteristics will carve a bright pathway for others to follow. He has a sense of loyalty to himself, never giving away his secrets, and his loyalty is also evident because he came to this party with his friend, despite not wanting to be here at first. There is no doubt Colby wanted to be anywhere but here tonight, but hopefully now that he’s spending a little one-on-one time with me, his tune has changed.

      “Okay, no girlfriend. Have you ever had a girlfriend?”

      “Two, but they weren’t really serious.” He coughs, covering his mouth in his sleeve.

      “When you say not serious, are you talking about . . . fuck buddies?”

      His lip curves up. “You want the truth?”

      “Might as well tell it like it is, given you’ve been doing that all night.”

      His hardened facial expression softens, and for a split second, all breath escapes me as his finger wraps around a loose strand of my hair and playfully tugs on it.

      “Fuck buddies is the polite way of putting it.”

      “That’s polite?”

      He nods. Jesus, why does that make me clench my legs together? “Okay, so you’ve had sex, and from what it sounds like, a lot of it.”

      Chuckling, he neglects to correct me. Oh Lord. I want—need—to record Colby chuckling, because I will play it every day. Many times. “What about you? Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “Uh . . . what?” I know he asked a question, but I’m still replaying the chuckle.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” Now that I understand English again, I am tempted to repeat what he said to me. If I did, I wouldn’t be up here with you. But I need to have a little fun here.

      “Five actually.” I nod. “Five boyfriends that I rotate through during the week. Trying to get seven guys altogether—one guy a night. Want to live the dream, you know?”

      He doesn’t say a word, just stares me down, eyes locked on mine, intimidating, as if reaching for the truth. And I give it to him because it seems impossible not to answer him when he stares at me like that. “No boyfriend. I had one in high school who turned out to be a real tool. I think he runs a pawnshop down south. And I had a few boyfriends here and there after high school but no one who stuck around.” Biting on my bottom lip, I say, “I kind of have a difficult family life, and it’s not meant for everyone.”

      When I think he’s about to ask me about my family life, he slouches in his seat and presses his head against the back of the couch, the loss of his finger in my hair noticeable. “I can understand that.” He doesn’t elaborate, just keeps his understanding short and simple, sympathizing with me but only scraping the surface, never diving deep, a common reoccurrence I’m starting to notice about him.

      Not wanting our conversation to end, I say, “Any pets?” It’s lame, it’s a horrible transition, but nothing else comes to mind.

      “None, not even growing up.”

      “Really? That’s kind of sad.”

      He shrugs, his eyes closing as he speaks. “Didn’t need pets. I had my model airplanes, and they kept me busy enough. I sanded, built, re-built, and painted every airplane kit my gramps ever gave me. It was my sanctuary. No need for animals; I had everything I needed in my planes.”

      My heart squeezes, images of a young version of Colby flash through my mind, his hardened features softened, his chocolate-brown hair ruffled, and his brown eyes wide and innocent, focused intently on his planes.

      “That’s really sweet.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve called me sweet tonight. I think I’m giving you the wrong impression.”

      “Yeah? And what kind of impression do you wish you were giving me?”

      He folds his hands over his stomach, eyes still trained on the stars above, staring into what seems to be his safe haven—the sky and open air. “A hard-ass, someone you should stay away from, someone you shouldn’t be sitting on a balcony with while there’s a party going on down below.”

      “Yeah,” I drag out, “You’re doing a terrible job if that’s the kind of impression you want to be giving me. Sorry, but your soft side is showing.”

      “I don’t have a soft side.”

      I press my foot into his leg. Slowly, he rolls his head toward me, those sharp eyes connecting with mine. “I see it differently. I think you’re a softy inside, a truly sensitive guy, but try to hide it with this tough, impenetrable veneer.”

      He scoffs at me and shakes his head, turning his attention back to the stars. “And why would you think that?”

      Leaning forward, I hook my finger around his cheek and force him to turn his head toward me. When his eyes focus in on mine, I say, “For one, you could have easily told me to fuck off by now and walked away. Secondly, you brought me up here for a quiet place to talk and offered me a blanket to stay warm. And thirdly . . . even though your eyes seem to be weathered and worn at a young age, I can see a glimpse of joy in them when you joke around, like the little boy in you is trying to peek out.”

      Studying me, his eyes searching mine back and forth, the wheels in that handsome head of his going a mile a minute, he pulls away and sits up on the couch, hands folded together. “You don’t know me, Rory. Sorry to say, but you’re wrong.”

      Pushing off his legs with his hands, he stands, getting ready to leave. But I stand with him, snagging his hand in mine, keeping him firmly in place.

      “Don’t leave.” It’s a simple request—just spend some more time with me—but from the distraught look on Colby’s face, my request is starting a war of indecision in his head.

      There’s something holding him back, something preventing him from enjoying his time. I want to know what it is.

      Tugging on his arm, I turn him toward me. His large hand runs down his face, his expression pained. He’s avoiding every opportunity to look me in the eyes.

      “Why won’t you look at me?”

      “Because,” he says, his voice terse, resembling the guy I met at the beginning of the evening.

      “Because why?”

      “Because you’re a distraction.” Stepping out of my grasp, he heads toward the bedroom.

      A distraction? From what? From school?

      Not able to let this go, I chase after him and wheedle my way in front of the bedroom door before he can leave.

      A deep, heavy sigh escapes him as he spins around, gripping the back of his neck, his bicep a boulder stretching out the fabric of his shirt.

      “Damn it, Rory, just let me go. I’m going to tell you right now, there is nothing here worth waiting for.”

      “Why don’t you let me make that assessment myself?”

      He shakes his head and faces me. Distraught and confused, his shoulders tense, his lips press into a thin line. “What do you even want to do with me? I’ve barely been a decent human to you all night. You should be downstairs enjoying yourself, not up here with a guy closing himself off from you.”

      “I want to talk to you, Colby. I want to get to know you.”

      He laughs, but it’s not the kind of laugh that’s filled with humor; it’s more menacing, doubtful. “You want to get to know me? Fine.” He holds up his hand and starts ticking off his fingers. “I’m a senior at the Air Force Academy. I’m waiting for my acceptance into flight school, and once I get that, I’m out of here. I have one goal in life, and it’s to be a fighter pilot. I don’t have time for anything but school and my studies. Despite how goddamn beautiful you are, inside and out, I can’t let myself get distracted from my goal, and you’re a distraction. A huge distraction, the kind of distraction I know will turn my world upside down.” He shakes his head. “I can’t afford to be distracted, Rory.” His voice softens. “I can’t.”

      Stepping toward him, unable to stop myself, I press my hand against his chest. Sucking in a sharp breath of air, his eyes fall to mine, his body tensing, the beat of his heart running wild beneath my palm.

      “I just want to talk.”

      Holding his breath, he shakes his head. “Talking is what’s going to destroy me.” Taking my hand in his, he lowers it to my side and pushes past me. “I suggest you leave me alone, Rory. Trust me. Stay away.”

      Walking out of the bedroom, his shoulders slumped, his hand in his short hair, Colby leaves me. I have so many questions running through my head. The most prominent one is why? Why did he become so intense? Why does he believe he needs me to stay away? In many respects, I admire his resolve. But his words keep rattling around in my mind . . .

      Despite how goddamn beautiful you are, inside and out, I can’t let myself get distracted from my goal, and you’re a distraction. I can understand not wanting a distraction, but what I can’t understand is why I would be that to him.

      Unfortunately for him, I’m not done. He thinks I’m beautiful, and I’m far from done with him.
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        Ten years old . . .

      

      

      “Take this box to the curb, will you?” Mom places a box full of Dad’s clothes in my hands. This morning, she wandered around the house gathering all of Dad’s things, stuffing them in boxes. It feels like she’s clearing out every memory I have of him.

      It’s been a week since we buried him next to Grandma. Only a week. Gramps hasn’t been around. Mom says he’s sad and can’t bear to be around me since I look just like Dad.

      I called him yesterday, but he didn’t answer. I left him a message asking him to call me back, or come visit me.

      “Hurry up, Colby. I need all these boxes out of the house.”

      “Why are you getting rid of Dad’s things?” I ask, feeling a lump in my throat starting to form. “Don’t you miss him?”

      Frustrated, she huffs out a long breath and snaps at me. “Of course I miss him, but we have to say bye and move on. We’re moving on, Colby.”

      “But . . . I don’t want to move on, Mom. I don’t want to forget Dad.”

      “Colby, I don’t have time for this,” she yells. “Take the goddamn boxes to the curb or I’ll take all your planes and shove them in the trashcan along with your dad’s belongings.”

      Tears welling up in my eyes, my throat so tight I can’t breathe, I scurry out of my mom’s room before she can see how much I care about my planes. It’s not the first time she’s used them against me, that she’s punished me by taking them away, or threatened to throw them away. I’ve gotten smart now, and I hide some of them in the attic. She doesn’t know because she doesn’t go up there. When I told Dad about my little secret, he squeezed my hand and told me my secret was safe with him.

      Moving down the hallway, I look behind me to see if Mom is watching. The coast is clear, so I take the box into my room and start digging through it, like I did with the other boxes, only keeping some of the things that are most important to me.

      So far, I have Dad’s wallet, his Air Force sweatshirt he got from Gramps, and his watch. Scanning through the box, sifting through the clothes, I spot Dad’s old college gym shorts. I bring them close to my chest, remembering all the days before he got sick when he came home from racquetball wearing these bright red shorts and a huge smile on his face. After pressing a kiss to Mom’s lips, he then tackled me to the floor where he tickled me for what seemed liked forever.

      Stashing them away with my other things, I do another dig, wanting to keep it all but knowing I can’t. Mom will know and use Dad’s things against me as well. Only the most important items can stay with me.

      Closing the box, I peek out my door before hustling down the stairs, taking the box to the curb with the rest of his stuff. This feels so wrong. I want my dad to come back. Why do we have to throw his things away? Will they be buried with him? I hate this. I hate that he died and left me. I close my eyes, channeling my dad to the forefront of my mind, and tell him I’m sorry. A car suddenly pulls into the driveway, the sharp turn it made scaring me into the grass.

      From my perched position, music booms through the car, loud and obnoxious, the smooth-looking car unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The engine dies down, and a polished loafer steps onto the concrete of the driveway. Rounding the front of the car, Dr. Ted surveys the house, straightens his tie, and then tucks his sunglasses through his button-up shirt. His loafers clack along the sidewalk leading to the house. He doesn’t see me as he makes his way to the front, walking in without knocking or ringing the doorbell.

      What is he doing here?

      Last time I saw him was at Dad’s funeral, where his arm was wrapped around my mom, whispering into her ear every time she let out a loud cry.

      Getting to my feet, I brush off my pants, and quietly make my way toward the house. I stop halfway when I hear a booming voice come from the top of the stairs. Scurrying toward the door, I listen in.

      “I thought all this shit would be gone by the time I got here. What the hell have you been doing all day?” Dr. Ted’s voice rises. So angry. Scary. “If I go in the garage, am I going to find the same mess?”

      “I haven’t been able to go in there yet,” my mom’s weak voice answers.

      “It’s not that hard. You just trash everything.”

      Trash everything? Why would he trash everything of my dad’s?

      My mind quickly calculates what’s in the garage that I might want to keep.

      Dad’s baseball glove. It’s in the garage.

      Heart pounding, not wanting to get caught, I rush through the house, through the laundry room and into the garage, straight to the sports bin where we keep all our gear. Sweat starts to drip off my forehead as I dig, frantically searching for the glove. It’s not here. Ted’s voice grows stronger and stronger as he gets closer to the garage. Where is it?

      I have to find the glove before it’s thrown out with the rest of Dad’s things.

      Where could it be?

      Searching the space, my heart in my throat, I spot it on a shelf near the side door. As fast as I can, I run to the glove, bring it close to my chest, and slip out the side door just as I hear the garage door open and Ted begin to toss things around.

      Why does he care about Dad’s things in the garage? Or in the house? I don’t understand.

      Reaching into my pocket, I open up Mom’s cell phone. I stole it from her purse earlier when she started making me take boxes to the curb. Hiding behind a bush next to the house, I find Gramps’s number and dial him.

      It rings.

      And rings.

      And rings.

      When he doesn’t pick up, I listen to his voicemail and wait to leave him a message.

      Tears in my eyes, clutching my dad’s baseball glove, I speak. “Gramps, it’s Colby. I . . . uh, I was hoping you would answer. I’m scared. I don’t know what to do. Dr. Ted is here, Mom is getting rid of everything Dad owned, and I . . . I miss you. I’m sorry if I look like Dad and make you sad, but I really need you. Please come get me. Please come play planes with me.”

      I miss Gramps. I miss his hugs, and the way he smells like mint and soap. Why won’t he come play with me? Why won’t he come and hug me? I’m so sad and need him so much. Please, Gramps. Don’t leave me too.

      Hanging up, I drop the phone in my lap and let the tears fall.
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        COLBY

      

      

      Forty.

      Forty-one.

      Forty-two.

      The door to the pool house swings open, and without even waiting for a welcome, Stryder strolls in, coffee mug in hand, hair disheveled, and wearing nothing but a pair of black sweat pants and moccasins. He shuts the door with a push of his foot, keeping the cold air from spilling into my small space.

      “Pushups? Don’t you think you should take a break?” Stryder steps on my ass as he passes by and takes a seat in a wingback chair in the corner of the room, legs spread, slouching.

      Pushing up from my position, I lean back and start doing crunches. “What do you want?”

      “Come on, are you still salty about the other night?”

      It’s been two days since the night we went to the party. Wednesday and Thursday were filled with Sheppard family Thanksgiving rituals, long meals, conversations with relatives about the Air Force Academy, and story after story of the many years Stryder’s family spent in the clouds, from his grandpa to his dad, to his uncles.

      Unlike Stryder, who’s heard the same stories over and over again, I welcome them. They’re a distant reminder of what I’m striving for every day, the person I want to become.

      But because we’ve been so busy, I haven’t spent much time with Stryder. Until now.

      “I’m not fucking salty.”

      “Really? Could have fooled me. Tell me about the friend you made at Tom’s party.”

      “She’s not my friend,” I bite out, lifting up and down, my stomach starting to burn.

      “That’s kind of dickish, man. She was just trying to get to know you.”

      “And I told her not to waste her time. There’s no point in starting anything up with a girl when I have a few months left at the academy and an undetermined future. You know better than anyone that we have no idea what we’ll be doing after graduation. I don’t want to complicate that.”

      “Dude, she’s just a girl. Have a little fun. You don’t have to date her, but you can sure as hell have a good time until we graduate.”

      “She’s not that kind of girl.” I sit all the way up and wrap my arms around my legs. Staring at the floor, I say, “She’s the kind of girl that buries herself deep inside your bones, makes you ache for her touch, for the sound of her voice. She’s different, and I knew it the minute I looked her in the eyes.”

      Silent, Stryder sips his coffee. “You’re such a damn romantic, man. No wonder all the female cadets are desperate for you to look their way.”

      Rolling my eyes, I stand and head toward the bathroom to turn the shower on. “They’re not desperate.” Stryder gives me a pointed look. “Okay, maybe a little.” I inwardly roll my eyes. Stryder knows I avoid those girls as well. I refuse to jeopardize my future.

      Chuckling, he turns in his seat, legs hanging over the arm of the chair. “Bowling tonight?”

      I put a dollop of toothpaste on my toothbrush and stick my head out of the bathroom door. “So just like that, we’re done fighting?”

      “You know I can’t have you mad at me forever, sweetheart.” Stryder holds his heart. “The quicker we can kiss and make up, the better. And for the record, I’m not quite sure why you were mad at me in the first place.”

      I spit in the sink. “For taking me to the party.”

      “Oh, well get the fuck over it because we’re going bowling tonight. Cosmic bowling.”

      “What are we, twelve?”

      “Only if we wear white shirts so the black lights reflect off us.”

      I rinse my mouth and ask, “Hardie and Joey going to be there?”

      “Yeah, of course. Think I just want to date it up with you by myself at cosmic bowling? Come on, dude. I like you, but not that much.”

      Leaning past the wall that separates the bathroom from the bedroom, I say, “I’m about to take a shower and you’re still here. You tell me how much you like me.”

      Chuckling, Stryder stands. “Fuck off, man.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why am I the only one who got the clown-looking bowling shoes?” Hardie asks, staring down at his multi-colored bowling shoes sporting hues of red and olive green.

      Stryder and I both rented straight black bowling shoes that look more like Vans than anything.

      “It’s because you have tiny-ass feet,” Stryder says, slapping Hardie on the back.

      “Fuck you, I don’t have tiny feet. We wear the same size shoe, asshole.”

      “Oh killer shoes, Bambi,” Joey says, sitting next to Hardie, a giant, teasing smile on her face.

      Bambi is the name Joey gave Hardie during our first year at the academy. It was after his first flight in the glider. He stepped out of the plane, knees wobbling, legs shaking, looking like a brand new baby fawn learning how to walk. He blamed it on the wind whipping off the Front Range, but we knew better. He was terrified. He’s much better now, but Bambi has been his nickname ever since. Poor bastard.

      “You need to get a bowling ball?” Stryder asks me.

      I finish tying my shoe and stand to join Stryder. “Why did we get two lanes?”

      “So we can bowl more,” Stryder answers as if I’m stupid. “And don’t think I didn’t notice the shirt you wore tonight.”

      “It’s the only thing I had left.”

      “It’s white.” He gives me a pointed look.

      My voice turns gritty as I repeat, “It was all I had left unless you wanted me to wear PT gear.”

      “You’re going to be so goddamn pretty under the black lights tonight; you very well might get lucky.”

      “In your fucking dreams.” Pulling out the bowling balls, I test the weight and thumbholes. The fourteen feels like a good fit for me.

      Stryder eyes my ball and shakes his head. “You couldn’t have picked a more boring ball. It’s black. That shit isn’t going to glow under the lights. Grab that neon orange one.”

      “It’s a seven. No way in hell my finger will fit in that thing.”

      “Roll it granny style.”

      Shaking my head, I walk past him with my size fourteen in hand. “There is something seriously wrong with—”

      I don’t finish my sentence. I’m brought to a dead stop. The sounds of pins being reset and bowling balls traveling down the slippery lanes fade out when I spot two very familiar girls standing at the shoe desk, laughing and looking around, both dressed casually. One has blonde hair piled on top of her head, the other has brown waves cascading down her back. Fuck.

      Stryder comes up behind me and pats me on the back. “Uh, did I forget to tell you that Ryan and Rory were going to be here too?”

      Just from the mere sight of her again, my heart pounds erratically—thumping, palpitating—sending my lungs into a frenzy. Gasping for air. Every night she’s been in my dreams, that sweet voice rolling over me, comforting me. Her tiny hand pressed against my chest, wandering up my neck, playing with the short strands of my hair. Those mossy-green eyes connecting with mine, pleading with me to stay, to talk, to spend a few more minutes with her.

      She’s haunted me.

      She’s imprinted herself in my mind, despite how many times I’ve chastised myself to let go, to forget her.

      And now she’s here. Only a few feet away, looking fine as fuck in a pair of tight-fitted black jeans and a bright red, long-sleeved shirt. From her side profile, the swell of her breast peaks past the low V of her shirt, and the color painted on her lips rivals the red on her chest. Oh fuck.

      “Your girl is looking hot as fuck, man.” Stryder pats my back. “Good luck saying no to that.”

      Before Stryder can get too far away, I say, “I’m leaving.”

      Sighing, Stryder turns in my direction, his face inches from mine. “Don’t be a dick, Colby. You’re here. Just have fun. Sorry, but I’m not giving you a ride home and no one else is either. Deal with it.”

      Fucking Stryder. Doesn’t he get it? It’s not that I don’t want to see Rory. It’s that I can’t see her. The other night when we were together, I had this overwhelming sense of calm, and that terrified me. I haven’t felt calm since before my dad was diagnosed with mantel-cell lymphoma.

      I don’t deal well with calm.

      I like the pressure. I thrive off the storm raging inside me, because it pushes me to achieve my dreams, to get out of here, to make something of myself.

      The calm. When you give in to the calm, you lose track of what matters the most. That’s when you settle. And it’s when your hopes and dreams are put on hold.

      I can’t give in to the calm.

      I need the turbulence.

      “Colby, are you okay?” Startled, I scoot back, drawing a frown from Rory. Folding her arms over her chest, propping up her breasts, she says, “I don’t bite, you know.”

      Shit.

      She might not bite but she sure as hell isn’t innocent either.

      “Yeah, okay.” Stepping to the side, I try to make my way to our lanes, but Rory must have another idea because she stops me, hand to my arm, her pull tougher than I expected.

      “You don’t have to be rude. You can say things like hi, how are you? How was your Thanksgiving?”

      Relenting—because she’s right, I don’t have to be a dick—I face her and ask, “How was your Thanksgiving?” It might sound a little forced, a little robotic, but I’m hanging on by a thread here. Being close to her again, hearing the softness in her honey-like voice, spreads goose bumps over my skin; it’s almost too much to bear. Why does she affect me like this?

      And my robotic voice doesn’t even deter her, because she puts on a happy face and answers me. “It was okay. Family came in from out of town, Fort Collins actually. Spent the day stuffing myself, and worked it all off this morning at my classes—at least I hope I did. Did you have a good Thanksgiving?”

      “Spent it with Stryder. It was fine.”

      “You didn’t go home?” She crinkles her nose. “Aren’t you local?”

      “No need to go home,” I answer, short and not sweet.

      Understanding hits her as she nods her head. “Well, I’m glad you were able to spend it with a friend. Are you as good at bowling as you are at pool?”

      “Suck at it.”

      “Me too, but I do love a good black light.” She plucks at my shirt, and her energy is so joyful and happy as she ignores my rude and moody attitude. It’s as if it has no effect on her at all. Strange. “Looks like you wore the right shirt for a good time.”

      Christ.

      “It was the only thing I had left that was clean. When I packed, I wasn’t expecting to dress up as much as I have since I’ve been gone.”

      “Well, it’s nice on you. Really shows off your . . . pecs.” Winking at me, she leans over and picks up the first bowling bowl her eyes find, a neon-pink ball I have no doubt will fit her slender fingers perfectly. “Shall we?”

      Like a whirlwind I’m trying to escape, she sweeps me up into her little world and starts pushing me toward our lanes, while her mention of my pecs swirls around in my head.

      “Look who I found all lonely by the balls,” Rory announces to the group, acting like she’s known my friends forever. When they greet her with hugs, and I see how easily she fits in with them, I realize that ignoring Rory is going to be much harder than I expected.

      “Rory, Joey, and Colby, you’re all on lane one,” Hardie calls out. “Pitchers of beer are on their way, and Stryder ordered nachos for the group. Let’s get our bowl on.”

      Knowing I have no escape from this situation, I plop my bland-as-fuck ball into the bowling ball return and take a seat on the end closest to the exit. This is going to be a long fucking night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RORY

      

      

      If it weren’t for his lingering gaze, the way he quickly flicks his eyes away when I catch him staring and bites his bottom lip when I bend over to pick up my ball, or the way he grunts when I take a seat next to him, I would have given up an hour ago on this man. But there is an attraction between us, a pull that he’s undeniably trying to ignore, and to hell if I’m going to let him win.

      Call me crazy, but there’s a little part of me that believes I met Colby at that party Tuesday night for a reason, like our interaction was meant to be. Like I’m supposed to help him through his journey. His discouraging attitude and closed-off exterior is not going to stop me. What I hope he’s realizing is that I’m incredibly persistent, especially because I detect interest in those dark eyes of his.

      It’s there.

      He wants more of me. Every fresh intake of breath he takes when I’m near. The way he tries to act like he’s not checking me out when, in fact, he’s constantly eye-fucking me, looking me up and down with those menacing eyes. Yes, I’ve noticed.

      “Nacho?” I ask, sitting next to him like I’ve been doing after every turn I take. I hold up my plate to him but he shakes his head. “Your loss, the cheese is so on point.” I crunch down on my chip and take in his bouncing knee. “Nervous you’re going to lose?” I nod toward his leg that he stops bouncing immediately.

      “No.”

      I pop my last nacho in my mouth and set my plate down behind me, brushing off my hands. “I see that we’re back to one-word answers. It’s such a shame because I really feel like we got somewhere last time we spoke.”

      “Last time we spoke, I told you to leave me alone.”

      I poke his rock-solid shoulder, the muscle bending my finger back. “Ha, got you to talk a little more with that one. See, you can say more than just one-word sentences.”

      He doesn’t reply with a comment. Shock alert. Wanting to break through his icy exterior, I say, “How about this, instead of me bugging you, I leave you alone.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He rubs his thighs, keeping his focus on the floor in front of him.

      “Before you get excited, you have to earn my silence.” Keeping close-lipped, I continue, “Meaning, each round we bowl, if I hit more pins than you, you have to answer one of my questions. If you hit more pins than me, then we are silent for the next round, so on and so forth. Is it a deal?” I hold out my hand, which he eyes suspiciously. “If you don’t agree, then I’m just going to bug you all night until I drive you crazy. Take your pick.”

      Thinking about it, his strong and chiseled jaw moves back and forth until he takes my hand in his and nods toward the lane. “It’s your turn.”

      As a matter fact, it is. Here’s to beginner’s luck.

      Standing, I point at Colby, walking backward. “Get ready to go down, Colby.”

      He shakes his head and crosses his arms over his chest, leaning back in his seat, giving me his full attention. Perfect. I’m going to make it damn hard for him to take his eyes off me.

      Bending at the waist, my ass pointed right at him, I pick up my ball and saunter toward the lane. I’m not good at bowling. I just chuck the ball down the lane and hope for the best. With a swing of my arm behind me, I toss the ball into the air, landing it right in the gutter.

      Damn.

      Turning around, I make eye contact with Colby who has a small smile playing at his lips, looking cocky as sin, and completely pleased with himself. Hell, I might not have knocked any pins down, but that one little look from him? That’s all I need.

      Pointing at him, singling him out, I say, “If we tie, I still get to ask you a question.”

      He shakes his head. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “I’m making an amendment.”

      “Overruled.”

      “You can’t overrule my amendment. It doesn’t work like that. We have to bring it to the voting committee.” Raising an eyebrow at me, I announce to the group, “All those in favor of ties between Colby and me going to me, please raise your hand and say ‘yay.’”

      In unison, everyone says, “Yay,” and raises their hands. Colby whispers something under his breath, but given the heavy music and noise of bowling surrounding us, I don’t catch what he says. But I’m guessing it was a slew of curse words.

      I end up hitting one pin on my next roll and gloat about it. That’s until Colby steps up and knocks down all but one pin on his first round. Crap. I might have underestimated his ability to bowl. I’m also thinking I’ve been played.

      Again.
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        * * *

      

      I down the rest of my beer and set it on the table. After losing two games, not to mention every round to Colby, I’m drowning my sorrows in beer, watching everyone else bowl, not even bothering to try.

      Talk about a bet that goes horribly wrong. Was it too much to ask to at least beat him once? It was like a massacre out there, him hitting pin after pin while I spent most of my time taking the free ride down the gutter.

      The black lights illuminate the area, neon balls stretching down the length of the lanes, hitting the purple pins, scattering them into a dark abyss. “No Diggity” plays through the speakers, a deep bass booming through the bowling alley, setting the mood as Colby returns from the bathroom.

      Head turned down, pushing the sleeves of his white Henley up his arms, he swaggers toward me. His jeans hang low on his hips, held up by the same brown belt he wore the other night. His narrow waist directs my eyes to the center of his jeans, and I can’t help wonder what might be behind the crotch of his pants.

      And then there is his chest. Barrel like, broad and prominent. His thick biceps showcase his strength, and the fabric of his shirt stretches over his shoulders and forearms. Having spent a lot of time at the gym, I’ve seen every body type, but Colby’s is different. He’s strong, built, but not like a body builder. His body seems to suggest the only kind of weight he’s been lifting is his own body, pushup after pushup. I can’t imagine there being barbells in his workouts, but I can imagine logs, cadets, and heavy machinery. He has working muscles, the kind you earn from hard, dedicated work on the field. In a word? Impressive.

      Walking up to Stryder, he grips his friend’s shoulder and says something into his ear. A smirk crosses Stryder’s face before he moves over to our side of the bowling alley and takes Colby’s place.

      Is he leaving? Already?

      Might as well at this point. It’s not like he’s going to talk to me, not after my pathetic attempt at a bet. I should have known I was going to hang out in the gutter all night. It’s where I usually am when I’m bowling. I blame the ball. The thing has a vendetta against me.

      Sighing, I prop my chin in my hand and watch Stryder expertly toss his ball down the lane, getting a strike . . . once again. And just like every other strike, he pumps his arm up in the air and celebrates. We get it, you’re good, no need to—

      “Hey.”

      That voice . . .

      Stunned, eyes wide, not able to move, not wanting to scare him away, I keep my eyes trained forward, soaking in that beautifully deep voice of his for a brief moment before saying, “Hey.”

      “Can I sit here?”

      Still keeping my eyes trained forward, I say, “Sure.”

      My body tingles with awareness of how close he is to me, that fresh laundry scent invading my senses, prickling the little hairs on my arm. My body leans toward his, wanting a little more, searching for anything else he might give me. I don’t know why he’s choosing to engage me in conversation, but I’m sure as hell not moving while he does.

      “Sorry about tonight,” he says and he actually sounds sincere.

      “Why are you sorry?” I mumble.

      Reaching around, he takes my cheek in his hand. The callouses on his palm rubbing against my skin is a welcome sensation. As I’m turned toward him, I steady my breathing. I’m having a hard time slowing my heart rate because of his close proximity, and the unexpected touch shooting a wave of heat through my veins.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get to ask me any questions. I didn’t think you were going to suck that bad.” A playful smile tugs at his lips, and my heart sinks to the floor. Oh God, he’s so gorgeous, especially when he smiles.

      Matching his smirk, I say, “I didn’t think I was going to suck that bad either.”

      “I feel bad.”

      “You should.” That garners a laugh, deep and throaty, the sound cloaking me like a shield, protecting me from the outside world, bringing me into a little bubble where we are the only two that exist.

      “Ask me a question.”

      Shocked, I swallow hard and say, “Really?”

      He nods and holds up his fingers. “You get three.”

      “Oh, three? Wow, I feel like you just gave me the key to your soul.”

      Rolling his eyes, he adjusts his stance on the barstool and leans back, giving us some space, our knees still knocking into each other. “Easy killer; it’s just three questions.”

      “Yeah, three questions I didn’t have before.” Tapping my chin, I try to think of good questions, but now that I have him willing and waiting, nothing comes to mind. I wasn’t prepared for this, he caught me off-guard, and now I feel I can’t be strategic about my probing. “Hmm . . . what do you like to do on the weekends?”

      “Jump,” he answers.

      Searching his eyes, lips quirked, I say, “Uh, you’re going to have to be more specific than that. What kind of jumping are we talking here? Like jump roping? Because that seems kind of weird to do on the weekends, and if you tell me you’re in some kind of jump-roping club at the academy, I’m not going to believe you.”

      His lips curve up as he scratches the side of his jaw. “Jump out of airplanes.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      That’s . . .

      Uh, that’s really hot.

      “So you just casually jump out of airplanes?”

      “I’m part of the Wings of Blue, the academy’s parachute team. We jump every day, at least two to three times a day after class and before dinner, depending on wind and ceiling limits. On the weekends, some of the guys, including Stryder and me, go to Springs East Airport and do civilian jumps. The more jumps we get in, the higher the chance we’ll be considered for big demonstrations, like parachuting into football games and major sporting events for the Rockies and Broncos.” Ummmm. Did anyone else just hear how many words he gifted me? And seriously? Does the man have no clue how incredibly sexy he is when he talks about something he loves? The expression on his face . . .

      “Wow, that’s . . . that’s really hot.” I chuckle. “Sorry, I don’t mean to fangirl over your parachuting, but I guess I wasn’t expecting that answer. You just jump out of planes?”

      He slowly nods. “Every day.”

      “Anything to get you up in the clouds, huh?”

      “Yeah,” he answers shyly, rubbing his jaw. “Okay, next question.”

      “Hmm . . . I feel on the spot here, so my questions are going to be lame. Okay, let’s see.” I tap my chin with my finger. “When is your birthday?”

      His eyebrows rise. “You’re going to waste one of your questions on when my birthday is?”

      “I told you I feel put on the spot. You can’t just spring this on a girl and tell her she has three questions. The pressure is getting to me, and I’m choking here, Colby.”

      Shaking his head playfully, he says, “December 21st.”

      “Really? That’s so close. You’re going to be twenty . . .”

      “Two,” he finishes for me, a tilt to his chin.

      “Oh, old man. Have any plans?”

      “Is that your third question?”

      “I . . . uh . . . no. It’s a tagalong question to my last one. I get them because you don’t elaborate on anything.”

      Shifting his jaw slowly back and forth, he studies me sharply, assessing, calculating, waiting to make his next move. It’s intimidating and thrilling at the same time. I’ve never met anyone like him before, so controlled. It’s incredible.

      Finally he answers, “No plans. I don’t really celebrate my birthday, haven’t in a long time.”

      I can feel my brow pinch together, because the thought of someone not celebrating their birthday upsets me. Maybe it’s because my parents go above and beyond when it comes to celebrating, but my heart hurts for Colby. What’s his parents’ deal? It’s a good question, but one I don’t think he’ll answer at the bowling alley under black lights and lasers reflecting off the wall and floors.

      “That makes me sad. No cake? No presents?”

      He shrugs. “That stuff doesn’t matter to me.”

      “Not even an ice cream cake?”

      Chuckling, he shakes his head. His voice is so deep when he says, “Not even ice cream cake.”

      Propped up, crossing my arms over my chest, I try to cut him with my glare, like he does to me. “That’s just wrong. Should be illegal. There should always be some kind of cake on your birthday.”

      He doesn’t answer me, just stares, eyes intent on mine, facing off. I never thought I’d meet a man who’d make me feel so invigorated and curious simultaneously. He isn’t a challenge, because I sense I could possibly break through to him. He’s more of a mystery, a puzzle with missing pieces that I need to find and put back together. He’s complicated. And he’s out of luck because I really like puzzles. Is that why I’m so drawn to him?

      “What’s your third question?” he asks, right before Stryder walks up to us and taps the table where we’re sitting.

      “Our time is up. We have to get home before my dad has a coronary. You already turned your shoes in?”

      Colby nods, keeping his eyes on me.

      When Stryder takes off, I hold my hand up and say, “This isn’t my third question, but why does Stryder’s dad care if you two are home?”

      “Stryder’s dad is super strict, especially after we were out all night at the party on Tuesday. He thinks cadets shouldn’t be partying, but practicing and preparing for their future.”

      “Eh, gross. It’s called living a little.”

      He chuckles and looks over his shoulder. “Yeah, it just about kills Stryder, given his penchant for having a good time. Me, not so much.”

      I poke his shoulder. “Don’t be a bore, Colby.”

      “Come on, man,” Stryder calls from the shoe desk.

      Hopping off his bar stool, Colby adjusts his jeans, pulling them up only for them to slip down on his narrow hips. “You have about five seconds to ask your last question.”

      Tongue-tied and feeling the pressure, I say the one thing that’s been on my mind since I met this guy. Locking my eyes with him, pulling all the courage I have inside me, I ask, “Will you take me out on a date?”

      I don’t think Colby was expecting that because for a brief moment, he drops the impenetrable façade and looks sincerely shocked.

      “Colby,” Stryder shouts.

      Looking over his shoulder, he eyes Stryder and then turns back to me, slowly starting to retreat backward.

      I hold my breath—my body humming with nerves, my palms sweating—awaiting his answer. Just say yes. Give this a chance. Give me a chance.

      Please.

      “You don’t want to go out on a date with me, Rory. I’m not dating material.” He retreats farther.

      “Why won’t you let me decide that?”

      As he shakes his head, his eyes seem regretful, almost like he wishes he could say yes, give in to a yearning within him. It’s there; I know it is. He has feelings for me, but he refuses to acknowledge them. I’m not an expert on Colby—by any stretch of the imagination—but I’m fairly certain it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than a single question for him to give in. His behavior is consistent. Say little. Retreat.

      “It’s not a good idea, Rory.” Pulling on the back of his neck, he gives me one more once-over, the tip of his tongue peeking out and wetting his lips. “Have a good night.”

      With that, he turns his back on me once again and heads toward Stryder, leaving indecision and massive disappointment in his wake. I felt momentary hope when he came over and engaged me in conversation. But I can see it was a little foolish and premature. Colby Brooks gives only what he wants to give, so I fear the two steps forward may be all I get. Is this where I give up?
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        COLBY

      

      

      “The wind is brutal today,” Stryder says, sitting next to me on the concrete, looking toward the sky. “There is no way we’ll jump today.”

      “Not likely.” I curse under my breath. I could really have used this first jump coming back from Thanksgiving break. My mind has been a fucking mess since Rory stepped into my finely tuned life. I can’t stop thinking about the hurt in her beautiful green eyes when I turned her down, or the way her shoulders slouched when I walked away. Completely deflated. I hated being the one who did that to her, because she deserves so much more than a guy who can’t commit to taking her on one date.

      One single fucking date.

      I’m such an asshole.

      But what was I supposed to say? Yes? She’s already got me tied up in knots, thinking about her all the time, during class, at night, in my dreams. I can’t get her out of my goddamn mind. What would happen if I took her out on a date?

      She would destroy any ability to concentrate I have left.

      I really could use a jump right now. To experience the pulse of fresh air hitting me; the sense of freedom as I fly on my own. I need the feeling of my breath being stolen from me, erasing my mind of this past week and reminding me why I’m here.

      Stryder unlatches his helmet and tosses it next to him. “Fucking wind.” Leaning all the way back, his hands behind his head, he sighs. “What’s with you, man?”

      “Huh?” Joining Stryder, I discard my helmet, lie down, but use my parachute pack as a headrest.

      “You’ve been acting super weird lately. You’re usually short with me, but not this short.”

      Sighing, I say, “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know . . . birthday coming up? You get weird around your birthday.”

      “That’s not for another three weeks.”

      “Then what is it?” He pauses and then asks, “Does this have to do with Rory?”

      I think back to the last week. The party, that soft sweater showing off her bare, toned shoulders. The soothing sound of her voice as she playfully attempted to pry into my life. The way her hand fit perfectly into mine when I led her into the house. That smile . . . those lips.

      Then at bowling. Her willingness to continue to talk to me, not seeming fazed by my gruff, short answers. The swell of her breasts lifting past the V-neck shirt, that goddamn red lipstick. Fuck, I’ve had so many dreams about that red lipstick, and what it would look like dragged over my body with her kisses, over my cock as she took me into her mouth. How it would stain my skin. God, I wanted her.

      I haven’t been a saint during my four years at the academy. There have been women, but they’ve been quick fucks, meaningless—moments to ease tension. No one has meant enough for me to shift my focus. Until Rory.

      She’s eating me alive. My body itches for her touch, pulls and drags me toward her. I want to know what it feels like to have her slight hands slowly make their way up my chest, to know what it’s like to have her plump lips pressing against mine, to have her body wrapped around mine.

      I want to know everything about her. I want her mind at my disposal. I want to know why she didn’t go to New York for school, why her boyfriends didn’t stick around, and how they could possibly disengage from her. Even though I’ve said no to her twice, my heart and my body has screamed yes.

      Giving in to his questions, I say, “She’s fucking with my head, man.”

      Chuckling, Stryder turns toward me, his head propped up by his arm. “I knew it. I’m glad you’re able to come to terms with it.”

      “She’s everywhere, Stryder.” I close my eyes. “She’s in class, and she’s in my head constantly. I swear I see her sometimes passing through the halls. She’s in my fucking dreams, that red lipstick killing every last bit of resolve I have.”

      The dickhead laughs some more. “Oh fuck, you’re totally smitten.”

      “I’m not fucking smitten.” I roll my eyes. “I’m just . . .” What am I?

      “Smitten.” Stryder lets out a bellow of a laugh this time while he claps, rolling to his back. “For the first time, ladies and gentlemen, the bulletproof and impenetrable Colby Brooks is being weakened by a persistent and incredibly hot brunette. This is so fucking great.”

      “Thanks for the help,” I mutter, closing my eyes. And, as per usual, Rory’s beautiful face comes into view, those soulful eyes cutting me in half once again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I shut my textbook—my eyes are burning—and take off my earphones, setting them on my desk. I rub my eyes; thankful I worked through my studies with only thinking about Rory twice. Not bad. Better than this morning during PT, and when I was in class when her face was on constant replay in my mind.

      “You done for the night?” Hardie asks. We’ve shared a room since the beginning of last year. Thankfully. Because if I had to share a room with Stryder, I’d never survive. He fucks around way too much, making it really hard to concentrate. Hardie respects my study method, keeps quiet until I’m done, and tries to fall in line with my schedule because he finds it just as productive.

      “Yeah. I’m beat. I think Thanksgiving break did me more harm than good.”

      “That’s how you are every time after a break. Your routine is broken, and it always takes you a few days to get back into the swing of things. You’ll get there.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “Just out of sync.” I let out a heavy breath. “I’m going to get ready for bed.”

      Just as I stand, our door bursts open and Stryder walks in, waving what looks like a letter in front of his face, a knowing smile playing at his lips.

      “Good evening, gentlemen. Did you get all your work done?”

      “What do you want?”

      Flipping onto my bed, he holds up the envelope in his hands to the light. “Oh you know, just playing mailman tonight. Happened to get this little letter in my mailbox today and despite wanting to open it, I knew it wasn’t for me.”

      “Is it for me?” Hardie asks, looking way too excited.

      “Unfortunately, it is not.” Stryder catches my eye and smiles. “It’s for our good friend, Colby.”

      Standing, I reach for it, but Stryder rolls off my bed and stands, sticking the letter into the pocket of his pants. “I’m collecting a delivery charge.” He holds out his hand, which I smack away and snag the letter from his pocket. Stealth and nimble, he never saw it coming.

      Hardie laughs. “Dude, you know he’s fucking quick. Now you don’t get your delivery charge.” I swear to God . . . Hardie sometimes.

      “Eh, I think my work here is done anyway.” With a shit-eating grin, he salutes us, leaves, and shuts the door.

      “Who’s it from?” Hardie asks, leaning his head toward me from his seat, trying to catch a glimpse.

      The return address says R. Oaks. I have no idea who that is or why the hell Stryder had it.

      “No clue.”

      Tearing the envelope open, I’m immediately hit with a familiar scent, flipping me back into the past week. When I unfold the letter, the first thing I notice is the bubbly handwriting followed by a pair of bright red lips smacked on the bottom.

      That goddamn red lipstick.

      It’s from Rory.

      Fucking Stryder!

      “Is that thing coated in perfume? Dude, that smells good.” Hardie scoots forward on his desk chair, trying to get another sniff. “And lipstick. Colby, do you have a lady caller? Oh wait, is that from Rory?”

      “Don’t you have to go to the bathroom?” I ask, sitting on my bed, as far away from Hardie’s prying eyes as possible.

      “That was you, not me.”

      I glare at him. It takes him about three seconds to realize what I’m trying to convey. “Oh, yeah, I have to go to the bathroom.” Rolling his eyes, he grabs his bathroom caddy from his locker and marches to the bathroom, shutting the door behind him, offering me some privacy.

      I flip the letter between my fingers, back and forth, unsure if I want to read the words.

      I have a feeling her words might change me.

      I have a feeling this perfume-coated letter could break me.

      And yet, I can’t convince myself to put it away, to stuff it back in the envelope and return to sender, because the paper feels like it’s on fire, burning to be opened. I know it’s because of who it’s from, and not just that it’s my first letter since I’ve been here.

      I want to read it.

      For the sake of my sanity, I need to read it.

      Taking a deep breath, I lean against the headboard of my bed and read Rory’s letter.

      Dear Colby,

      Surprised? Wasn’t expecting a letter from me? Well guess what, I like to keep you on your toes. I hope you’re enjoying the spritz of perfume and the very bold kiss on the bottom. I read up on how to write a “soldier” a letter, and almost every old-time letter used to have perfume and kisses, so I figured, why not?

      I like to treat this letter as if you’re deployed in a foreign country and I’m back home, wishing and hoping you return safely. That’s the vibe I’m going for, even though you are fifteen miles north of me and could easily meet me in the middle somewhere to have a cup of coffee.

      But this thing between us, it feels so distant but relevant at the time same, like I’m supposed to talk to you, like I’m supposed to stay in touch, even if it’s through the simple form of a letter, delivered with a stamp.

      So here I am, wanting to talk, wanting to stay in touch, throwing up my Hail Mary, hoping that maybe, just maybe, the curves in my handwriting and the wisps in my dotted I’s will entice you enough to write back.

      Because I like you, Colby, and I know I’m not alone in this feeling. I hope you can gain enough courage to not see me as a distraction, but more of an addition to your exciting and booming life.

      If you want to call me, my number is at the bottom. I will also accept texts, shirtless pictures, drawings of stick figures, or an outline of your hand on a piece of paper if that’s all you’re capable of.

      Be safe jumping from those planes. I hope you give me a chance, give this a chance, because I think it could be something great.

      Wildly in lust,

      Rory

      Setting the letter on my lap, I squeeze my eyes shut, tipping my head back against the wall, her words swirling around in my mind.

      I can see her writing this letter—hunkered down, thinking carefully of what to write—draped in a soft sweater, knees tucked in close to her, looking so goddamn irresistible. I hope you can gain enough courage to not see me as a distraction, but more of an addition to your exciting and booming life.

      I don’t want to have feelings for her. I want to be able to turn off the part of my brain that keeps thinking about her, that keeps envisioning her everywhere I go, but I can’t. For the life of me, I can’t turn off the burning need inside me to be near her, to think about her, to wonder what it would be like if I gave in, if I allowed her into my world.

      And what’s pulling me to my desk is not the incessant need I have to connect with her again, but the terrified feeling blooming inside of me, making me think that if I don’t let this girl in, I’m going to regret it for the rest of my life.

      I pull out the chair to my desk, take a seat, and grab my notepad and pen. Staring at the blank page, I start writing.
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        RORY

      

      

      “Where is he?” I ask after giving my mom and dad a kiss hello.

      “In his room. He hasn’t had a very good day, honey.” My mom lovingly strokes my hair, playing with the ends. “But a visit from his favorite person might very well make his day.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” I set my gym bag on the floor and head down the hallway. From over my shoulder, I ask, “What’s for dinner?”

      “Dad is ordering pizza. Shall I get onions and peppers?”

      “A salad is good for me. I’ve had way too much junk food in the past couple of days. Thanks.”

      Shuffling down the hallway of the quaint ranch house I grew up in, I make my way to my brother’s bedroom. The door is cracked open, never fully shut. It can never ever be fully shut.

      Knocking, I call out, “Hey Bryan, it’s Rory. Can I come in?”

      “Rory. Rory is here. Rory is here. Rory is here.” Repetition helps him ease his anxiety, and feeling like it’s okay, I step into his room. Sitting in the corner, rocking back and forth, Bryan—my older brother—is scrunched down, sitting in the blue egg chair he got from IKEA, listening to Credence Clearwater Revival, his favorite band. The music playing from his docking station is barely above a whisper, just the way he likes it. He doesn’t like loud noises, doesn’t like to be startled, and enjoys his peace.

      I don’t blame him. I like peace just as much as he does.

      “Bryan, how are you, bro?” I approach him from his front, never to the side, making sure he can see me. “Mom said you weren’t having a good day. I’m so sorry to hear that.” At thirty, Bryan struggles with autism. To say it’s been hard is an understatement. It’s put a strain on my parents’ marriage at times, it’s caused rifts between my parents and their families, and it was a major deciding factor that kept me from pursuing my dreams.

      Despite the downfalls that come with the disorder, there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell I would do anything differently, because when I see that spark of recognition in my brother’s eyes, I know I’ve made a difference in his day.

      I try to visit a few times a week, wanting to make sure he knows even though Mom and Dad made me move out, I’m still here for him. I will always be here for him, no matter what.

      I can still remember the conversation like it was yesterday, when I told them I wasn’t going to New York, that I would stay and help them out. It was a rough patch in their marriage, a time where they were constantly fighting, and I knew if I left they wouldn’t still be together.

      They weren’t happy with my decision but agreed with my choice. A week later, they made me find an apartment, somewhere I could call my own. They called it my chance to learn to be responsible and how to take care of myself, but I knew they were pushing me away intentionally. I knew their intent was to give me my own life, one that didn’t live and breathe my brother’s happiness.

      Grabbing a blue marbled ball from his basket of balls, I sit across from him on the floor and bounce it a few times, “Fortunate Son” playing in the background. When he finally looks up—not making eye contact—I bounce it toward him, and then he whacks it back at me.

      “Awesome!” I cheer, scooting backward. I didn’t realize how close I was and almost took a squishy ball to the tooth.

      Getting in position, I bounce it again so he can whack it back at me.

      It’s our game, one we could play for hours, one we’ve played for years. It’s simple, it’s easy, and it brings him joy. And any kind of joy my bright yet subdued brother experiences is something I want to impart.

      Playing our game, I talk calmly in a soothing voice, a voice I’ve perfected over time through a lot of practice. “So I met this guy.” Bryan smirks and gets ready to hit the ball. “His name is Colby Brooks, and he is a cadet at the Air Force Academy. Isn’t that cool?”

      Bryan makes an audible sound and slaps the ball at me.

      “He wants to fly fighter jets one day. Can you believe that? A jet. Remember when we went to watch the Thunderbirds perform at the airfield?” Bryan nods. “Remember how loud those jets were? You wore those heavy-duty earphones so you weren’t scared. That’s what Colby wants to fly.” Technically he would be flying fighter jets, but I don’t want to confuse Bryan, so I keep it as simple as possible.

      I toss the ball at him, only to catch it right away when he returns. “He’s really cute, Bryan. He has the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen, and when he looks at you”—I clutch the ball to my chest—“It’s so hard not to get lost in his gaze.” Bryan giggles. “Don’t you dare make fun of me.” I chuckle and bounce the ball at him. “I wrote him a letter a few days ago and gave him my number, hoping that maybe he’ll call me, or at least text.” I sigh. “But it’s been radio silence. Can you believe a guy doesn’t want to talk to your sister? Pish, what’s wrong with him, right?”

      Bryan nods his head vigorously, I wait for him to calm down before bouncing the ball again. He’s not having a great day, but at least he’s reacting to my comments with humor.

      “Your love for me is appreciated, bro.” Putting my fears out in the open, I say, “Maybe he just doesn’t care to know me or to get to know me. Maybe I’m just some annoying girl to him who he can’t shake. But you know what, Bryan? I could have sworn there was something between us. I guess my sensors are off. Maybe I liked him more than I thought and convinced myself there was more to us than there really was.”

      When the words fall from my lips, the confession dampens my outlook, and even though I hate to admit it, I might be right. Maybe there was more to us in my mind than there actually was.
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        * * *

      

      “No, do not come over here. I can’t handle your cheeriness,” I say into the phone, walking up the steps to my studio apartment.

      “Come on, I promise I’ll be quiet the whole time. Just let me try on some dresses for my date tomorrow night.”

      “Who are you going out with?” I ask, digging around in my purse for my key.

      “A guy I met at the coffee house. He’s a musician.”

      “What happened to Stryder?” I prop my phone between my cheek and shoulder and use both hands when I search through my purse for my keys. Damn it, where are they?

      “Stryder never really made a move. I don’t have patience like you do, so I’m going out with coffee house guy now.”

      “Stryder never made a move? That’s hard to believe.”

      Stomping my foot, I set my purse on the ground and start digging through it just as the door to my apartment opens and Ryan stands above me, phone in her hand. Smiling innocently, she says, “I was kind of banking on you saying yes.”

      Rolling my eyes, I stand up and push past her.

      “You know, just because he hasn’t texted you, doesn’t mean you need to be bitter toward everyone around you.”

      “I’m not bitter, just irritated.” I toss my purse on my table, hearing my keys jingle in the bag. I give it one more search, and my fingers connect with them in one of the side pockets. Ugh, built-in side pockets. They are only good for holding ChapStick and making you think you’ve lost your keys.

      Ryan has already discarded a few of my dresses onto my unmade bed, and is currently standing in front of the mirror, trying to envision herself in my velvety green dress with long sleeves and an impossibly low back.

      “Too fancy.” She chucks it to the side with the rest of the discarded dresses.

      “You’ll be hanging those back up, you know.”

      She makes a non-committal sound and says, “It’s been a little over a week since you sent that letter. Have you ever thought that maybe instead of texting or calling you, he wrote you back?”

      “He wouldn’t—” I pause and think about it for a second. “Well, I guess maybe he could have written back. I just thought he’d go the easy route and text.”

      “Oh my God, Rory. The guy has old-fashioned written all over him. Do you really not think he’d write you back? When was the last time you checked your mail?”

      “Uh, maybe a few days ago.” My legs start to itch to run down to my mailbox, my heart constricting in my chest. What if he wrote back?

      “I’d go check if I were you because he might have written you, and that letter might have been sitting in your mailbox, unread, for days.”

      She paints a pretty annoying picture. Without another word, I snag my mail key and jog down the steps to the mailbox that hangs on the side of the wall. With a deep breath, I twist the key inside and open the red door. Peeking inside, I pull out a few days’ worth of advertisements, some envelopes, and a catalogue for workout clothes, which I usually spend far too much time looking through.

      Trying not to get my hopes up, I start sifting through the mail, through the bills and coupon collections that only ever offer discounts for AC units and window cleanings. Not interested. When I get to the last envelope and see nothing from him, I let out a long, unhappy sigh. Yeah, getting a letter would have been too good to be true.

      My cheeks start to flame red, heating up from embarrassment. He must think I’m such a dweeb for writing him, for putting myself out there. Again. I wonder if he’s laughing at me with all his buddies, passing my perfume-scented, lipstick-stained letter around for everyone to read.

      Look at pathetic Rory, when is she going to get it? Not interested.

      No. He’s not like that. When I consider what I know about Colby, that isn’t the behavior I’d really expect. After my scheme to find out more about him at the bowling alley backfired . . . publicly, he could have left me high and dry. But he didn’t. He approached me and quietly provided me a chance to talk to him. So if he didn’t want to write back, I needed to accept that he is being kind and not stringing me along. “You don’t want to go out on a date with me, Rory. I’m not dating material.” Still . . .

      Dejected, I reach for my keys. And that’s when I notice a white envelope in the back of my mailbox, tucked away. Letting the rest of my mail fall to the ground in dramatic fashion, I reach for the envelope, taking in the square and precise handwriting.

      C. Brooks.

      The return address reads C. Brooks and everything in me takes flight, nerves and excitement washing over me, as I sit on the stairs and open the envelope, wondering how long it’s been in there.

      Unfolding the letter, I can’t contain the smile plastered across my face.

      Dear Rory,

      To say your letter was unexpected is an understatement. I’m assuming you and Stryder were in cahoots, because unfortunately, I don’t check my mailbox often. There isn’t anyone in my life who would care enough to send me anything. However, the fool checks his mail every day, so it’s a good thing you sent it to him.

      I don’t really know what to write, because I’m not good at stuff like this. I’d be lying if I said I never thought about not writing you back. Because I did. I thought about tucking the letter you sent me away and never responding. I would also be lying if I told you this was my first draft. As I write this, there are scrunched-up balls of unsatisfactory letters in my trashcan, words and sentences just not good enough to send to you.

      As much as I would like to say that you haven’t affected me, I can’t.

      I think about you all the time.

      And I can’t stop.

      Remember when I said I didn’t want a distraction in my life? Well, here you are, fifteen miles away like you said, and you’re always on my mind, distracting me anyway.

      I want to tell you to run away, to leave me alone, to forget about me, but for the life of me, I can’t.

      So instead of throwing your letter away, I tucked it into my security box, keeping it safe, hoping there is another one to follow. I can’t forget you.

      Thank you for being persistent.

      Colby

      Hugging the letter to my chest, so freaking happy, I think about the strength and come-to-Jesus moment he must have had in order to write me back.

      He wrote me back.

      He took the time to push through that brick wall of his and give me a little piece of him. It’s tiny, but it’s something.

      Each time I see him, he gives me another small piece to his puzzle, and with each piece I lock in, I want him more and more. I want to know this sensitive, weathered man.

      And it starts with his letter. I will not take this for granted. I will not drop the ball. I will make sure Colby has someone to receive mail from, because if anything, I want to be the person who puts a smile on his face at the end of his long days.
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      Dear Colby,

      I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get back to you. Hopefully Colorado Springs mail travels fast. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting you to write back. I thought, if anything, you’d text me, so to find your letter waiting for me in my mailbox shot all kinds of fluttering butterflies through my stomach.

      I read your letter at least ten times, memorizing your words, your confession, studying your handwriting, seeing your personality in the straight and precise lines. So controlled, so definitive.

      And the words you chose: I can’t stop. I don’t know if you realize how much that feeling resonates with me, because it’s the same three words that played on repeat every time you were near.

      I can’t stop. I can’t stop. I can’t stop.

      I didn’t want to give up or give in to your demands. I wanted to continue this connection. I wanted to see where it went and I’m so glad I did, because receiving your letter put such a bright spot on my crappy day. It made me realize that in an age where I could communicate with you by pressing a few buttons, the sheer magnitude of receiving a letter in the mail from you is unbeatable.

      I hope you continue to write me, because knowing that you are actually thinking about me puts some much-needed pep in my step.

      Wildly in lust,

      Rory

      P.S. I hope you don’t mind the red lips and perfume again. It just feels like it’s necessary at this point.

      

      Dear Rory,

      The red lips and perfume are necessary. I crave them. Love knowing your lips have been on that paper, that your addicting scent is easily accessible whenever I want to remember sitting next to you when you were wrapped up in a blanket, as the stars danced above us. I’d be greatly disappointed if I got a letter without them.

      I think a lot about that night, the night we first met. I think about the moment I first saw you, how it felt like the world stopped spinning. It was only you and me on the back deck, everyone else fading into the distance. I immediately knew you were going to be trouble, that I was in for a world of hurt if your beautiful green eyes connected with mine.

      And they did.

      I became lost, uncertain, and infatuated.

      From a distance, I watched you play pool, studied your laugh, memorized the movements of your body, and when you came over to talk to me? That one little greeting falling from your lips—hi—was all it took. I was gone.

      I keep telling myself I shouldn’t write these letters, that I should continue to trash them (five in the trash this time) but my pen refuses to stop. Instead it reveals the truth through my scrolls, a truth only you are privy to.

      I like you, Rory, and that terrifies me.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      When I first wrote to you, I never thought I’d receive such poetic responses from you, and I apologize for that, for underestimating you.

      Your letters . . . they move me in a way I’ve never been moved before. Knowing you take your time to find the right words to say to me, it makes me want to make sure I do the same. Instead of writing something just to write it, I want to have purpose behind my words.

      If we’re talking about the first night we met, I have to admit, I noticed you the moment you walked out on the deck. You were unmistakable, unmissable. You commanded the attention of everyone around you but not with your attitude or showboating, because that’s not the man you are. It was your thoughtful gaze, the way you surveyed the area, and the swagger in every step you took.

      I was enamored. I remember leaning over to Ryan and telling her I had to meet you. There was no doubt in my mind at that moment that I wanted to figure out who you were and why I had a strong urge to bury my body behind your protective shield, wrapped in your arms.

      Unfortunately I didn’t get that opportunity, but the little stolen moments I had with you, catching the tiny lift of the corner of your mouth, that was enough for me at the time.

      Now, I want more.

      Give me more. Tell me something you wouldn’t normally tell anyone. Enlighten me so I understand why I’m bursting at the seams every time I’m around you. And now it feels the same with every word of yours I read.

      Wildly in lust,

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      There is a common saying around here with the cadet wing: Act in spite of your fear.

      Fear lives in every one of us, but how we experience that fear lies with us. Talking to my cadets over the years, their biggest fear is dying, but like the saying, in spite of their fear they continue on, they push forward. At some point, they decided to sacrifice themselves and protect our country by choosing to be an airman.

      I don’t have a fear of death. It doesn’t physically exist inside me. Fear of death is something that’s never plagued me, never held me back, and to date, never even crossed my mind.

      I’ve seen death firsthand. I’ve seen how it can take someone from this world and yet, that’s not what drains me. That’s not what churns my stomach late at night or causes anxiety.

      Death will happen. No one can control that.

      What I can control is the person I am, the person I will become.

      I might not harbor the fear of death, but I do harbor a different fear, the kind of fear that causes me to wake in the middle of the night and break out in a cold sweat. It’s the kind of fear that’s consumed me, eaten me alive, torn me apart, and the reason I’ve tried so desperately to stay away from you. It’s why I can’t afford any distractions.

      Throughout life, you run into people who either have a positive influence or a negative influence on who you become. It’s your job to decide whether you keep them at your side, or move on. Unfortunately, there are some negative people in your life that you can’t move on from, not until you’re free of their grasp. And you might never be.

      I have someone so negative, so egocentric, in my life, that all he’s done since he met me was try to hold me back, try to tell me how worthless I am, how I will never amount to anything, that flying is a pipe dream I’ll never obtain.

      My fear, the one that hollows out a hole in the pit of my stomach every time I think about it, is proving HIM right.

      Your turn. Tell me something no one knows about you.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      How do I respond to your letter appropriately? How do I come up with the perfect words to exemplify the feelings flowing through me? I can’t.

      I can’t possibly tell you how touched I am that you shared such an intimate detail with me. I can’t tell you how much I itch to see you, to hug you, to hold you, to tell you that you won’t prove HIM right.

      You are a man of drive and ambition. It vibrates off you. Just being near you, I know you are bound for great things. That fear you have? Don’t give in to it, because I know deep in my bones that you will be going places. You will achieve your dreams.

      And it’s funny you talk about fear, because it’s the one thing that held me back from moving forward in my life. It’s what held me back from going to New York. Fear that something will happen to my brother and I won’t be here. Fear that when my parents need my help, I won’t be there to assist them. Fear of not being present. It tears away at me every day.

      My brother is my world. He’s my best friend, and the guy who will always be a constant in my life. A lot of people see him as difficult, as strange, or different.

      I don’t. I see him as perfect.

      Bryan is autistic. And when people see a thirty-year-old man rocking back and forth in a restaurant because the music is too loud, when they see him physically harm himself because his anxiety is on high alert, they scoff, they talk, and they judge.

      But they don’t know the beautiful human he is. The joyful spirit that lives inside of him, and the smallest smiles he gives when I walk in the room. He’s everything to me, and I put my life on hold for him. I fear the unknown of what might happen if I take a step away, if I’m not there to calm him down, if I’m too far away to comfort him.

      I don’t ever want to give in to that fear. I don’t want him to ever feel like I abandoned him, because it feels like everyone else, beside my parents, has.

      And that right there is a truth I’ve never spoken to anyone.

      Now, I’m going to tuck myself in bed and try to calm my racing heart. I’m going to envision what it would be like to lay next to you, to have your arms wrapped around me, to have someone protect me for once, instead of having to do all the protecting.

      Wildly in lust,

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      Fuck . . .

      I don’t know what to say, other than this. I need to see you. We finish classes this week with finals, we have our assembly to see if we got into flight school, and then we’re out for winter break. I’m staying with Stryder and his family, but I want to make time for you. My number is 719-555-2417. Text me when you’re available.

      Fuck distractions.

      Fuck my fear.

      Fuck HIM.

      That hug you’ve been wanting? Craving? I want the same damn thing.

      Text me.

      Colby
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        Eleven years old . . .

      

      

      Pounding footsteps make their way down the hall, my nerves jumping back and forth, the fresh shirt I put on for school already absorbing a coat of sweat that’s slowly dripping down my back.

      I scan my room. Everything is out of sight, either in the attic or tucked away nicely. Bed is made. Clothes are folded and hung in the closet. All planes and toys are nowhere in sight.

      It’s the way he likes it.

      It’s the way he demands it to be.

      Heavy footstep after footstep draw near, my heart pounds rapidly, my lungs constrict, and my hands fidget at my side.

      I did everything right, I know I did. I double-checked.

      The feet stop at my door, and I hold my breath as it’s flung open. Ted stands on the other side, coffee in hand, business shirt pristinely pressed, his tie expertly tied around his neck. The shoes I shined for an hour last night are on his feet, the lights glaring off them.

      He doesn’t say a word when he does his check in the morning; he doesn’t even look at me. Instead, he travels around the room his eyes roaming, looking for any form of indiscretion.

      There shouldn’t be any. I made sure of it. Stopping at my bed, he eyes it up and down, taking a sip of his coffee. From his pocket, he pulls out a coin and flips it up in the air.

      On bated breath, I watch as it falls to the mattress, barely bouncing up.

      Eyes squeezed shut I say an oath, just as the coffee cup is set down on my dresser. Ripping the blankets back, he inspects my tuck job on the sheets, his eyes narrowing in on the corners. Once upright, he circles around me, the hairs on the back of my neck at full attention.

      Standing behind me, towering over me, I wait for the moment that he—

      His large hand grips the back of my neck, pushes me down, shoving my face inches from the mattress.

      “What the fuck is this?” he sneers. “Do you call this a properly executed corner?” I don’t answer as he squeezes his hands around my neck. His fingers dig in as my shoulders tense around him, tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. “How the fuck do you expect to get anywhere in the Air Force if you can’t make your goddamn bed correctly?”

      Forcefully, he pushes me forward, my forehead hitting the edge of the bed before I topple to the floor. Grabbing the mattress from the bottom, he flips it over, scattering my nightstand and covers all over my room. It’s not the first time he’s done it. Knowing his tendencies, I’ve become wise about where I store my things and know where to keep them out of harm’s way.

      Head pounding, I lift off the floor and stand, going to pick up my mattress. The back of Ted’s hand connects with my face, catching me off balance, and sends me flying into my dresser.

      “I expect better tomorrow.” Picking up his coffee, he adjusts his tie, steps over me and heads out of my room, slamming my door.

      Hand holding my stinging cheek, I lie on my floor for a few seconds, allowing the tears to fall.

      I couldn’t care less about the bed, about the mess he made, about the backhand to my face. That is what I’ve come to expect from Ted, my stepfather.

      What makes me cower in the corner—causes my sorrow to fall from my eyes—is the visible bruise the backhand will cause.

      I won’t be able to see Gramps today or for the next few days.

      They don’t let me see Gramps if I have a bruise.

      They don’t let me talk to him about what happens in the house, and I wouldn’t dare because I know if I did, I would lose Gramps forever. That’s what they told me.

      And I can’t lose Gramps, not after how I almost lost him when Dad died. Gramps barely survived his heart attack. I don’t want to cause him any more stress.

      So I keep my mouth shut, and I do what I’m told. I keep everything hidden, and I stay out of Ted’s way. I commit the moments I get to see Gramps to memory and hold them close to my heart, because the moments I share with him are what get me through the long stints when I’m separated from him.
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      Forty-five degree angle and tuck.

      Smooth out all the wrinkles.

      Tuck and smooth.

      Have to make it perfect.

      Taking a coin from my pocket, I flip it onto my mattress and proudly watch it bounce up.

      Good.

      I take a deep breath and sit on my desk chair, eyeing the corners of my bed. They’re tucked; they’re fine. You’re not adjusting them.

      As I’m reaching for my boots, my phone buzzes on my desk next to me.

      Rory.

      I plugged her number into my phone the other day, just in case she decided she wanted to text me. If even after everything I put her through, she still wants to see me.

      I have a little time before I have to be at breakfast, and Hardie is in the shower, so I have some privacy. Spinning in my chair, I face the desk and open up the text.

      Rory: Hey Colby, it’s Rory. Just got your letter. I forgot to check my mail last night. I figured you were awake . . . You’re awake, right?

      There is a small tug on the corner of my lips as I text her back.

      Colby: Yes, I’ve been awake for a while.

      Not knowing what else to say, I send the message, feeling like a dickhead. She doesn’t take very long to respond.

      Rory: Did you sleep well?

      Colby: As best as I could. We find out today if we made flight school.

      Rory: OMG! That’s so exciting. Are you nervous?

      Colby: Yeah. Everything I’ve been working toward will be validated today. If I worked hard enough, I made it, if I missed a step, it’s going to show.

      Rory: I bet you make it. I just know it.

      Colby: I hope so.

      Rory: Does your offer of wanting to see me still hold true?

      I pause and bite my bottom lip. I want to see her—badly—and I think it’s time I make that known, more than in the letter I sent.

      Colby: Yes. Desperately.

      The little dots on the screen bounce as she types, and my breath catches in my lungs waiting for her answer.

      Rory: I legit just squealed. When? Where? I’ll be there.

      Colby: Does tomorrow work? I’ll be done with classes for winter break and on my way to Stryder’s house.

      Rory: Tomorrow is perfect. I have classes in the morning and massage appointments until two, but I’m free after that.

      Colby: Meet me at Garden of the Gods, the main garden at three. Dress warm.

      Rory: Can’t wait.

      Neither can I.

      Just as I black out my phone, Hardie walks through the door, freshly showered and shaved. “Today’s the day, man. Excited?”

      I finish putting on my boots. “Nervous as shit.”

      “You’re going to make it. You’ve had F-22s in your blood since you were born. If I don’t get put on helos, I might die. Hell, I went to the chapel last night and prayed for an hour.”

      Hardie has wanted to fly helicopters ever since sophomore year. He switched from wanting to be a fighter pilot when he went in a helicopter and felt the lift of the machinery, how it careened into the sky. It’s a different feeling than flying a jet, and the minute he felt it, he was addicted. At this point, I couldn’t imagine Hardie doing anything else.

      And for the record, Hardie isn’t a religious person. So his praying garners a huge eye-roll from me.

      “You know it doesn’t work like that? God isn’t a genie waiting for your three wishes.”

      “Well, like the dick I am, I treated Him like one last night.” Sighing, Hardie takes a seat in his chair as well. “I can’t believe we’re halfway through. It’s almost over, and everything we’ve been working toward is coming to an end. We either made it or we didn’t.”

      And that’s what it really comes down to. These last four years have been a culmination of preparing us for this day. Hardie is right; we either made it, or we didn’t.

      Let’s hope I fucking made it.
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        * * *

      

      Ring. Ring.

      “Please, pick up. Please, pick up,” I mutter into my phone as I sit in my car, affording me some much-needed privacy from everyone else, from the celebrating going on around me. “Come on . . .”

      “Hello?” I let out a long, pent-up breath. His voice instantly soothes me, taking me to the good moments in my life. With Gramps. I wouldn’t have made it this far in life without him, without the good times we shared together. I miss him.

      “Gramps?”

      “Colby, my boy.” He coughs into the phone. “Excuse me. How are you?”

      “I’m good.” My leg bounces beneath me, hitting the steering wheel, yet the pain doesn’t even make a mark on my numb body. “I . . .” My throat grows tight. “I wanted to tell you”—I choke down a sob determined to make its way up my throat—“I made it into flight school, Gramps. I fucking made it.”

      I can’t hold them back anymore. Tears fall from my eyes, as I rest my forehead on my steering wheel, relief washing over me.

      I fucking did it.

      There is silence on the other end of the phone and for a second, I think I lost him . . . until I hear a sniffle. “Colby, that’s . . . that’s so great.”

      My throat grows even tighter. Gramps is the only person I really wanted to tell, the only one who’s been there for me from the very beginning, encouraging me, and telling me no goal is too hard for me to accomplish. He’s the positive voice I’ve attempted to hear over the negative.

      “I’m still in shock. You’re my first and only call, Gramps. You were the one who encouraged me, who told me I could do it if I put my mind to it. You were the driving force behind this.” He’s the only one I want to share this with.

      “I did nothing. This was all on you, Colby.” He sniffs again. “I’m so proud of you, son, and your father would be too. He would be so damn proud of the man you’ve become.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut again, but allow the tears of pure joy to run down my cheeks. “I know he would be.”

      “When are you going to stop by? Classes are over? Bring me some pizza, and we can celebrate.”

      “How about this weekend? I’m staying with Stryder, but I’m sure he’ll want some time to himself.”

      “Did he get in?”

      I pause, feeling the weight of his hurt on my shoulders. “He didn’t.”

      "Oh no. No wonder you think Stryder will want time alone. Yes. Come this weekend. I'm always here for you."

      And that I know with all my heart. I'm still in shock that Stryder didn't make it.

      And for the life of me, I don’t know how to talk to him about it. When he found out, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even look at any of us. Instead, he walked off toward his dorm, silence in his every step like a man walking the plank to face the beast before him. In this case, his dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RORY

      

      

      When Ryan and I drove to the bowling alley a few weeks ago knowing Colby would be there, I was nervous, probably more nervous than I’ve been in a long time. There was a shake to my hand, a tremble in my step, a flutter in my stomach, but it was nothing compared to what I’m feeling right now.

      It’s like a tumultuous storm is brewing in the pit of my stomach, skyrocketing my nerves into overdrive. I’m hot, I’m cold, I’m shaky, and I’m every mixed emotion you could imagine.

      This is Colby, the man I met over Thanksgiving, the man I’ve felt so attracted to—as if there’s a place in my soul that’s simply his. I’ve slowly been able to dig under his wall and reach a part of him I feel no one else has been able to penetrate. I want to make sure my feelings aren’t just a fantasy written out on pieces of paper or conjured up in my head. I want to make sure they’re real. So damn real, that when I’m around him, I’m sucked into our own little universe.

      Stepping out of my car, I adjust the scarf I have under my green wool coat while taking in the giant red rock formations that are a famous landmark in Colorado Springs. It’s a beautiful tourist destination that brings in flocks of people from around the country, especially during the summer.

      But in the winter, it’s mainly locals—just the way I like it—devoid of swarms of people, leaving me with the rocks and Mother Nature.

      There are only a few cars in the parking lot, which gives me plenty of options, so when I park next to a big black truck, it’s intentional. From the Air Force sticker on the back window, I’m taking a wild guess it’s Colby’s truck.

      It’s not too large or obnoxious, but it’s large enough to fit his tall body. The sides are dirty, like he went off-roading, but from what I can see the interior looks spotless. I wouldn’t expect anything less from him.

      Usually there isn’t parking near the main garden lot, but since it’s winter and later in the day, there aren’t many people around. Pleased to have some privacy, I lock my car and stick my hands into my coat pockets, keeping them out of the chill as I walk down a paved pathway toward the main garden. I pass signs describing the history of the rocks and warning of rattlesnakes, and make my way toward the small hill. A rock, known as the Kissing Camels, shields me from the sinking Colorado sun, keeping it from blinding me until I get closer to the central main garden when the sun hits me again, a shining beacon, blocking my view from the west.

      Pausing, I hold my hand up toward the sky, shielding the sun, and that’s when I see him. Leaning against a wooden split-rail fence, foot propped up, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans. He stands tall, an Air Force hoodie covering his broad shoulders, and aviators masking his gorgeous eyes. The minute he spots me, his face lights up, the corner of his mouth tilting toward the sky. And I almost lose my breath, because I haven’t seen that smile before. It’s warm, welcoming, and it’s all for me. God, the man is . . . magnificent.

      I feel like running, sprinting into his arms, but instead, I walk, holding back my excitement, not wanting to scare him.

      It feels like forever until I’m standing before him. We both have our hands stuffed in our pockets, smiles on our faces.

      Nodding, beckoning me, he says, “Come here.”

      He steps forward, closing the distance between us, and then reaches out and wraps his arm around my shoulders, bringing me in the last few inches until I’m plastered against his chest, taking in his fresh laundry scent, letting it invade my senses. He’s sucking me into a Colby-like coma that I wish to never be woken from.

      I encircle him, pulling him in tight, reveling in the feel of his tight back muscles, in his strong chest and how it feels against my cheek. The top of my head reaches his chin, making it that much easier to be wrapped up in his embrace.

      We stand there, holding one another, the words we’ve written to each other passing over us—through us—a greater understanding of our lives cementing the bond between us. I don’t attempt to move. Who would? I keep myself grounded in the comfort of his arms, and the tension I’ve carried for so long eases with every breath we take together.

      In and out, in and out, the tension melts away into a puddle at my feet, waiting to be discarded.

      This is what I need, what I want in my life, someone to be by my side, someone to hold me when I need to be held, someone to share this crazy journey I’m going through. I want him. I want Colby Brooks as my one.

      The sun begins its descent to the west, leaving us with only an hour or so before total darkness. For now, it casts an orange glow around us, the red rocks adding to the ambiance, to the radiance.

      Eventually, when Colby pulls away, he lifts my chin with his index finger, my reflection bouncing back at me through his sunglasses. Reaching up, I remove the protective shields, wanting to see his eyes, the dark chocolate of his irises. I want to be able to read him.

      Gaze focused, studying, he finally says, “I’m sorry.”

      I push his sunglasses to the top of his head, standing on my toes to reach, and then glide my hand over his cheek, enjoying the light stubble as it catches the pads of my fingers. “Why are you sorry?”

      “Because, I should have done this a long time ago.” He doesn’t skip a beat.

      Bending forward, he hooks his finger under my chin again and guides me to his mouth where he pauses, our noses touching, our breaths mixing. “Tell me to stop if you don’t want this, if you don’t want me,” he whispers.

      Tell him to stop? If I don’t want him? Why on earth would I possibly stop Colby Brooks, the eloquent, profound, and insightful man from kissing me? There isn’t a bone in my body that would protest having his mouth over mine.

      “I could never tell you to stop,” I answer honestly, right before he closes the space between us.

      When I envisioned a first kiss with Colby, I saw it as something passionate, so out of control that we were at a loss for finesse, hands and mouths begging and pleading for more.

      But that’s not what this is.

      Slowly, Colby brings his mouth to mine, his lips a whisper of a touch, barely connecting. A sharp intake of breath, a low, pleading hum, a burning need blossoming between us.

      Pressing forward, he grazes my mouth, tentatively feeling me out, creating a road map for my lips until he pulls me closer, closing my mouth inside his, parting my lips with a gentle swipe of his tongue.

      His hands find my loose hair, his fingers caressing as they press into my scalp. I hold on to his sweatshirt, feeling the strength behind his grasp as he holds me still. Close.

      Opening my mouth to him, I let him explore, his tongue tangling with mine, swiping, thrusting, but it’s never too much, never too forceful. He makes slow, calculated movements, as if he’s trying to figure out each and every way he can make me melt faster and faster in his grasp.

      And when he pulls away, his eyes partly open, eyelashes fluttering, he smiles. A full cheek-to-cheek, heart-stopping smile. Dimples flash dangerously at me, his eyes heady but also lit up, as if I just breathed life into him for the very first time.

      Pressing his forehead against mine, he grips my cheeks and places another kiss on my lips, this one short and fast, but just as important as the first, because it’s unscripted, spur of the moment, like he needed one more taste.

      “Want to go for a walk?” he whispers when he pulls away.

      “I would love that.”

      Linking his fingers with mine, our palms touching, our souls connecting, he walks me through the garden, looking forward but keeping me close, never letting me drift too far away.

      I’ve been to the Garden of the Gods too many times to count, once using it as my training paradise for a mountain trail half-marathon, running through the uneven trails, skipping over rocks and sidestepping horse droppings. But this is the first time I’ve been here with a man, allowing him to guide me up the dirt-covered and rail-tied steps. I know exactly where he’s taking me, because it’s a place I’ve been many times to experience the views. It’s one of my favorite places in the park.

      We round the corner, working our way farther and farther up until we hit the side of the rock that is level enough you can climb up the face and sit at the top. During summer, this rock is crowded, and it’s almost impossible to find peace when there are tourists swarming the overlook.

      Not today.

      Today, we have the rock to ourselves.

      Colby gets to the top first and holds out his hands to help me up the last couple steps before taking a seat, facing west. The snow-covered mountain caps of Pikes Peak are as bright as ever, the sun barely hiding behind it.

      Scooting closer, Colby takes my hand in his, our fingers tangling together. He brings our connection to his mouth, placing a gentle kiss on the back of my knuckles, the gesture sweet and innocent, like the letters we’ve shared for the past few weeks.

      “I love it up here,” he says, breaking the silence between us. “Whenever I’ve felt stressed or out of sorts, I’ve come to this spot to soak in the wind, the smells, the dust of the red rock, the peaceful mountain. It’s . . . reliable. It’s my place of solace.”

      I shake my head, chuckling. “I wonder if we’ve ever been up here at the same time together, because this is my rock, my outlook, my place to think. I have spent so many hours sitting right here, wondering what life is going to throw at me next.”

      “I don’t think we were ever up here together,” he says with confidence.

      “Why?”

      “Because”—he turns toward me—“I would have noticed you.” A crimson wave stains my cheeks as I look at the ground and kick a little pebble down the slope of the rock.

      “What made you change your mind?” I ask, needing to see if what I’m feeling isn’t just a one-sided yearning.

      “What made me change my mind about you?”

      I nod.

      Scratching the side of his jaw and staring at Pikes Peak, he says, “It was never about changing my mind about you. It was about giving in to something I couldn’t control anymore. Despite everything in me, no matter how hard I tried, you were everywhere. I couldn’t shake you out of my head. It was similar to how my decision to become a fighter pilot felt all over again. All I could think about; all I could dream about. I knew there had to be a reason.”

      “And what’s the reason?” I ask, shyly, my voice barely audible above the light breeze.

      He shrugs. “Hell if I know at this point. What I do know is that after those few weeks apart, I was aching for more of your letters. I couldn’t deny it anymore. Couldn’t deny you. I needed to feel your mouth on mine to see if it was everything I thought it would be.” Good Lord, this man is so beautiful. He was aching for my letters? For me.

      “Was it?” I tilt my head to the side, catching his smirk as he squeezes my hand.

      “So much fucking more.”

      I nudge his shoulder. “You weren’t so bad yourself.”

      He raises his brows at me, a disbelieving look in his eyes. “Not so bad? You have to give a guy more credit than that.”

      I shake my head. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      He chuckles. “So . . . do you spray all the letters you send with perfume?”

      “No, that’s only special for you. Was it a nice touch?”

      “A fucking fantastic touch,” he says. “And the lips on the bottom.” A small groan pops out of him. “I’ve had fantasies about that lipstick, and seeing it on the paper didn’t help.”

      Oh God. I had fantasies when I kissed the letters, wishing I was kissing him all over his chiseled body. Over and over again.

      I clear my throat and ask, “What kind of fantasies?”

      “Not the kind you talk about in a sacred spot.”

      “Ohhh, so very dirty fantasies.”

      He stares out toward Pikes Peak. “You could say that.”

      Turning completely toward him, I play with his Air Force sweatshirt, the Under Armour fabric smooth as silk, loving how our conversation feels so real. And a little dirty. Very unlike the one-sided ones we had before. This is the real Colby. And I’m completely enamored.

      I turn his head toward mine, allowing myself to get lost in his mysterious eyes that are hooded by his thick, sharp eyebrows. “Tell me one fantasy,” I whisper.

      His gaze falls to my lips and then moves back to my eyes. His tongue peeks out, wetting his lips as he leans forward, capturing my cheek in his large hand. Talking evenly, he says, “One fantasy?” He shakes his head. “Nah, those are for me only. Come up with your own and see if we can meet in the middle.” Softly, his lips take mine, nipping and gliding but never pressing too hard, driving me crazy.

      I moan in frustration, causing him to chuckle once again, and I doubt that sound will ever grow old to me. I wish he did it more often, because it’s beautiful, low and gritty. It rumbles over me like water down a rocky creek bed.

      He pulls me in and holds me close to his chest, and we stare at the mountain range, a comfortable silence falling between us. The distant sound of visitors to the park sound off along with a few birds floating into their hollowed-out perches on the side of the gigantic rocks. It’s peaceful. Serene.

      Breaking the silence, he clears his throat and says, “I got into flight school.”

      Head whipping up, a huge smile across my face, I pull him into a hug, practically tackling him on the rock. He laughs and holds me in place as I squeeze him tightly. “Oh my God, Colby, that is so amazing. Congratulations. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that right away.”

      “Kind of still in shock.” When I pull away, he rubs the top of his head, his fingers sifting through his short brown strands. “I’ve been working so hard for this. Everything I’ve done leading up to this point has been to meet this one goal.” He takes a deep breath. “And now, there’s a shift in my focus. Now it’s all about graduating and proving to the instructors at flight school that I was made to fly a fighter.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “This is so awesome, Colby. You are incredible.”

      The air between us moves into something more sullen as he drops his head. And the minute he opens his mouth, I know why. “I’ll be sent away after graduation for flight school.”

      Oh.

      “To Peterson?” For some reason, I thought maybe Peterson Air Force Base, which is here in Colorado Springs, would be where he trained. That was probably a very naïve assumption, but then again, I know nothing about the Air Force.

      He shrugs his shoulders. “Could be anywhere, it all depends on where they want to send me.”

      “How long is flight school?”

      “A year,” he says softly.

      A year. That seems like so long.

      When I met Colby, I never considered what life would be like after graduation for him. I knew something inside me was pulling me toward him, that there was a greater cosmic force pulling us together.

      “Can you see why I was hesitant now? Why I’ve tried to reject this undeniable pull I have toward you? In a few months, my life will be out of my hands and at the mercy of the United States Air Force. I like you, Rory, but I want to be honest with you. I want you to know all the facts.”

      Sadly, I say, “I can appreciate that.”

      He sighs and wraps his arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry, you don’t need to say anything. I get it. I really do.” He kisses the side of my head, his lips lingering, brushing against my cheek for a brief moment before pulling away.

      He could possibly be gone for at least a year. And then who knows where he might be stationed, what he might be flying, if he will be deployed . . . or not? There are so many uncertainties when it comes to Colby. How did I not see that? I pushed myself into his life, fervent in my need to know who he was beneath the reticent, solitary façade. He warned me. Urged me to leave him alone, but I kept reaching. And now? Now I’ve found an incredible, intense, thoughtful, and gorgeous man, but he’s not really able to be mine. Even if he truly wanted me. And that’s terrifying.

      And as much as I hate to admit it, I’m not sure it’s something I’m ready for. Because in some ways, it would be like New York all over again. Putting my life on hold, my choices taking a backseat . . . indefinitely. For Bryan it wasn’t really even a choice. But with Colby? He’s giving me a choice, and I’m not sure I have the strength for what choosing him would mean. We spend the next half hour sitting next to each other, huddled close, an understanding of what’s going to happen floating over our heads like a dark cloud ready to strike.

      This isn’t going to work. We can’t work.

      Tears form in my eyes and I snuggle even closer to him, his arm wrapped around me holding me in place. I allow the tears. I let them fall—staining my pants with sorrow—but stay silent. Once the sun truly sets, we carefully make our way back down the stairs and to the parking lot, our hands never unlocking, but our voices silent. I feel like I’m letting part of my heart die.

      When we reach my car, Colby turns me and presses me against the driver’s side door. He grips my cheek and rubs away one of my wayward tears, his eyes softening, his grip on me tightening.

      “Will you still write me?” He knows where this is going, and I feel so awful, as if I've teased him with something he could have and then took it away.

      I bite my bottom lip and nod my head. “I will always write you, Colby.”

      “Even when you find a man who can give you what you need?”

      I nod, unable to find my voice, my throat so tight.

      “Thank you.”

      Searching my eyes, he looks between them right before he leans forward and takes my mouth in his again, this time more urgent. He presses my hips against the car, stealing my breath, his tongue locking with mine.

      Moving in closer, our bodies become flush. He finds my legs, lifts me up, and pins me against the car. I wrap my legs around his waist—our mouths are now evenly matched—and I let go. For a brief second, I forget about the ball of regret and sorrow spinning in on itself inside my stomach. I ignore the death of something that’s consuming me. I forget about the anguish waiting for me at the end of this kiss.

      Instead, I get lost. My mind focuses on him: on the way he hums against me, the press of his hardening cock against my pulsing center, the way his hands are so strong as they slide over my skin, the way he feels so damn perfect controlling my mouth, taking charge and leading the way with one of the most passionate kisses I’ve ever experienced.

      When his mouth slows down, he presses his forehead against mine one last time before letting out a heavy breath and stepping away, lowering me carefully. Gripping both of my hands, he locks his eyes with mine, the weight of the world flashing through them. Guilt and sorrow eat me up, because his face is so sad, so defeated.

      He squeezes my hands. “Take care, Rory. And if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” Leaning forward he places one more soft kiss against my lips before backing up. My hand falls to my lips, the imprint of his mouth burning me.

      “Colby,” I say on a gasp, stopping him in his pursuit to get into his truck. “I . . . I‘m sorry.”

      He doesn’t turn to look at me when he says, “I know, Rory. But you have no reason to be sorry.”

      “I pushed you. I pushed for this.”

      Facing me now, he rubs his hand over the back of his neck and then looks at me. The look in his eyes—the anguish—guts me. “And because you pushed, I was able to experience one of the best nights of my life, with my arm wrapped around you, your heavenly scent calming my anxious nerves. It might not be forever, but in that moment, it felt like forever. Thank you for that.” Bowing his head, he turns away as a sob rips from my lips.

      It felt like forever . . .

      It’s never felt more like forever than when he said that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” I ask Stryder who is lounging on my bed, looking like pure hell.

      “Positive. It’s your time with your grandpa, and I don’t want to intrude on that.”

      “It will get you out of the house.”

      Stryder needs to get out. Ever since we stepped foot in the house, Mr. Sheppard has been a tyrant, a real fucking prick, constantly berating Stryder for not making flight school. Letting him know in a not-so-subtle way that he’s let down the family and caused him great embarrassment.

      What Mr. Sheppard is failing to see through his unmerited rage is that even though Stryder is trying to act like it doesn’t matter to him, he’s a mess. I can see the anguish in his eyes whenever he looks at me. I can see the disappointment, the utter vulnerability of being the only one out of our group of friends who didn’t make it in.

      Fuck, I still can’t believe it. He has good grades and was part of the Wings of Blue. I thought he was at the top of the class, but somehow, he didn’t get in. A part of me wonders if it’s political. Lieutenant Colonel Sheppard doesn’t have the best reputation in the USAF, especially after the fucked-up fooling around he did with multiple officers’ wives while their husbands were deployed. He’s a real class act. I could understand a vendetta against Lt. Colonel Sheppard, but it’s as if Stryder got caught in the middle and is now taking the brunt of it all. Not that his father could see that.

      Still, I feel for him. It just about kills me to see my best friend not make it, and what hurts me even more is I can feel him pulling away.

      Normally, going with me to visit my grandpa is one of Stryder’s favorite things to do when we’re on break. Not today.

      “What are you going to do all day?”

      He shrugs. “Joey invited me over to hang out with her and Hardie. Figured I’d probably go over there.”

      “Is your dad going to let you?”

      “Fuck him, man.” Stryder grinds his jaw. I’m thinking that maybe he has an idea as to why he wasn’t accepted into flight school.

      Sighing, I put my wallet in my back pocket and grab my phone from the nightstand. “You can still apply later if you—”

      “Don’t want to talk about it, Colby.” I can understand why he’s terse, shutting me down. If I were in his position . . . fuck, if that were me, I’d have lost it by now. My dream ending before it started. “What happened with Rory?”

      God, I am not ready to talk about that. I still feel hollow.

      I snag my keys from the dresser and put on my jacket. “Not going to work out, not with everything up in the air for me.”

      “But you want it to,” he says more as a statement, reading me like an open book.

      “Not at first, but after the letters, after seeing her again . . . Fuck if I’m not begging she’ll give us a shot.”

      “How did you leave it last night?”

      “Not in a position where I see a future for us.” Heading toward the door, I say, “You sure you don’t want to come?”

      “Positive. Say hi to Gramps for me.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      “There he is,” Gramps says, holding his arm out to me. I bend down to his wheelchair and give him a good, strong hug.

      “Hey Gramps, how are you feeling today?”

      Wrapped up in sweaters and blankets, he seems to have some color in his cheeks, unlike the days when I’ve come to visit him and he’s looked pale and almost sickly. Not today; he looks fresh and alert.

      The nursing home he lives in takes great care of him, keeps him as active and as sharp as possible. They provide great opportunities for him to interact with not only seniors in the community, but there are tons of volunteers who come in to spend time with the residents.

      With a shaky hand, he pats the seat next to him. Some dark spots cover the light skin on the back of his hand, highlighting prevalent blue veins. “I’m doing well, doing well.”

      I set down the pizza box I picked up at the restaurant down the street, the pizza Gramps says is the best he’s ever had—it’s sub-par at best—and take a seat.

      Clasping his hand over mine, Gramps looks me in the eyes and says, “I’m so proud of you, Colby.” His voice chokes up, and fuck if I don’t join him, a knot forming in my throat. “You set your mind to something and you accomplished it. Through all your adversities, you became the man I always dreamt you would.”

      He grabs me by the back of the neck and pulls me into a hug. I follow his lead, wrapping my arms around him. Eyes shut, taking in the familiar scent I’ve grown to know and love. Where would I be without this man? The only true shortcoming of flight school is moving away from him. And now Stryder . . . I won’t even consider the loss of beautiful Rory. She was never really mine anyway. We hold each other for probably longer than necessary but when he pulls away and taps my cheek, I see pride in his eyes. “Now we just have to make sure you get selected for fighters.”

      I chuckle and flip open the pizza box, handing Gramps a slice. “I know. My mentor, Mike, has been helping me in that area. I want to be the one they can’t possibly turn down.”

      “Smart. Very smart.” He takes a bite of his pizza and groans. “So good.”

      I keep in the smile that wants to peek past my lips. It’s not THAT great, but I go with it. Gramps likes what he likes.

      “How’s Stryder?”

      I wipe my mouth with a napkin. “Not doing great, but I don’t blame him. I don’t know what I would do if I was in his position.”

      “His father must not have taken the news well.”

      “Yeah, you could say that. The tension at the house is stronger than ever.”

      After I graduated from high school and started my freshman year at the Air Force Academy, I confessed to Gramps what had been happening with Ted. To say he didn’t take it well was an understatement. I think he’s aged greatly since finding out, distraught he never saw the signs, that I never told him. I explained to him my worries, and by the time I was old enough, it was more mental abuse than anything. I matched Ted in height and outweighed him in muscle by at least ten pounds, and he didn’t test my strength, which was smart on his end. But Gramps still took it very hard, and I think it’s one of the reasons he’s in the nursing home now.  Shortly after my confession, he sold his house, invested 80 percent of it in my name, and then deposited the rest into my bank account to live off while I was at the academy, promising me he had enough between his savings and his Social Security checks to afford a good nursing home. I never had to ask my mom and Ted for anything. I have no idea how the invested portion is doing, because that’s for the future, but I’ve barely touched the rest. I’ve only used it when I absolutely needed to. The man is a saint.

      Even though Gramps thinks he wasn’t there for me, he has no idea how much of a savior he was during that time in my life.

      He’s silent for a second and asks, “Have you told your mother?”

      I shake my head. “No. She doesn’t deserve to know.”

      “Still not inviting her to graduation?”

      “No. She hasn’t been in my life for four years, so why would I start now?” I pat Gramps on the back. “You’re all I need . . .” My voice trails off as I look out the window, my mind immediately going to Rory.

      Gramps must notice because he asks, “What’s the forlorn look on your face?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You spaced out.” I take a bite of my pizza, trying to ignore my grandpa’s gaze, studying, reading me. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “This pizza is really good. I really like the onion.”

      “Colby,” he draws out. “What’s going on?”

      Sighing, I toss my pizza on the box, wipe my hands, and slouch in my chair. “Gramps, it happened to me.”

      “Uh-oh.” Slowly, he turns in his seat, understanding flashing in his eyes. “You met someone.” I nod, causing him to laugh. “Let me guess, she’s the one?”

      “I don’t know about the one, but she sure as hell is someone I want to get to know better.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      I flip my napkin to the pizza box. “Flight school. She shouldn’t have to wait for me.” I asked her to write, but told her she didn’t have to wait. Even when you find a man who can give you what you need? I’m not that man.

      “Did she say that?”

      I think back to our conversation and the words we spoke to each other. There weren’t many. It was more about the look she gave me. The scared, I don’t think I can do this look. So I took the lead and let her off the hook.

      “Not really, but the way she looked so scared . . . I knew it wasn’t in the cards for us.”

      Gramps shakes his head, tsking at me. “You didn’t give her a chance to try?”

      “I don’t think she would, Gramps.” Despite how much she pushed for us, I don’t think she would.

      “Do you like her, Colby?”

      I nod my head, pinching my brows with my fingers, willing the simmering headache to stop. “I do.”

      “Well then, you never know until you give it a shot. You have the next few weeks off, maybe make it impossible for her to say no to you.”

      “And how do you expect me to do that?”

      Gramps laughs, his chuckle followed by a deep cough. Pressing his hand against his chest, he says, “Boy, you’re a handsome fella with Brooks blood running through your veins. Put your mind to it and you can make it happen.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      He scoffs. “In this day and age, with the technology you have at your disposal, it’s easier than it will ever be.” When I told him Rory had written actual letters to me, he’d been very impressed with my girl. But . . . well, it wasn’t enough. He nods at me.

      “Pull out your phone, and I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      “What? No way.”

      He wiggles his old, arthritis-riddled fingers at me. “Hand me the damn thing. I’m old, listen to what I have to say.”

      Sighing, a smile playing at my lips, I unlock my phone and hand it over to him. He studies it for a second and says, “For God’s sake, I can’t see a thing. Open up a text message and type out exactly what I say.”

      “Gramps, we parted on good terms. I don’t want to mess around with her.”

      “Good terms means you can communicate with her. Listen to me, damn it. I know what I’m doing. Now open a text and get ready to type.”

      Letting out a heavy breath, I wait for the mastermind to do his work. This ought to be good.
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      I stare at the text from Colby, reading it over and over in my head, trying to understand it, trying to determine if he’s drunk or if he’s incredibly awkward and unsure how to talk to girls.

      I’m leaning toward drunk . . .

      I read it one more time.

      Colby: Roses are red, planes are grey, please accept this emoji bouquet.

      At the tail end of his text is every flower emoji available. I mean, it would be a very pretty and colorful bouquet, but still, I think he’s drunk.

      After we parted ways on Friday, I expected him to go back to the quiet and reserved Colby, the one I wrote letters to—because I promised—but the one I’d possibly never receive much from in return. I sobbed all the way home, and there were moments when I wanted to call him and tell him I’d been wrong. That I did want to try. That I cared about him too much not to. But I didn’t call, because that small amount of time with him—being held by him, talking with him so easily—was wonderful. Addictive. He is addictive. Even in the quiet moments, I felt at peace. I didn’t want to have momentary tastes of that sort of ease, only for it to be taken away . . .

      This text, though. Boy, is it something.

      I tuck my legs under me, adjusting my seat on my parents’ couch and stare at my phone. I asked Ryan what I should do, sending her a screenshot of the text, but she hasn’t gotten back to me. I feel like I should reply. It’s been over two hours; is that too late to respond? Would he be more drunk now?

      Before I can find out, another text from him comes in. Afraid of what it might say, I squint as I read the text message.

      Colby: Sorry about that last text message. My Gramps was trying to show me what it’s like to be “a man” and win a girl back. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. Hope I didn’t bother you.

      A small smile slips over my lips as my heart starts to beat rapidly in my chest. He was talking to his grandpa about me? Trying to win a girl back. What does that mean?

      Not able to resist, even though I probably should, I text him back.

      Rory: That was your gramps? Wow, I might just be in love with him. I’ve never received such a beautiful bouquet of flowers before.

      His text back is immediate.

      Colby: Technically, I sent you the bouquet, so . . .

      I chuckle, loving this playful side of him, a side I’m sure he doesn’t give to a lot of people. Especially since he has to set a good example at the Air Force Academy, being a leader. I feel honored. Privileged.

      Rory: Taking credit for your grandpa’s sweet moves. You heathen.

      Colby: Always. How have you been?

      I shut my eyes and lean back on my couch. See, this is why I shouldn’t have texted him back. Because right now, all I can think about is getting lost in his arms—in the way he makes me feel so alive—but there is a barrier between us that prevents me from following that desire.

      “Are you okay?” my mom asks, sitting across from me. Bryan and my dad are in the basement watching hockey, our bellies are full from some homemade chili and cornbread, and our house is content. Quiet.

      “Yeah,” I sigh, checking my phone again, reading his message one more time.

      “Doesn’t seem like it. Is there something on your mind?”

      Sitting up, I set my phone down and say, “So, I met this guy a few weeks back.” My mom’s face lights up, and she positively gushes from the news. “Don’t get weird on me.”

      She shakes her head, hands still on her lap. “I won’t, I won’t.” She takes a calming breath. “Just give me a second.” She stares at her hands for a few beats, as if she truly needs to gather herself. “Do you have a picture of him?”

      Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. “No, I don’t have a picture of him.”

      “Rats.” She snaps her finger in disappointment. “Tell me about him, at least. What’s his name? What does he look like? Is he sweet?”

      Surrendering to my mom’s badgering, I answer, “His name is Colby. He’s very sweet, very protective, the kind of guy who I know would never intentionally hurt me. Really loyal with a strong work ethic and integrity.” I think back to our time at Garden of the Gods. “He’s incredibly handsome, Mom. He has these dark, smoldering eyes that capture you the minute you make eye contact, almost like you can’t look away.”

      “Oh, the eyes are the window to the soul.”

      Isn’t that the absolute truth when it comes to Colby? “And he’s tall, broad, built. Very strong, but not like bodybuilder strong.”

      “A pushups guy.” My mom nods her head.

      “Totally. And he’s . . .” I have the urge to groan in frustration from the loss. “He’s beautiful with his words, Mom.”

      “Oh honey, he sounds lovely. What’s the problem?”

      “He’s a senior cadet at the Air Force Academy.”

      She claps her hands together. “Oh, a military man, how exciting.”

      “Not so much. He was recently accepted into flight school, which means he could be leaving soon, once he graduates.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      Did she not just hear me? “Mom, he could be leaving.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean anything.” Coming over to my side of the couch, she sits down and takes my hand in hers, getting ready to unleash her opinion. “I’ve seen boys come in and out of your life, good and bad ones. But I’ve never seen you talk about them like you just talked about—”

      “Colby,” I answer, and her smile grows.

      “Colby.” She tests his name on her tongue. “I’ve never seen you light up like you did when you were talking about him, which means to me that you truly care about him.”

      “I do,” I admit. “I really do. I like him, Mom.”

      “Then why are you holding back? I’m assuming that’s what the issue is, right?”

      “Yeah. He told me on Friday about his acceptance to flight school. It was a blow I wasn’t ready to take. I was caught off guard and before I could say anything, he gave me an out. I took it.”

      “Oh, honey.” My mom shakes her head. “Poor Colby. How did he take it?”

      I look at my phone. “He asked me to continue to send him letters and now . . . now he’s texting me.”

      “Because he doesn’t want to let go.”

      “Neither do I.”

      My mom pulls me into a hug as a tear slips down my cheek. “Then don’t let him go.”

      “I don’t see how it’s going to work out. He’s headed for a different life.”

      Pulling away, my mom takes my face in her hands, her thumbs rubbing away my tears. “You know, honey, sometimes we need to take a chance in life to see if the feelings we harbor in our heart will bring us true happiness. You will never know if what you feel for this man is real until you give it a chance. But you will regret the missed opportunity if you don’t go for it.” She presses a kiss against my forehead. “Trust your heart on this one, and the rest will work out.” Standing, she straightens her khaki pants and says, “Now, I’ll be in the kitchen making some pie. Would you like apple or blueberry?”

      Wiping another tear away, I say, “Apple all the way, Mom.”

      “That’s my girl.” She points at my phone. “Chin up and text him back. At least see if he’ll send you a picture for your old hen of a mother.”

      I chuckle and shoo her away toward the kitchen with my hand. Turning back to my phone, I reread his last text message.

      Colby: Always. How have you been?

      Taking a deep breath, I decide to jump in head first, letting my heart lead the way.

      Rory: I’ve been missing you.

      I bite my bottom lip as I press send, my stomach fluttering with nerves as the little dots dance around, his reply seconds away.

      Colby: I think you just made my heart leap in my chest.

      Rory: Does that mean you’ve missed me, too?

      Colby: Missed doesn’t describe what I’ve been feeling.

      Rory: I don’t think I can stay away.

      Colby: I know I sure as hell can’t. I tried, one day, and failed.

      Rory: So what do we do now?

      Colby: Meet me. Somewhere, anywhere, tell me when and where. I’ll be there. I have the next two and a half weeks off. I’m all yours.

      Rory: Don’t tease me, Colby.

      Colby: Never . . . meet me, Rory.

      Biting the side of my cheek, I shift my weight and tuck my legs under my bottom, holding my phone in front of me. The way he demands to meet him—not leaving it as a question—makes me giddy inside, because with Colby I know it’s not an alpha move. It’s out of desperation, and to me, that’s sexy. I still recall my reaction when he told me in his text messages that he desperately wanted to meet me. I feel the same thrill here.

      I might be crazy for putting my heart first and my mind second when it comes to this man, but I know if I don’t, my mom was right, I might very well regret it for the rest of my life. I have never felt this way about another man.

      I text him back, a giant smile on my face the entire time.

      Rory: My place, tomorrow night at six. Address to follow.

      His response is immediate.

      Colby: I’ll be there.
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      The steps to Rory’s apartment creak under my six-foot-two frame, bending and stretching beneath me. The narrow walls bow and crack, showing off the age of the building with its chipped paint and dented surface. It’s not pretty, but I’m sure Rory has made it perfect.

      With a single flower in hand, I make my way to the second floor, eating up the steps two at a time, feeling nervous, but more than anything, excited.

      After a long lecture from Gramps telling me to pull my head out of my ass, I sent his lame poem to Rory. When she didn’t respond right away, I regretted everything I’d ever done in life. Then my phone dinged, and it started a conversation, a conversation I’d craved. And even though I didn’t want to, I had to hand it to Gramps. He knew how to win a girl back with a corny poem. He says it works every time . . . at least it did with Grandma whenever she was mad at him.

      I stuck that advice in my back pocket in case I ever needed it.

      When I reach the top of the stairs, I knock on the only door on the landing. The building is less than stellar and not a place I’d want her living. In my mind, she deserves more than an entryway door barely hanging off the hinges and walls that seem to crumble when you look at them.

      Footsteps pad across the floor and the door opens, revealing a very bubbly and energetic Rory. I don’t even get a chance to say hi before she’s pulling me into her apartment and wrapping her arms around my waist. I return the embrace, my arms encasing her tightly as I press my cheek to the top of her head. God, I needed this. Needed to hold her. After a moment, I take in her studio apartment. The focal point is her large bed decorated in red and orange floral bedding with giant pillows and fluffy blankets. To the left there is a small kitchenette and two-person dining table, decorated in bright turquoise and yellow. To the right, there is a tan loveseat covered in colorful pillows facing a matching entertainment center. It’s homey, bright, and so Rory.

      I like it a lot.

      Rubbing her back, I say, “Hey there.”

      Pushing off my chest slightly, she looks up at me and smiles that gorgeous smile. “You’re here.”

      I nod. “I’m here.” I give her the single rose—feeling a little dumb—but when she takes it, her eyes light up.

      “Thank you. This is so sweet.” Standing on her toes, she presses a light kiss across my cheek and takes off toward her kitchen, bouncing away in leggings and another one of those comfy sweaters of hers. This one is mint green. It highlights her beautiful eyes and makes her figure look fucking incredible.

      I shut the door behind me and make my way into the apartment while I watch her take out a glass, fill it with water and put the single rose inside. Once she sets it on the table, she turns toward me and takes my hand in hers, directing me to the loveseat. She pushes some pillows to the side and sits down, pulling me down with her.

      She plays with the fabric of my shirtsleeve and says, “I love the rose, but the emoji bouquet was far more impressive.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, Gramps is a real smooth guy.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “I think I might need to meet this bouquet-giving legend.”

      “God, he would probably eat up the opportunity to meet you.”

      “Yeah?” She’s turned toward me, both her legs tucked under her bottom. “Is he handsome? I might like the original version over the twice duplicated.”

      “If you’re looking for an old man with arthritis who enjoys a warm blanket over his shoulders and a good montage of fighter pilot videos, then he’s your guy.”

      “Oooo, you’re getting me all hot and bothered.” She waves her hand in front of her face.

      I take her hand and link it with mine, the feel of her palm molding against mine easing the tension in my shoulders, and I feel relaxed. Being around her does that to me, like she’s a safe place. I don’t have to worry about outside factors. Instead, I can let my guard down and breathe.

      “Did you mean it?” I ask, wanting to gauge her reaction. “Did you mean it when you said you couldn’t stay away? Because if you’re not feeling the same thing I am, then—”

      She sits up on her knees and covers my mouth with her hand, her eyes searching mine, bouncing back and forth, the green of her irises so goddamn beautiful my stomach flutters, and my chest constricts.

      Her soft hair floats over her shoulders as she tilts her head ever so slightly to the side. “I meant everything I said. I know this won’t be easy, but I want to take it one step at a time.” She lowers her hand and scoots even closer. “I spoke with my mom last night about us, and she asked if I would regret not taking the chance at being with you.”

      “What did you say?” I ask, waiting with bated breath for her answer.

      “I knew I would regret every last minute of it.”

      Smiling, I pull her over my lap so her back is leaning against the armrest of the sofa, and her hamstrings are across my legs. Moving in, invading her space, I press my palm against her cheek and lean forward, brushing my lips across hers. Satisfied, she lets out a long sigh and grips the back of my head, pulling me in closer, deepening our kiss, her mouth parting, our tongues colliding.

      Sliding my hand down, my thumb presses against the spot below her ear, her skin silky and soft beneath my touch. Before my hand can slide any farther south, I put some distance between us.

      Eyes fluttering open, heady with yearning, she gazes at me, a sinister smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Don’t look at me like that,” I say, putting more distance between us.

      “Like what?” she asks, sitting up until she’s straddling my lap, her legs draped on either side, her center pressed against mine, her chest just below my eyes.

      I kick off my shoes and twist on the couch so I’m the one leaning against the armrest, my legs stretched out, my feet hanging off the end of the cushion. I place both my hands on her legs, keeping her in place, looking up at her beauty, completely in awe that I was able to make this connection with the girl I knew would flip my world upside down.

      “Don’t look at me like you’re about to devour me.”

      She plays with the fabric of my shirt, dancing her fingers across my chest. “You know, you were a really tough shell to crack.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “What was it about the letters that made you give in?”

      I don’t skip a beat when I answer, “The heart and honesty behind them. I was already physically attracted to you and interested, but it was your vulnerability that cracked me.”

      “It was all true,” she whispers.

      I gently rub my palms against her legs. “I know. Tell me about him, about your brother.”

      Looking wistfully off to the side, she smiles the smallest of smiles, true love for her brother clear in her expression. “He’s amazing, Colby. Such a gentle soul, sweet and kind. He loves baseball, a huge Rockies fan. He watches every game with Dad in the basement. They have their little man cave down there, no girls allowed.” I smile at that. “He loves Credence Clearwater Revival and will listen to their greatest hits album on repeat for hours on end.”

      “CCR is a good band. Your brother has good taste.”

      “The best, but he has his moments, and those tough moments are hard to control.”

      “You said he has autism.”

      She nods. “He does. Life hasn’t been easy, that’s for sure, especially his meltdowns when I was growing up. It stopped everything we were doing, and it was and still is our duty to ease his anxiety, to help him. At first, it was hard for me to understand and comprehend how I needed to set aside my needs and help my brother, but as I got older, I became more compassionate.” Shifting on top of me, she leans forward and lies down, our bodies flush, her head against my chest. Instinctively I wrap my arms around her and gently rub her back. Even though we’re talking about something hard, I’ve never felt more comfortable around a girl. She . . . fits.

      “I remember this one time, we went to Disney World. It was a big deal, because my parents very rarely went on vacation. But Bryan was older and they thought it would be okay.” She pauses. “It wasn’t. We were in line for Space Mountain—the one ride on the top of my must-do list—and we were about to get on the ride when Bryan had a complete sensory overload meltdown. The sounds, the lights, the smells, it was too much for him. He dropped down to the floor and started hitting himself in the face, screaming and scaring everyone around him. They shut down the ride because it took over an hour to get Bryan to calm down, to get up from the floor, and walk back to our hotel.”

      “I can’t imagine how that must have been,” I say, kissing the top of her head.

      “I was such an ass.” She pauses. “Looking back at it now, I’m ashamed of how I reacted. I was mad at him, I wasn’t helpful, and I cried the entire way back to the hotel begging my parents to stay at the park, but their main focus had been calming Bryan. You should have seen the staring and gossiping families we had to walk past to get back to our hotel. ‘There he is, the boy who freaked out on Space Mountain.’ They weren’t subtle. It was like we were a sideshow people couldn’t get enough of.”

      Jesus, my heart aches for her. “People can be dicks when they experience something that’s not part of their norm.”

      “I know that now, but at the time, I was so bitter I never got to ride Space Mountain that I couldn’t put everything into perspective. Like I said, I’m ashamed every time I think back to how I acted.”

      “You’re human, Rory. You’re allowed to be angry and upset about things. I get wanting to have compassion for your brother, but you’re still allowed to have your own feelings separate from his. Don’t berate yourself for being disappointed.”

      “That’s what my mom told me.” She nuzzles herself deeper into my embrace. “Bryan is the reason I’ve had such a hard time having a boyfriend.”

      “Why’s that?” I draw small circles on her back with my thumb.

      “Because they didn’t understand that my brother comes first. My mom has called me when I’ve been on dates, telling me Bryan needed me. I’ve dropped everything to go see him, to calm him down. After a few dates like that, after being irritated about me leaving, they left me.”

      I clench my teeth, my anger almost getting the best of me. Who in their right mind would leave Rory because she’s helping out her brother? To me, that demonstrates their poor quality as humans. Empathy is a sexy quality to have, and to discard such a good quality as a nuisance is disgusting.

      “It’s a good thing they left, Rory, because I could never see you with someone who lacks the ability to empathize with your situation. Frankly, it’s despicable that those men weren’t able to set themselves aside for a second and see the whole picture.”

      Instead of saying anything, she stays wrapped in my arms, her breathing synching with mine, her fingers playing with the collar of my shirt.

      I relax into her touch, into the cushions of her couch, into the feel of her body draped over mine. I’ve had intimate moments with women before, but never anything like this, like our souls are connecting on a higher level.

      A part of me thinks that maybe it’s because I’ve matured since my last causal relationship, but another part of me believes we simply share a powerful connection.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Ask me anything,” I answer, kissing the top of her head again, as if I’ve been doing it for years.

      Pushing up on my chest, her eyes lock with mine. “When we first met, you were short and terse with me. Were you trying to scare me away?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not much of a scaring type, unless I have to shake some sense into my cadets. I was trying to keep you at a distance. Good job I did, huh?”

      She smiles softly. “I’m just persistent. I think you had no choice.” She has no clue. I just have no idea why she persisted.

      “I really didn’t.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving,” I answer, my stomach growling appropriately.

      When she sits up, I instantly mourn the loss of her heat, of her soft body fitting so perfectly over mine. “Want to help me in the kitchen? Make some dinner?”

      “Would love to.”

      Standing, she holds her hand out to me and without a second thought, I take it, reveling in the invitation to once again be close to her. It makes me realize how much I’ve missed something as simple as handholding. Cuddling. Touch. Touch that’s not meant to hurt . . .
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        * * *

      

      “So you’re not much of a cook, huh?”

      I shake my head, looking over all the ingredients, feeling intimidated. I didn’t spend much time in the kitchen. I wasn’t allowed, because I was mostly locked in my room doing homework or secretly working on my planes, anything to stay away from Ted and keep him happy.

      “No.” I rub the back of my neck. “Not from my doing though. Was never given an opportunity to learn.”

      She twists her lips to the side, a pinch in her brow, an unhappy look on her face. “Your parents never took you into the kitchen to learn?”

      I shake my head, my voice falling soft, sounding just as vulnerable as I feel. “No. By the time I was old enough, my dad was sick and my mom wasn’t the most”—I pause, searching for a good way to put it—“she wasn’t the type of mom who cared about her son.”

      “What?” Rory’s expression is downright upset as she moves toward me. “What do you mean?”

      I shake my head, not wanting to get into it. “I feel like that’s too heavy of a conversation for now. Don’t want to scare you away right off the bat with my baggage.”

      “You could never scare me away.”

      “You say that now.” I nod at the ingredients. “What are we making?”

      She presses her hand against my chest, a concerned look on her face. “I’m serious, Colby. I want to know everything about you, even your baggage.”

      And this is why I had such a hard fucking time staying away from her, because her heart is so big and welcoming. After my dad died, life changed drastically. I not only had to quickly mourn the loss of my father, but I was torn away from my grandpa when our visits were stretched further and further apart. I lived in a cold household, the antithesis of the loving and warmth I’d known prior to my dad getting sick. But it was as if once my dad died, my family, as I knew it, died too.

      I was never held when I was upset, I was never loved when I missed my dad, and I sure as hell was never indulged when all I wanted was to spend a day with my grandpa.

      I became cold and distant and focused. I wanted out, to never have to step foot in that household again, and once I graduated and went to the academy, I put my things in storage and took off without a goodbye.

      I don’t regret a thing.

      But being with Rory now reminds me how much I’ve missed out on human touch, on having someone feel compassion for you. And you never know how much you need it in your life until it reappears and consumes you.

      “Thank you,” I say softly, not wanting to elaborate anymore.

      After a few bouts of silence, understanding falls over her and she moves past the heavy conversation, clapping her hands together and peering over the ingredients. “Well, since you’re a newbie, I’ll be easy on you. Want to make some spaghetti and meatballs?”

      “Homemade meatballs?”

      “The only way to eat them is if they’re homemade.”

      “You’re really going to teach me?” I sound wistful, more so than I intended, but fuck, this very well might be my first demonstration in the kitchen.

      “Of course. Now, fill that pot up with water first, and we’ll get to the balls in a second.” With a wink, she starts gathering everything while I fill up the pot.

      My first cooking lesson with the first girl I really care about. This could be more than I bargained for when it comes to meeting someone, but right now, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.
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      “And pour the Parmesan cheese all over. Yeah, just like that.”

      I feel . . . content.

      I think that’s the only way I can really describe this feeling—absolute contentment.

      My heart is full from the way Colby brightens each time he does something right, my eyes sparkle with every smile that comes my way, and my soul feels fulfilled with the opportunity to enrich this man’s life, a life that seems broken and battered.

      And I’m glad he didn’t open up to me right then, because even though I want to support him and will listen to anything he wants to tell me, I’m not sure I could take it. Yet. I’m not sure the story behind why his parents never taught him how to cook would settle well with me, and my heart feels incredibly heavy as it is.

      I want to enjoy tonight, not feel sick to my stomach from being upset.

      “Okay, are you ready for this part?” I ask, Colby standing behind me, looking over my shoulder. “We’re going to mix everything up, but we’re going to use our hands, because it’s the best way to do it.”

      “Just stick them right in there?”

      “Yup, like this.” I stick my hands in the bowl and start squishing around the meat, egg, cheese, seasonings, and breadcrumbs.

      Like the smooth man he is, he comes up behind me, his broad chest to my slender back, and reaches around me, sliding his hands down my arms until they’re mixing with the meat as well. He’s tentative at first, testing out the consistency, but once he’s comfortable, he really starts smashing the ingredients together.

      Meat oozes through our fingers, and our laughs mingle with the sounds of raw meat being squished.

      “I shouldn’t find this relaxing, because it almost looks like we’re squishing brains, but for some reason, this almost seems therapeutic.”

      “It’s why my mom cooks. It’s like therapy for her, and meatballs are her favorite to make.”

      “I think meatballs are my favorite to make too.”

      I chuckle and look over my shoulder, his expression playful and sweet. “I’m making a mental note that you are now in charge of squishing all things in the kitchen.”

      “Bring it on. This shit is a good time.” He gathers another chunk of ground beef and crushes it between his fingers.

      Pulling my hands from the bowl, I duck under his arms and wash my hands while he continues to mix—or more accurately—play.

      The Colby I met at first was an older, weathered man, like he’d been seasoned too much for his age. He was volatile and closed off, but this man standing at my counter, squishing meat between his fingers with a smile on his face? He’s different. It almost seems like a part of him has been repressed for years, and when we have moments like this—when he feels he’s allowed—he comes out to play.

      And I like his playful side a lot, just as much as I like the serious and romantic sides of him.

      Oh, and the romantic side? Easily my favorite. Although I am really starting to like this playful Colby too.

      I take out a baking sheet, spray it, and set it on top of the pre-heated oven. “Ready to make some balls?”

      He looks at the meat mixture and says, “I’m not sure this is mixed enough. Give me a few more hours.”

      Rolling my eyes, laughter erupting from me, I stop his hands from doing any more damage to the poor meat. “It’s time to roll, Colby, or you might be here all night.”

      His gaze darkens, his eyes narrowing. “I see nothing wrong with that.”

      I swallow . . . hard. Yes, I see nothing wrong with that either. “I meant, we wouldn’t eat until really late,” I say awkwardly.

      Stepping away from the bowl, Colby, hands covered in meat, comes closer and rests his forearms on my shoulders, keeping his contaminated hands as far away from me as possible. Leaning forward, he presses a sweet kiss across my lips but pulls away quickly before I can even open my mouth and make it deeper.

      “You’re fucking cute, you know that?”

      I scrunch my nose. “You know, some girls take ‘cute’ as an insult.”

      Smiling, his body shifting against mine, he replies, “Cute, as in the way you get nervous around me. If we’re talking about your physical appearance, I wouldn’t necessary call you cute, not when you parade around in these tight sweaters, showing off everything I wish I could see . . . and touch.” My stomach flips, my skin tingles, my sweater becoming heavy and cumbersome as my body begs for it to come off. “Cute is a far too tame way to describe you.” He shakes his head, bringing his lips closer to mine again. A breath away, he says, “If I had to describe you to anyone, I’d call you stunningly beautiful.” Lightly, he kisses my lips, sending off a wave of butterflies in my stomach.

      When he pulls away, I blink a few times, catching my breath. “Um . . . thank you.”

      Chuckling, he says, “You’re welcome, Rory.” He turns toward the bowl, leaving me in a state of shock from his compliment and my awkward “thank you.”

      “So we just roll these up?” He takes a huge pile of meat and begins to put it into a ball shape, his demeanor casual, as if he hadn’t just rocked my world.

      Shaking some sense into myself, I step forward and say, “That ball is way too big.” He gives me a knowing smile, sure of how much he affects me. I clear my throat. “You need to make them much smaller. Like this.”

      I show him the proper size, make sure it has a good roll, and then set it on the baking sheet.

      Hands in the bowl, paused, he smirks at me. “Kiss me.”

      And just like that, he has me metaphorically falling at his feet, so enamored. And I’m so incredibly glad I took this leap of faith, because this man has me wanting to spend every moment I can with him. How can I not?

      Kiss me.

      I do just that.
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        * * *

      

      “You really didn’t have to help with the dishes.”

      “I wanted to.” He finishes rinsing the last plate and sets it in the dish rack, as I watch him from my perched position on the chair he brought over near the sink for me to sit in.

      “The least I can do is dry.”

      He shakes his head. “Just relax, Rory. Let me take care of you.”

      It isn’t the first time he’s said that to me tonight. When the food was ready and I was going to serve our plates, he told me to take a seat and let him take care of me. It seems like a simple saying, but in my world, it’s worth its weight in gold. I by no means want to be waited on, but the simple fact that someone wants—is choosing—to be there for me, especially since I’ve put someone else before me for so long . . . it means a lot to me.

      “You’re really sweet, you know that?”

      “Don’t make that known to the world. My cadets would never let me live it down.”

      I take a sip from my water glass. “Are you tough on them, yelling all the time?”

      “Not all the time, but yeah, we’re tough, especially on the freshmen. They get roasted pretty much all year and have zero privileges.”

      “Really, like what?”

      From the stove, he snags my yellow dishtowel and starts drying off the wet dishes resting in the drain. “Well, they don’t really get any weekend passes, so they have to stay on campus all the time. They have to keep their dorm room doors open, things like that. The point is to break them down and then lift them up.”

      I gnaw on that. I can’t imagine going through such rigorous training. I thought getting my massage therapy certificate was hard, but it’s probably candy compared to the basic military training Colby had to go through.

      “Was it scary?” I ask. “Going through the basic military training at first?”

      He shakes his head, shoving his large hand inside a cup to dry it off. “Nah, I enjoyed it. It was hard, quite the challenge, but I felt like I was a part of something for once.”

      “Did they yell at you?”

      He chuckles. “All the time. The first week you’re constantly being berated for every little thing you do. For not looking at an officer properly, not standing upright enough, not wearing your hat at the right angle. So much stupid shit that is now ingrained in me. I don’t even have to think about it, I just do it.”

      “Like making your bed and folding your clothes.” He nods, quieting down, focusing on the dishes. Did I say something wrong? His body completely morphed, and I wonder if maybe I touched on a sensitive topic. Wanting to move forward and not lose him in the conversation, I ask, “What about now, what kind of privileges do you get?”

      Clearing his throat, he keeps his focus on the dishes but answers, “Seniors have unlimited weekend passes, we can have a car on campus, we can have electronics in our dorm rooms—things like that. Simple things that were stripped from us when we were fourth-class cadets, or freshmen.”

      “So you’re living the life now, huh?”

      “Oh yeah.” He wiggles his eyebrows, and I feel like I have my Colby back.

      He finishes the dishes and drapes the towel over the oven door handle and then takes a look at the time on his watch. “I should get going.”

      Disappointment washes over me. For some reason, I thought maybe he would be staying the night, or just a little bit longer. It’s not that late . . .

      “Leaving already?”

      He nods. “Yeah, have to wake up early to get in my PT and then I have some studying I have to do. I want to make sure I’m ready for undergrad flight training, so I’m putting in some extra work.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more dedicated than him . . . the amount of hours he puts into his studies and his future. I’m sure his effort exceeds anyone else at the academy. I could be wrong, and I could be partial, but in my mind, Colby is the best of the best.

      “Okay.” I stand from my seat and walk him to the door. “Thank you for coming over tonight. I hope you had a good time.”

      “I had a great time. Thank you for teaching me how to cook my first meal. It meant a lot to me, Rory.”

      I step forward, linking his hands with mine. “You’re welcome.” Tugging on him, I ask, “When do I get to see you again?”

      “When do you want to see me again?”

      I don’t want you to leave. I don’t say that, though, because he made it clear he has plans for tomorrow, and even though I want to be selfish and keep him here for the night, I’m going to respect his plans. He made it known when we met that he didn’t want any distractions, and I want to make sure I honor that. Because if anything, Colby is a man of honor. I want to be someone who he knows is motivating him, spurring him on to be the best pilot he can be. The best version of himself.

      “Tomorrow?” I ask shyly.

      Bringing our hands to his lips, his mouth presses a sweet kiss along my knuckles. “Tomorrow it is. I have an idea for something we can do. How about I pick you up around six? You available?”

      I nod, excited. “I’ll be done with work by then.”

      “Good.” He pulls me in close to his body, bringing one of his hands just below my chin, tilting my head back. “I’ll pick you up then.” Colby bends the last few inches and puts his mouth on mine, his lips soft and pliable, gentle and calm. There is no rush; there’s contentment in his kiss, like he could be molded with my mouth for hours.

      Passing his tongue over my lips, he parts them effortlessly. He strokes my tongue with his and deepens our kiss, pressing our linked hands behind me, against my lower back, and pulling me in even closer. The hand gripping my chin slips to my cheek, where he holds me in place, moving his mouth back and forth, using fire to show me how much he likes me . . . igniting a flame inside me.

      A light groan rumbles through his built chest as he pulls away, lifting his mouth away from mine, leaving me desperate and needing more. Hungry.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Rory.”

      Before I can even think to stop myself, I say, “You’re mean.”

      Chuckling, he brushes a piece of hair behind my ear. “How am I mean?”

      “Leaving me when all I want is to snuggle into your large and warm body.” I’m lying. I want the heat I felt at the Garden of the Gods. I want his body pressed against mine. I want him in my bed. But I sense that he doesn’t want to rush this. Us. And I’m okay with that.

      The expression on his face softens as he pulls me into a hug, pressing his chin to the top of my head, holding me in his embrace for longer than I expected before he speaks up. “Dream of me.” He presses a kiss to my head, gives me one last squeeze, and then takes off.

      He has me so brilliantly hooked, and it’s absurd how much I want to run down the stairs and bring him back up here. I want to be in his arms, and I want to receive more of his kisses, his hugs, his sweetness. Him. But I’ll wait. And without a doubt, I’ll dream of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “What part of Colorado Springs did you grow up in?” Rory asks, holding my hand, looking so fucking good I’m having a hard time concentrating on the road.

      She came barreling down the stairs of her apartment wearing black leggings, boots, a dark green sweater, leather jacket, and her hair curled at the ends, tucked under a black winter hat with a pom-pom on top. And wrapped around her neck is a soft green and black scarf. The ensemble immediately had my pulse picking up. It isn’t overtly sexy in any way since she’s covered up, but the way her clothes fit and outline her frame so perfectly make it hard to look away, especially when her excited eyes connect with mine.

      Focusing on the road and trying to drive us through the Colorado traffic without getting in an accident, I say, “Southeast. You?”

      “West. My parents live in Old Colorado City with my brother, right around the corner from my apartment, so not too far away. They still live in my childhood house, and before you ask, no, they don’t have my room anymore. They turned it into a guest room. Not that they have many guests who come and stay, but my mom thought it would be nice to have one.”

      “What did they do with all your stuff?”

      “I either took it with me when I moved out or donated it.” She pauses and then asks, “What about you, do you still have your childhood—” She stops mid-sentence and shakes her head. “Stupid question, sorry.”

      I grip the steering wheel tightly, hating how, even though I’ve worked incredibly hard to keep my heart and head out of the house I grew up in, it still affects me. I can’t think about that house without awakening anxiety.

      Finally I say, “It’s not a stupid question. I actually have no clue if my childhood room exists. But I didn’t leave anything of importance when I left, so it’s not like if I went back, I would be reminded of any amazing memories. My memories are kept in boxes in a storage unit right now.”

      “You have a storage unit?”

      I nod and turn down Tejon Street, looking for a parking spot. “Yeah, I’ve had it ever since I graduated high school. It holds some of my stuff and some of the things my grandpa couldn’t take with him to the nursing home.” I think about the storage room and the many planes it houses. “You should see it. Full of model planes, ones you can fly and ones for show, it’s a plane enthusiast’s wet dream.”

      She laughs, the sound so beautiful that it brings me back into the conversation, easing the anxiety in my chest.

      “You and your grandpa are close.” I hear a smile in her voice and it makes me appreciate her even more. She understands the deep love I have for him, because she feels the same for her own family, particularly Bryan.

      I nod, finding a parking spot on the street. Pulling forward, I signal my intent and begin the process of parallel parking. “We are really close.” I ease the car into the spot and turn the truck off. “I’d definitely say he’s my best friend.”

      Slowly, a gorgeous smile crosses over Rory’s face. “That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard. Just a boy and his grandpa.”

      “Pretty much. Give me one second.” I hop out of the truck and round the hood to open the door for her. When I take her hand, I say, “Gramps always taught me to treat a lady with respect too.”

      “Well, I need to write him a letter and tell him what the gentleman you are.”

      I take her hand in mine and guide her across the street to the center of Acacia Park where the city erects a temporary ice rink every year.

      “Do you know how to skate?”

      She looks toward the ice rink, her expression full of joy. “A little. There was a short period of time where Bryan tried out skating. He wasn’t very good, but he enjoyed going on the ice, at least for a while. It was short-lived, but when we were going to the ice rink every day, I learned to stay standing and move forward, but that’s the extent of my ability. Please tell me you’re good at skating.”

      “I wouldn’t have brought you to the ice rink if I wasn’t damn good at skating. Trust me, I’m not about to take you on a date that makes me look like a fool.”

      “Falling flat on your ass in front of your date isn’t a top priority of yours?”

      “Not so much. Come on, let’s get some skates.”

      We spend the next few minutes waiting in line, watching the skaters move around the rink effortlessly—well, not all of them—and bantering about which burger joint to go to after we’re done skating. It’s between Bingo Burger, my suggestion, and The Skirted Heifer, Rory’s suggestion. I couldn’t care less with which one we choose, because all I care about is that Rory is happy and enjoys herself.

      Once I pay for our rented skates, we put them on and head onto the ice. Rory holds onto me for support, her arm linking through mine, her body understandably wobbly at first touch of the ice.

      “Oh my God, I’m so rusty. I’m going to tip us both over, and we’re going to be the laughingstocks of the park.”

      “We’re good; don’t worry. I got us.” I steady her and have her grip onto the side of the ice rink until she can truly balance on the skates. “Do you feel like you can move forward now?”

      “You can’t let go of me,” she says, her head whipping around, her face looking panicked.

      I loop her arm around mine, locking it into place. “I’ll never let go, Rory. I’ve got you.”

      Slowly, we start to inch our way forward, Rory hanging onto the side of the rink and to me for an entire lap until she starts to feel more confident and uses me as her only support.

      “There you go. See? Not bad at all.”

      Her eyes focused on the ice, shaky in her movements, she says, “I think you brought me here so you could get all up in my business.” She takes a breath. “News flash, Colby. I would have been all up in your business on a couch. No need to go to such extremes.”

      A loud laugh pops out of my mouth, throwing off our balance for a second, but I catch us both before we fall.

      “Oh my God, don’t laugh,” she squeaks, making me laugh again. “Colby, stop it. My leggings are very thin, and I’ll have a frozen ass all night if I land on that ice.”

      I can’t hold back the chuckle that sneaks out. “We can’t have a frozen ass, can we? Although warming it up wouldn’t be a hardship.”

      With sass dripping from her, she replies, “Like I said, something you could have done on the couch.”

      We make another pass around the rink. Rory’s control is not getting any better, but I’m loving how close she is, how tight she’s hanging onto me.

      “How about we get your mind off skating, because you might be focusing too much.”

      “Or I’m not focusing enough,” she counters. “What is that godforsaken cologne you use, and why does it smell so good?”

      “Keep saying things like that”—I laugh—“and see where it gets you.”

      “Stop laughing.” She shakes, her balance being thrown back and forth. “But seriously, the cologne. It’s got to have some kind of pheromones in it, because I feel like a feral cat in heat when you’re around, sucking down that smell.”

      “A feral cat?” Humor consumes me. “You took it to that level, huh?”

      “I did, and I’m not ashamed.” She waves her arm out to the side, trying to balance herself. “We are so going to The Skirted Heifer.”

      “Hey now, we haven’t decided on that yet, and to my knowledge, you said you had experience on the ice.”

      “I thought I did. This is some kind of trickery ice, and I also blame the wind.”

      “There is no wind.”

      She grips my forearm. “Want to be a pal, Colby? Admit that there’s wind.”

      Laughing again, the sound becoming more and more familiar on my ears, I deadpan, “Whoa, this wind is a real bitch. Maybe we should think about ending our passes over the ice.”

      “You’re such a good man.”

      I feel like a good man when I’m with her, and the feeling is foreign. But welcome.
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        * * *

      

      “Admit it, you like these burgers better.”

      I avoid licking my fingers and instead, wipe them off with a napkin. “So you can gloat until the end of time?”

      “Exactly.” She pops a fry in her mouth.

      I shake my head, humor in my every move. “Not going to happen.”

      “Oh, you’re super stubborn, aren’t you?”

      “Only when I want to be.” I wipe my mouth and eat another fry, savoring the bold, not-so-healthy-for-you flavors. The Air Force Academy keeps us fed with meals that follow the basic nutritional guidelines. I don’t have much time to search out any other food during the school year, so when I get to treat myself, I enjoy the moment.

      “Would you consider this our second or fourth date?” she asks, looking at me with a mix of curiosity and humor in her gaze.

      “Why, do you have a quota you have to reach before you move forward?”

      “No, just curious. Technically, our first meeting doesn’t count, bowling could be considered a date by mistake, there was Garden of the Gods, which didn’t end well, then we had dinner at my place and now tonight. That could be counted as four.”

      “What about our letters?” I ask, joining in on the fun. “Those could be considered dates. They were intimate, we talked, and sometimes I drank water while reading them, which could be considered a meal.”

      “Oh, good point. I definitely ate dinner while reading your letters. Wow, look at us, racking up all the dates and we didn’t even realize it.”

      “Practically newlyweds,” I tease but then grow serious. “I will tell you this, Rory.” Unable to stop myself, I reach across and stroke her soft cheek. “You’re the only girl who’s ever made my heart skip a beat, that’s for damn sure.”

      Looking up through her eyelashes, she peers into my soul, those green eyes of hers splitting me in half, leaving my heart in her hands.

      “You’re the only guy who’s ever made me feel like I’m actually worth something.”

      I tamp down the anger, because this is no time to be angry over the dickheads she dated previously. “You must have dated some real idiots then, because I saw your worth the minute I walked out onto the deck at the party.”

      She pushes the food to the side and runs her fingers over one of my thighs, the sensation sending a bolt of arousal straight to my cock. It might have been a while since I’ve been with someone, but this is different. This is Rory. I don’t just want to have sex with her. I want to worship every last inch of her body. “The party you didn’t want to go to. What if we’d never met there? Do you think we would ever have met?”

      If we hadn’t met already I doubt it. And that realization is startling, because I was one more “no” away from not meeting her. I would have missed out on so much. “Probably not. I would have kept my head in my books and stayed in Stryder’s pool house until break was over.”

      “My little bookworm.” She tips my chin and then stands up. After throwing away our trash, she takes me back to the park, but far away from the rink, to a little bench surrounded by trees. The cool metal of the bench gives the back of my legs an initial shock, reminding me of the cold temperatures, but doesn’t last long. Snuggling in close, Rory holds on tightly to my arm and rests her head on my chest.

      “Isn’t it weird that we grew up in the same town, never went to the same school and never ran into each other, but instead we met at a random mountain party?”

      “Meant to be.” I clear my throat. I’ve wanted to ask this question but have been cautious about bringing it up, not wanting to push Rory too hard. But for some reason, I can’t get it out of my head. So in this peaceful setting, I decide to ask, hoping for the answer I’m looking for. “You told me at the party that you don’t have a boyfriend, but I need to know if . . . well, would you see anyone else if you were with me?”

      Her hand against my chest, she lifts her face up to look at me, a curve in her lips. “No. Would you?”

      “Hell, no.” I use the hand wrapped around her body to pull her in close. It falls from her back to her thigh, gripping her tightly.

      “Plan on keeping it that way?”

      “What do you think?” I nod at her, my gaze locked on her lips.

      She shifts in my grasp, her ass now cupped in my hand, her leggings leaving nothing to the imagination. Firm, yet more than a handful and devoid of any panty lines. She’s going to slowly kill me.

      “I think I’m yours,” she answers, cupping my cheek, her fingers running along the scruff I’ve allowed to grow out on my jaw. I know without a doubt that I want her to be mine. Desperately.

      With the promise of exclusivity hanging between us, I lean forward, a whisper of a breath from her mouth, the open sky above blanketed in midnight blue. “You’re mine,” I answer, right before I lower my lips to hers, kissing her so fucking passionately that the rest of the world around us falls away.

      This is where I want to be—in Rory’s arms, her lips melded with mine, her heart pounding to the rhythm of mine, because right here in this moment, there isn’t one thing that’s trying to eat away at me. Memories of my childhood vanish. Worry about whether I’ll make flight school is over. But the feeling of someone being a part of my life is perfectly overpowering.
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        RORY

      

      

      “What are you doing?” I stretch out over my bed, dead tired from my long day, my muscles feeling like noodles, and my ability to move slowly dissipating with every second I spend lying on top of my bed.

      Five classes today. That’s five hours of working out, pushing people to go their hardest, setting an example. I picked up two extra classes, and then after the gym, I spent the rest of my day massaging clients, adding some extra appointments in so I can have tomorrow off. Needless to say, my last massage appointment was most likely disappointed from my lack of pressure. Everything in me was cramping, and it was the slowest hour of my life, as I wished for salad tongs and a Tonka truck like Ross Geller used on the episode where he massaged an old man. Pretty sure the wheels of a child’s toy would have felt better than my feather hands that kept cramping every two seconds.

      Note to self: marathon working is not for me.

      “Just finished reading a book I’ve been wanting to tackle for the past few months but haven’t had time.” His voice sounds so freaking sexy over the phone. Almost like permanent morning voice, deep and rumbly with a hint of scratch in it, which I’m going to assume is from all the yelling he’s had to do this past year.

      “If you tell me it’s a book about calculus or something like that, I think we might have to break up.”

      He chuckles. “Break up, huh? It’s going to be that easy to lose you?” There is a hint of worry in his voice, even though he’s trying to be playful.

      Wanting to ease his mind, I say, “No, you’re stuck with me. It’s going to take your entire squadron prying me off your sexy body to get rid of me.”

      “Sexy? Hmm, I like that.”

      “It’s true.” I pause. “Hey, you have an iPhone, why don’t you FaceTime me?”

      “I’m shirtless in bed,” he counters. As if that’s an issue.

      “Uhhh, and the problem with that is?”

      He laughs. “I didn’t want you to think I was naked or something.”

      “And the problem with that would be . . .”

      He groans and before I know it, I hear beeping and see his FaceTime request. Thankfully after the gym, I was able to take a shower, do my hair and makeup and look somewhat presentable for my massage clients. I might be a little tired, but at least I look good for my man.

      I accept his call and I’m immediately given the most gorgeous view I’ve ever seen. Colby has his hand behind his head, propping himself up on his pillow, the short strands of his hair are disheveled, like he’s been playing with it all day, and his impressive chest is bare, strong, and carved. The phone is pointed so I can only see his pecs and face, which is handsome as ever with the perfect smile caressing his lips.

      I settle on my bed, lying on my stomach, letting my hair fall past my shoulders, giving him a little bit of a cleavage shot because, why not? “Mmm, you look good.”

      His eyes narrow when he catches my position, what I’m trying to do. “Playing with fire, Rory.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” I ask, adjusting on the bed, the V of my shirt moving farther down, my breasts on full display.

      “Is that why you wanted to FaceTime me, to torture me?”

      “Just giving you a view, that’s all.” By the look on his face, I think he’s enjoying the view.

      He takes a second before he says anything, his gaze on mine, his hand playing with the strands of his hair. “You’re fucking fine, you know that?”

      My stomach takes flight, the hairs on my arms straighten, and my heart rate picks up from his compliment. “I could say the same about you.” I point at the camera. “Move the angle down a bit, I want to see what kind of stomach we’re working with here. Beer belly or six-pack.”

      He scoffs and moves the camera down. The sheets of his bed run along the waistband of his boxer briefs making me wish it were my fingers instead. And then there is the V chiseled into his side, flanking his more-than impressive six-pack—rigid and carved, a washboard effect—begging for my tongue to be dragged over it.

      “Mmm,” I moan. “Just keep the camera there for this entire conversation.”

      Not listening to me, he brings it back to his face, a knowing smirk on his lips. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “Oh, is that how this is going to work?”

      “Take it off, Rory.” His voice so deep, so . . . alpha, that I strip off my shirt in no time at all only to lie back on my bed in my red lace bra, the padded cups making my breasts spill out at the top. I’m sure I just heard him mumble, “Fuck,” and even that starts to turn me on.

      Positioning the phone so he can only see my head and neck, I ask, “Are you sure you want to see this? My abs will put yours to shame.” It’s a lie. He makes my stomach look like a pile of mush.

      “Show me.”

      I shrug. “I warned you.” I angle my phone, working it very slowly over my breasts, a groan escaping Colby as I move past the red lace bra to my stomach that’s flat from all my workouts . . . but six-pack abs? Yeah, no. I like pancakes too much.

      When I bring the phone back to my face, I watch him drag his hand over his face, pain in his features. “That was fucking torture.”

      “You asked for it.”

      Peeking past his hand, he asks, “Do you always wear sexy shit like that?”

      “If you’re referring to my bra, the answer is yes. I actually only have red undergarments.”

      He looks so pained that it makes me laugh. “Fucking red. That color haunts my dreams.”

      “Why?”

      “Red lipstick. The night of bowling you wore some. The red lips on my letters. It’s been etched into my brain. I’ve had dreams of that red lipstick dragging over my cock, perfect and plump, your lips sucking me into your mouth.”

      Oh hello, dirty-talking Colby.

      A wave of heat rolls over me, a light thrum thumping between my thighs.

      “You’ve thought of that?”

      “From the second I first met you and got a close look at your lips.”

      I tangle one of my fingers in my hair, moving my body against the sheets of my bed, wishing I wasn’t wearing pants right now. “That’s really hot.”

      “In my mind it’s fucking sinful.”

      We stare at each other, the sexual tension becoming more and more intense. But the distance between us causes a problem. I should have invited him over tonight. Then again, I have plans for tomorrow and they didn’t involve Colby being at my place.

      But . . .

      He’s shirtless and beautiful right now, and all I want to do is rock my humming body against his, feel his strong hands pin me into place, and get off as his cock penetrates me with deep, long thrusts.

      God, I want him, and badly.

      “I want you, Colby.”

      Eyes shut, a groan escaping past his lips, he says, “I’m so fucking hard right now.”

      “Let me see.” The words slip past my lips before I can stop them.

      He doesn’t say anything, but he angles the phone to where I can see a defined outline of his erection against the white sheets of his bed. My mouth goes dry, my stomach bottoms out, and the apex between my thighs becomes increasingly wet with every second of his arousal I take in.

      I want my hands on him, stroking him, watching how my touch affects him, how turned on I can make him, and how I can bring him to the brink of orgasm with just my tongue.

      “Stroke yourself,” I say as I push down my leggings with my spare hand, my feet doing the rest of the work, tearing them off my legs.

      “I’m not doing this for the first time over the phone, Rory.” He’s stern, but he’s in pain from the way his jaw clenches and he speaks through his teeth.

      Angling the phone again, I show him the rest of my body, my red thong that matches my bra in plain view, my legs rubbing together, my center so wet with need that I move my hand to the top of my thong, my fingers playing with the hem.

      “Please, Colby.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters. “Fucking hell, Rory. You’re so goddamn beautiful.” He shakes his head. “Not like this. I refuse to come on my stomach when I can come inside you.”

      My breath hitches in my chest. My fingers find their way under my thong, slipping past into my slit, where I spread my legs and let my fingers glide over my clit. “Oh God,” I moan.

      “Damn it, Rory,” he breathes.

      I don’t stop. Can’t stop. I continue to my move my fingers up and down. I prop the phone on my nightstand so he can view my hand between my legs, my chest rising and falling, my face angled toward the phone so he can see how good it feels to have him watching me.

      “Rory . . .”

      “God, yes. Say my name again.” I slip my fingers inside me, arching off the bed, my thumb rubbing over my clit. “Talk to me Colby, let me hear you.”

      “Jesus Christ. Rory, stop.” I don’t. I keep moving, spreading my legs even wider, my other hand going inside my bra where I pinch my nipple, rolling it between my fingers, the sensation shooting straight to my center. “Fuck . . .” He pauses and then says, “Pinch your nipple harder.”

      Oh God, yes.

      This is what I need, to hear Colby’s voice telling me how he wants me to pleasure myself. I want the real thing—I want him—but I know this is the best I’m going to get right now.

      “Stop moving your hand. Keep your fingers inside of you, but don’t move them.” I do as he says. “Two fingers, Rory.” I squeeze my eyes shut and slip another finger inside.

      “So . . . full.”

      “Good, because I’m going to feel even wider when I’m inside of you. Get used to it.”

      My mouth falls open, my nipples pucker, and my lungs constrict, begging for air.

      “Don’t fucking move, do you hear me, Rory?”

      “Yes.” I bite my bottom lip, so turned on, my pussy pulsing around me, the need to rub my clit beyond overwhelming.

      “Move your other hand down your stomach with the tips of your fingers. When you reach your thong, drag them up to your bra and circle your nipple over that sinful red lace.”

      I do as he says, using his words to torture myself, and when he tells me to repeat the process, I do it. I keep doing it until I’m writhing on the bed, the cool sheets electrifying my body, adding to the paralyzing feeling coursing through me.

      “Colby, I . . . I can’t. I need to move.”

      “Don’t,” he commands, using a voice I envision him using when he’s putting his cadets into formation. It does nothing to hold back my impending orgasm. “Stop moving your hand up and down your body. Reach into your bra and pinch your nipple. Slowly.”

      When I lift my hand, he once again commands, “Slowly, Rory.” The menace in his voice causes me to moan. Oh God, I never knew this could be so hot.

      A light sweat breaks out over my skin, as I desperately hold back the burning need inside me. The need to pump my fingers, roll my thumb over my clit, scream out his name, beg for him to come to my place and finish me off, his cock inside me, pulsing until I come.

      The vision plants itself in my brain: his corded muscles hovering over me, his abs contracting with each thrust he makes; his lips as he kisses me.

      “Pinch, Rory.”

      I do, an oath popping out of my mouth.

      “I’m going to come, Colby.” It’s there, my orgasm, riding up my spine, hovering over me, causing everything to tingle.

      “Not yet.”

      “Please, Colby.” Desperation laces my voice. “I can’t. I want to come when you tell me to, but I don’t think I can hold out any longer.”

      He doesn’t listen to me. “Remove your hands from your body. Now.”

      I open my eyes, looking at him for the first time since we started this. “What?”

      His eyes sharp, his jaw clenched, the muscles in his pecs flexed, he says, “Remove your hands.”

      “But . . .”

      “Rory. Don’t question me.” So forceful. So hot. I do what he says.

      The empty feeling inside me is beyond my comprehension. My body is humming, my pussy throbbing, thumping faster than my heart rate. I can hear him. I can hear his ragged breathing. I can hear him using his hand to rub up and down his cock. Oh fuck me.

      “Understand this feeling. Memorize it. Your body fully aware, fully aroused, itching for release. This right here, Rory. This is how you make me feel, so goddamn desperate whenever you’re around. You don’t realize how sexy you are when you wear a simple sweater, what you do to me when your hand presses against my chest, giving me a whiff of your perfume. This feeling? This is how I feel all the time.”

      I whimper, pleading with him. “Please, Colby.”

      Looking at me, his eyes boring holes into mine, he says, “Make yourself come for me, Rory. Show me how much you want me inside of you.”

      More turned on than I’ve ever been, I turn on my side, keeping my eyes on his, and spread my legs so one is bent and propped up. I slip my hand between my thighs and bite my bottom lip when my finger connects with my clit. Oh God. Oh God.

      “I want you here, your tongue lapping me up, your fingers twisting inside of me.” I move my fingers inside me and rock my hips against my hand. Moaning, I say, “I want your cock, pulsing in and out, your lips on my breasts, your hands pinning me to the mattress, fucking me. God, Colby I want you to fuck me.”

      “Come, Rory.” His command is like a direct order to my body. My thumb finds my clit, and with one press against the little nub, I fly over the edge, my orgasm consuming me, wrapping my body into a bundle of nerves, exploding into a thousand pieces. Oh my fucking God. Never. Never been like that.

      As my body starts to slow down, the hammering in my chest fading, I hear Colby say, “Have a good night, beautiful.” The softness in his voice returns and washes over me as he hangs up, leaving me in a state of utter bliss. What has he done to me?
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        * * *

      

      “You’re looking hot.” Stryder comes up to me, pulling me into a hug, his large body circling mine like Colby’s does.

      “Thank you.” When I pull away, I adjust my purse on my shoulder. “Think he’ll be excited?”

      Stryder scratches the side of his jaw, looking at the pool house. “He’ll probably be excited to have you all day to himself. Celebrating his birthday though? Not sure. He’s usually a grump on this day, keeps to himself.”

      It’s not the first time Stryder’s told me that. When I proposed my idea of celebrating Colby’s birthday, Stryder warned me that he likes to spend it alone, usually reading. He doesn’t work out; he doesn’t even really get out of bed. He just reads . . .

      The same book.

      The Mammoth Book of Fighter Pilots.

      Stryder told me it goes with him wherever he goes. It’s a book his father gave him years ago when Colby decided he wanted to become a fighter pilot. And now it’s what keeps him company on his birthday.

      I’m just hoping he wants a little more company than his book.

      “I think you’re smart just keeping it between you two though. Your initial idea would have been way too much for him.”

      A surprise birthday party idea was quickly nixed by Stryder when I told him my idea. I didn’t understand why at first, and I couldn’t get much information out of Stryder, but what I did get was this isn’t a day of celebrating for Colby.

      I’m hoping I can at least keep him company, because I don’t think I’d be able to keep my distance from him on his birthday, especially after last night.

      “You don’t mind bringing the cake over later?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “And Hardie and Joey will be here?” Stryder nods. “It’s a minor surprise, which hopefully he won’t mind. I just want him to realize how loved he is by everyone.”

      “It’s sweet.” Stryder grows serious. “He’s lucky he has you, Rory.”

      Something passes between Stryder and me—a mutual appreciation for each other and an understanding that what we both want is for Colby to be happy. Even though Stryder can joke around a lot, I see a serious, caring side too.

      Knowing I probably shouldn’t say anything, I still ask, “How come you never moved forward with Ryan? I know she was really interested.”

      Looking at the ground, Stryder pulls on the back of his head, his T-shirt and jeans hugging his body, his thick muscles flexing underneath. He really is gorgeous with his dark features and mesmerizing eyes. I could see why Ryan was so disappointed when he didn’t pursue her.

      “She’s a sweet and gorgeous girl, but I just wasn’t feeling it.”

      “Wasn’t feeling it?” I raise my eyes at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a guy say that about Ryan.”

      He shrugs. “Sometimes your heart is somewhere else.” And he leaves it at that, nodding toward the pool house. “Go get your boy. The fucker is probably already three chapters into his book.”

      Sighing, I take a step forward and give Stryder another hug before taking off toward the pool house. His eyes linger on me. “Thank you for your help, Stryder.”

      “Any time, Rory.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      
        
        Twelve years ago . . .

      

      

      Peace.

      That’s all I wanted today.

      And I got it.

      Mom and Ted are out, leaving my twelve-year-old self alone in the house. There’s nothing to eat or drink, no birthday cake waiting for me in the fridge, and I might have a black eye that’s hurting more than I’d like, but it’s quiet. I’m surrounded by my planes, have my book in my hands, and a glass of water on my nightstand in the Air Force cup that I got a few years back on my birthday . . . when my mom cared.

      I’m happy.

      I got a call from Gramps earlier, told him Mom and Ted were taking me away for the weekend so I wouldn’t be able to see him. It’s what they told me to tell him so he didn’t see me, didn’t see what Ted did. I was okay with it. I listened to them and did what they said, because I knew Gramps wouldn’t like to hear that he couldn’t see me. Not on this day. Especially not on this day.

      And he wasn’t happy.

      He made me pass the phone to Mom afterward. I went to my room but heard Mom stumbling over her words as I made my way up the stairs. I don’t think Ted will hurt me for a little bit, not since I haven’t seen Gramps in a while, especially with Christmas coming up.

      Christmas never fails me. Gramps has always come, even when Ted said he couldn’t. Gramps might be old, but he still has some pull over the doctor. I’m glad for that.

      I flip the pages of my book, loving the stories about fighter pilots from the past, and take a sip from my water, the blankets on my bed keeping me warm in my perched position on my mattress. Snow falls lightly to the ground outside, coating the ground in white as I try to channel Dad.

      He always loved it when it snowed, especially since Colorado was so off and on with its weather. Known for three hundred days of rays, the sun is almost always shining, so when we get a bout of stormy weather, we try to soak it all in.

      Thump.

      My heart stills, my ears perking up as I slow my breathing. Was that snow falling off the roof or was that . . .

      Footsteps sound through the house, the slamming of cabinet drawers filling the empty house. Oh no. No. Not now. Not today.

      I scan my room, looking at everything I have scattered around. Hopping out of bed, I scurry around my room, stuffing my book away and trying to hide Dad’s tools. My heart’s in my throat, a lump so large I’m having a hard time breathing.

      Footsteps sound closer. Panic paralyzes me. My hands shake, my inability to hide everything fast enough scaring me. There is no way I’ll be able to hide the plane I’ve been working on before he gets here.

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes as the door to my bedroom swings open, slamming into my wall, denting the plaster.

      “Where the fuck is my wallet?” Ted yells. “Did you take it?”

      “What? No.” I shake my head. “I have no idea where it is.”

      He steps forward. “I’m trying to take your mother out to get her mind off this day, and I just can’t find it. Seems coincidental, don’t you think, since your mom got yelled at by your grandpa today? Did you hide it to get back at her?”

      I shake my head, trying to speak past the lump in my throat. Please don’t see my plane. Please don’t see my plane. “No, sir. I didn’t take it. Want me to help you look for it?” I step forward to help him just as he cocks his arm back. I flinch waiting for the blow . . . but it doesn’t come.

      Looking at him, his gaze is focused at my window, where you can see one side of the Eaglet model plane my dad got me. I’ve been putting new colors on it to give it a fresh look.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “Th-that’s my plane Dad got me a few years ago.”

      “How come I’ve never seen it?”

      Stuttering, working my way backward to protect it, I say, “I put it away. I know you don’t like clutter.”

      “Why is it out now?”

      I twist my hands together. “I thought since you and Mom were gone, and it’s my birthday, that maybe I could work on it.”

      Ted shakes his head, walking toward it. “You didn’t get permission to work on this piece of crap. You need to ask for permission, Colby. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “I . . . I . . .” He puts his hand on the plane, my heart lurching in my chest. “Please don’t hurt it, Ted.” A tear slips down my cheek, but I swipe it away quickly.

      “Don’t hurt your plane?” A maniacal smirk crosses over his face. “But you disobeyed me, don’t you think you need to be punished for that?”

      “It’s my birthday,” I say, praying for some kind of reprieve from this tyrant. I hate this man. I want my dad back.

      “That means shit to me. Your mom told me I can’t hit you anymore, so maybe I’ll take it out on your planes.”

      I step forward, desperation in my voice. “Hit me. I don’t care. Hit me all you want. Please just don’t touch my plane. It’s from Dad, Ted. Please.”

      He nods, and for a second I think he’ll listen to me. Until he picks up the wing of the plane and splits it in half over his knee, tossing the two pieces in front of me, the torn and splintered balsa wood falling to the floor . . . my heart with it.

      “Happy Birthday.” With that, he slams my door just as Mom yells down the hall.

      “Found your wallet, Ted. It was in your jacket.”

      I crumple to the floor and hold the wing to my chest, tears falling from my eyes.

      My plane.

      Broken.

      Unable to breathe, I lie on the floor, clutching the plane, tears clouding my eyes. I want to escape, to never have to live this day again. My birthday. The day my dad died, and the day Ted took away the one thing that reminded me of the good times with my dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      Propped up in bed, two pillows between my back and the headboard, I hold my book in front of me. I didn’t bother to get dressed for the day after my shower besides a pair of boxer briefs, to be respectful of the fact I’m in someone else’s house.

      The sun is shining through the white curtains covering the French doors of the pool house, granting me privacy and sunlight at the same time.

      An empty protein bar wrapper is next to me with a bottle of water.

      Simple.

      Just the way I like it.

      The book I read every year on my birthday—for I don’t know how long—is tattered on the ends, well worn, but by no means ready to fall apart. It still has plenty more birthdays left in it.

      Knock, knock.

      Confused, I look to the door. Stryder knows my routine. He knows I don’t celebrate this day, so why is he bothering me . . . and why is he knocking?

      “Come in,” I call out, not bothering to get up. I turn back to my book.

      The door parts open and the minute her scent hits me, my eyes shoot up to find Rory standing in the pool house, bag at her side, wearing black leggings, a matching black long-sleeved shirt, her hair curled and . . . red lipstick painted across her lips.

      “Rory?” I sit up and set my book to the side. “What are you doing here?”

      Shutting the door and setting her bag down on the floor, she smiles at me, walking toward the bed. I've never seen anything so beautiful. I needed this. Her. “I came to wish you a happy birthday.”

      Climbing into bed with me, she pushes me back against the pillows, and sits on my lap. I place my hands on her hips, fucking happy to see her. “You didn’t have to come here.” I stroke her cheek. “I don’t celebrate my birthday. I lie low on this day.”

      “Stryder told me the same thing, and we don’t have to celebrate if you don’t want to, but I don’t want you to be alone. I have the whole day off, and I want to be with you.”

      I search her eyes, kind and loving, and I can feel myself slipping, falling for this girl. I didn’t know how much I wanted her until she showed up, and now I don’t want her to leave. Because even though it’s my tradition to be by myself, Rory is different. I crave her presence, right here in my bed, snuggled up next to me.

      “Is this okay?” she asks, looking nervous.

      I run the pad of my thumb over her lip, the red lipstick staying put. “This is perfect. Thank you. You’re the best birthday present I’ve ever had.”

      Smiling brightly, she wiggles on top of me, waking my dick. Scanning my body, she looks me up and down, her eyes lingering on my abs. “You’re even more handsome in person.” Her hands travel down my chest along with her body.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, watching how she grabs the sheets around my waist and pulls them down, revealing the obvious bulge in my boxer briefs.

      “Starting this birthday off right with one of your fantasies.” Getting up from the bed, she snags the hem of her shirt and pulls it over her head, tossing it to the side. She does the same with her pants, leaving her in matching red lingerie. Unlike the thong she wore last night, today she’s wearing a see-through G-string covered in a flower. And it reveals a lot. Her bra, fuck, the damn thing is see-through besides a few strategically placed flowers over her nipples.

      So. Fucking. Gorgeous. As she climbs onto the bed, my dick grows hard and thick with each move she makes toward me. My aroused state starts to blur my vision, everything around us fading to black as I focus on Rory and Rory alone.

      She gently runs her hands up my thighs until she reaches the waistband of my boxer briefs. My cock is so fucking hard, begging to be touched. Licking those luscious red lips, Rory takes no time in stripping me down, revealing my length, her hair tickling my thighs as she takes me all in, her eyes wide, yet satisfied.

      “You’re huge, Colby.” She looks up at me, pure lust flowing through her. With eyes locked on mine, she reaches out and then holds my cock in her hand. A hiss escapes past my lips, the feeling of her hand wrapped around me so incredible.

      It’s been a good amount of time since I’ve been intimate with anyone, so I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to be touched, to have a woman between my legs. But fuck, it’s Rory, and it’s that much better. And any fantasy I had about her has been completely overshadowed. She’s . . . magnificent. So fucking hot. Seeing her bent over my cock . . . God. Nothing comes close. Not even last night when I watched her lose herself to her orgasm. Heard every uneven breath. Heard every moan. Watched her eyes dilate with desire. Like they are now. I came then while watching her, and then two times more seeing the unforgettable vision of her coming over and over again.

      Bending forward, her tongue peeks out, and I hold my breath as she licks the very tip of me. My head falls back against the pillows, my body melting into the mattress beneath me.

      “Fuck . . .” I breathe out just as her mouth pulls me in, hot and wet, taking me all the way to the back of her throat and pulling back up, her teeth barely grazing my skin, adding another sensation.

      “Rory, you don’t have to—”

      Her other hand finds my balls, where she takes them in her palm and gently rolls them with her fingers.

      Fucking magic.

      Catching my breath, I sit up on my elbows and watch as those perfect red lips slide up and down my cock—every fantasy of her mouth coming true. While she’s intent on what she’s doing, I keep my gaze trained on her, each stroke up and down my cock weakening me, melting me, until I feel like I’m simply a useless body going along for the ride.

      Rolling my balls, she then presses her finger to a spot just below them, rubbing and caressing. My eyes shoot open and my dick goes straight into her mouth. My balls tighten so goddamn fast I can feel my orgasm about to rip through me.

      “Fu . . . fuck, Rory. What the—” She repeats the caress, tearing the words from my lips as her tongue runs up the length of the underside of my cock, stopping just at the tip to my F-spot. Pausing for a second, she lightly kisses it before flicking her tongue over the sensitive area, her hand gripping my cock, the other rolling my balls and pressing a finger right below them.

      “Rory, baby, I’m going to come. I can’t, fuck, I can’t . . . goddamn it,” I moan, my hands gripping the sheets below me as her tongue brings me to orgasm. Her hand tightens around the base, her tongue relentlessly licks the tip, spurt after spurt coming out of me. My vision blacks out, my body rolls with my orgasm as it rips through me, paralyzing every single limb.

      I let out a long, heavy breath as Rory walks to the bathroom. I hear the distant sound of the water running and then I feel a warm towel press against my skin, wiping me clean. When she’s done, she comes back to the bed, presses her half-naked body against mine. Her head finds its spot in the crook of my shoulder, her hand moves to my chest, her fingers light, dancing across my skin. Reaching up, she places a gentle kiss against my jaw and whispers, “Happy birthday, handsome.”

      It’s the last thing I remember before I fall asleep, sucked into eternal bliss, more content than I’ve felt in a long time. It’s been so long since I’ve known goodness on this day, but this girl—my girl—has brought something never experienced, especially on my birthday. Peace.
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        * * *

      

      “Mmm, are you awake?” I ask. Rory’s ass is pressed against my crotch, the lace rubbing against my length. I don’t know when we switched positions, but cuddling her has never felt so damn right, like she was meant to be in my arms.

      “I am,” she answers sleepily, turning in my arms so she’s facing me, her eyes lazy, but alert. “How are you doing?”

      I can’t contain the smile that spreads across my face. “Fucking awesome.”

      She chuckles and lightly splays her fingers over my bare chest. “You passed out pretty quickly.”

      “You sucked all the energy from my body.” Wincing from my choice of words. “I’ve never experienced it like that before. You made me black out.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Then I accomplished my goal.” Bringing her lips to mine, she lightly kisses me, her mouth so soft. “Last night you gave me such an amazing orgasm with only your voice, and I wanted to return the favor.”

      I place my hand on her hip, toying with the fabric of her G-string, twisting it with my fingers. “Last night was really fucking sexy.”

      “Do you know what was sexy?” Her eyelashes flutter. “The way you spoke to me, so commanding. It was like it triggered something inside me I’ve never experienced before, like I needed the control taken away from me. I came really hard.”

      Shit, talk about a way to get my dick hard in two seconds.

      Taking a moment, she pauses her fingers over my collarbone and asks, “Did you masturbate when you hung up?”

      There is no hiding it. I nod. “In the shower; the image of you coming on repeat in my head.” I run my fingers up her side. “The way your body arched off the bed, the way your mouth parted open in disbelief, the way your hand was buried so damn deep beneath your thong. Fuck, Rory, I’m getting hard now just thinking about it.”

      She starts to move her hand south until she reaches the divots in my stomach, playing with my lower abs, just above where my dick is yearning for her touch again. Wanting to tease her just as much, I slip down the strap of her bra so it hangs loosely over her arm and trace light circles above the swell of her breast.

      “How hard?” She rubs her legs together and I wonder if she’s wet. If she’s just as turned on as I am from her touch.

      “Find out for yourself,” I say, my voice dropping low.

      Her skin breaks out in goose bumps, her eyes flutter, and her body moves closer to mine as her hand travels those last few inches to the tip of my cock, the pads passing over the crown.

      “God, Colby.” She moves her hand farther down, gripping the base. I suck in a sharp breath and let her stroke me for a few passes, before I stop her and spin her to face away from me.

      She goes to protest, when with one hand, I snap her bra open and bring my hand to the front of her where I pull on the center, taking it off completely. I bring her close to my body by her stomach, her ass matched up against my erection, the sway of her breasts grazing my hand.

      Moving her hair to the side with my nose, I work my lips up and down the side of her neck.

      “Ohhh . . .” she moans, giving me more access, tilting her head to the side, her ass grinding along my cock.

      Not wanting anything between us, I move my hand from her ribs to her G-string where I start working it down her legs. She helps me and then backs her ass into my crotch once again.

      “Fuck, that feels so good,” I whisper along her skin, nibbling on her shoulder, biting enough to cause her to grip the back of my neck, keeping me in place. I repeat the bite, this time a little higher along her neck.

      “Yes.”

      Running my hand up her side from her smooth hip to her ribs, I slide my palm up and over her breast, her hardened nipple, loving how the tip rubs against my fingers. Her hand wanders to my hair where she pulls on the short strands, straining for me to be closer, my cock slipping along her crack, up and down, up and down. The sensation causes me to bite down harder on her skin.

      And then realization sets in . . .

      “I don’t have condoms.” I hate myself right now.

      Breathing heavily, she says, “My canvas bag. I brought a box.”

      Thank fuck.

      Placing a kiss on her neck, I hop out of bed, find the box, and tear open a wrapper. I waste no time in rolling the condom over my aching cock. My eyes are glued to Rory’s pert ass. So round and lifted, it’s the finest ass I’ve ever seen . . . probably from all the classes she teaches.

      The finest ass I’ve ever seen.

      I slip in behind her and she situates herself against me, resuming position, but this time, she takes my hand and runs it up her stomach to her breast where she has me cup her. Leaning over her shoulder, I watch in fascination as my hand squeezes her tit, her rosy nipple hard, aching for my touch.

      “I need you in me, Colby.”

      “Are you wet?” I ask, my fingers pinching her nipple.

      “Yes,” she moans.

      I release her nipple and work my way to her other tit, squeezing it hard when I say, “Prop your leg up.”

      She does as I say, opening herself to me. “Do you want me to fuck you, Rory?”

      She pulls on my neck and buries her ass against me. “More than anything.”

      “Are you going to be loud?”

      “Do you want me to be?”

      Good answer.

      “Yes.” Stryder’s family is out for the day, and I couldn’t care less if Stryder hears us . . . or the neighbors for that matter. “Don’t fake it.”

      “Never.”

      Commanding her like she enjoys, I say, “Reach between your legs and find my cock. Now.”

      Wasting no time, she reaches between us and grips my cock. “Put it at your entrance.”

      I squeeze her nipple, causing her body to arch and her hand to pause. “Don’t make me wait.”

      Resuming her progress, she places the head of my cock at her entrance. “You want me inside you? You want to feel how thick I am? You want to know what it feels like to have me bottom out inside you?”

      “Yes,” she moans, her hips lightly pulsing, bouncing up and down on my tip.

      I bite her earlobe and slowly work my way inside her. So fucking tight.

      “Oh God, Colby. Oh my God, you’re so . . .”

      Shit, this angle isn’t good.

      “On your stomach.” When she doesn’t move right away, I pinch her nipple and say, “Now, Rory.”

      A wave of wet hits me before she slips to her stomach, my cock falling out of her. I move to get behind her and tilt her pelvis up in the air, her glistening center begging for me.

      Goddamn. So sexy.

      Wanting—needing—a sweet taste, I tilt her pelvis up even higher and lick across her slit. Her moans are drowned in the sheets, her hands grip the bedding, and her knuckles turn white. I take another swipe, and another, and another until she’s dripping. Fuck, she tastes so good. I press down on her clit with the tip of my tongue, holding it there for a few seconds before I flick it at a rapid pace, sending her right over the edge, her moans echoing through my head.

      I can’t wait any fucking longer.

      Gripping her hips, I flip her to her back, watch how her breasts beautifully jostle with the movements, her hair wild and floating over her face, and then I take her hands in mine, linking us.

      “Spread your legs.”

      She’s still panting, but they fall open on my command. I slip inside her, her hands squeezing mine with every inch I take until I’m fully inside, her walls narrow, my cock aching, throbbing.

      “Look at me, Rory.” Her eyes open, those greens connecting with my browns, sweet and innocent mixing with my dark and battered.

      I lower my mouth to hers and kiss her, letting the world melt around us, the passion consume us. My hips thrust in and out, our hands never let go, and our tongues get lost in each other.

      It’s sensual, sexy, rough with the pace my hips are going, but also sweet because of the addictive sounds escaping her.

      I delve into her mouth even more, not letting up, the burning need I have to consume her completely owning me.

      I pump faster, my balls smacking against her, her aroused cries filling the silence, until I feel her walls start to clamp down on my cock, her mouth falling open even more.

      “Oh God, Colby, oh . . . I’m going to come.”

      “Fucking . . . come,” I grunt out as she digs her nails into the backs of my hands, her screams heedless of who can hear, her body thrashing, her hips working my cock, seeking out the end of her orgasm just as mine rips through me.

      Eyes squeezed shut, I still inside her, my dick pulsing as I come hard with her pussy still clenching around my cock.

      Never has it been like this. Never have I felt this consumed, this taken by a woman.

      Opening my eyes, I glance at her and see the sweetest of smiles crossing her face. I lean down and press a kiss to her lips, lingering, molding our mouths but keeping the kisses simple, nothing too aggressive. She reaches up and traces her fingers across my eyebrows down to my chin. On a whispered breath, she says, “Colby . . . that was—”

      “Fucking heaven.” She nods her head, and the look of awe and wonder is something I’ve never seen before. Only her.

      I reluctantly pull away to dispose of the condom, but then I make my way back to the bed where I pull her into my chest. Her giggle sparks something inside my heart, something I’ve kept subdued for years. Pure happiness.

      She makes me truly happy. Rory, this girl, has found my happiness again.

      Not a plane.

      Not an acceptance into flight school.

      Nothing.

      Just Rory, and I’m holding on to this feeling for as long as I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RORY

      

      

      I put the paper plates in the trashcan and send Stryder on his way to take the cake to the house to give us some privacy again. We spent the last two hours with his friends, joking around, talking about the pranks they’ve played on each other at the academy, and the good times they’ve shared over the past few years. Colby held on to me the entire time, cradling me against his chest, occasionally pressing kisses against my neck or whispering something in my ear.

      His attention didn’t escape his friends and when they ribbed him, he didn’t care, he just held on to me tighter.

      Colby is in the bathroom when Stryder stops me at the door, cake in his hands. “Thanks for doing this for him, Rory. I don’t think I’ve seen him this happy in a long time.”

      “I’m glad he was okay with having you guys over. And he makes me happy too.”

      He nods his head, looking down at the floor. “I’m glad. You guys were made for each other.”

      “Is everything okay, Stryder?” I know Colby said Stryder didn’t make it into flight school, and I’m wondering if that has anything to do with it. He seems weary.

      “Yeah. I’m good.” But he doesn’t look like he’s good.

      “I’m here for you if you ever need to talk, Stryder.” I press my hand against his shoulder.

      His eyes land on my hand where they linger for a second before pulling away, a hint of pain in his expression. Looking back into the pool house, he says, “Have a good Christmas, Rory and take care of my boy.” With a wink, he heads toward the main house, his powerful body making its way down the sidewalk.

      Confused, I turn back to the room where Colby is washing his hands. When he makes eye contact with me, he motions with his finger for me to come closer. Pushing other thoughts to the side, I shut the door and move across the room and into Colby’s arms. He brings me onto the bed where we lie down, facing each other. He links our hands together and props up his head with his other hand.

      “Thank you for today.”

      “Of course. I’m glad you let me spend it with you.”

      His brow creases. “Why wouldn’t I let you spend it with me?”

      I bring his hand to my mouth and kiss his knuckles. “Stryder said you like to spend this day alone, reading your book.”

      He looks off to somewhere behind me. “Did he say anything else?”

      I shake my head. “No, just that it’s not your favorite day.” I want so badly for him to open up to me, just give me a little more of him. “Can I ask you what happened?”

      Sighing, he lies flat on his back, looking at the ceiling, his gaze pensive, and his body stiff beside me. I can see the tension starting to pulse inside him, the way his biceps flex, the clench in his jaw, the way he’s turning away from me.

      I don’t want that. I don’t want him to turtle in on himself and then ask me to leave. I don’t want to push too hard, too soon.

      “You know what? Never mind.” I wrap my arm around his waist getting close again. “You don’t have to say anything, let’s just—”

      “My dad died on my birthday.”

      I still.

      Oh God. How awful.

      Caught off guard by his willingness to open up, it takes me a moment to piece together what he just said.

      His dad died . . . on his birthday.

      “Oh Colby, I’m so sorry.”

      He doesn’t move; he doesn’t even flinch when I press a kiss to his jaw.

      “He had mantel-cell lymphoma, he was doing bad for a while, but I never expected for him to pass away on my birthday . . . or to find out that for six months, my mom had been cheating on my dad with his doctor.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, my heart bleeding for the little boy who lost his father; the little boy who had to deal with such hardship. And betrayal.

      “He moved in a week later. I had one week to mourn. My mom got rid of all my dad’s stuff, throwing it into the trash, and moved Ted in immediately.”

      “Ted. Is that . . . is that the guy you talked about in your letters?”

      “Yes.”

      It’s one word, but it holds the weight of the world—the anxiety, the hurt and the pain Colby has experienced is confirmed with that one small word.

      “He was awful. He ruled with an iron fist, literally. Never missed an opportunity to abuse me, mentally and physically.”

      “He hurt you?” I ask, tears welling in my eyes, my inability to get any closer to Colby frustrating me. “What did your mom do?”

      “Nothing. She did absolutely fucking nothing. She needed him, I knew that’s why she latched on because the medical bills wiped us clean and my grandpa could only help for so long. Instead of working, she clung to Ted and his wallet. There was a small point in time where my mom told him he couldn’t hit me anymore but that was short-lived, thank fuck.”

      “What? Why? You wanted to get hit?”

      “It was better than him breaking and ripping apart every last model airplane I built with my dad and grandpa.”

      I . . . I don’t even know what to say to that. My heart shatters right before me, tears falling from my eyes, the image of Colby as a little boy upset over his plane digging an irreparable hole in my heart.

      “I’m . . . I’m so sorry.” I kiss his cheek, then his jaw, and work my way to his lips. He holds me there, his hand on the back of my head, seeking comfort.

      When I pull away, I look at him, his eyes full of water, his shame plastered to his face.

      “He ruined my childhood. He tried to make me forget my dad every day. He separated my grandpa from me as much as he could, beat me until I blacked out, and taunted me whenever he got the chance.” Colby’s voice shakes. “You’re never going to be a pilot. You’re not good enough. You’re not smart enough. You’re a fucking little bitch without a single hope for a good future.” He pauses. “He tried to break me. He tried to ruin me. He tried desperately to ruin my dreams, but I didn’t let him.”

      I shake my head, more tears spilling. “You’re so strong, Colby. Not many people could turn out the way you did with a background like that. You’re exceptional.”

      “I wanted to prove him wrong. I still need to earn the privilege to fly a fighter.” Colby’s letter registers in my head. His biggest fear, hitting me harder now than before.

      “And you did, so you should be proud of yourself.”

      He slowly nods, wrapping his arm around me again, his hand twirling a strand of my hair, the tension in his body starting to dissipate with every breath he takes.

      “I still have challenges ahead of me. I still need to be chosen to fly a fighter, but I’ll do anything it takes to make that happen. I will show him how his attempt to break me only made me stronger.”

      His strength, his confidence, his energy . . . I have absolutely no idea how he overcame such adversity. I’ve never met someone like him. So . . . awe-inspiring. But his strength is also so sexy. He deserves each moment of glory he will receive in the future. And I want him to know that. I need him, and that need is so strong, it's as if I can't go another moment without him inside me.

      Lifting my body over his, I straddle his lap and take off my shirt, followed by my bra. He moans and then sits up, taking me with him, leaning against the headboard and bringing both of his hands to my breasts where he starts to massage them. I grip his face and place my mouth on his, demanding, the need to forget consuming me, the need to help him forget even stronger.

      Breaking apart, his lips travel down my chest to my breasts where he sucks my nipples into his mouth. “I want your birthday to be different,” I admit. “I don’t want it to be associated with or saddened by everything in your past.” I gasp when he bites down on my left nipple. “I want it to be enhanced by our beautiful future.”

      “You’re my future,” he says, working his way to my mouth. We stare at each other, a silent understanding passing between us. This pull, this electricity, it isn’t just lust. There is more between us than simply sexual desire.

      It’s the beginning.

      The beginning of something so great, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to let it go.
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        * * *

      

      “Merry Christmas Eve,” I say into the phone, groggy and tired. I don’t think I’ll get used to these early morning phone calls from Colby.

      “Were you sleeping? I’m sorry, I thought you had a class today.” I turn over and look at the clock in my kitchen. Seven in the morning.

      “I have one in an hour. I guess it’s good you woke me up.” I stretch my arms above my head, incredibly sore from every which way Colby and I have had sex in the past few days. There was a family gathering with Stryder’s family last night, so I didn’t get to see him. Which is probably a good thing given how sore I am.

      “What are you wearing?” His voice is deep and playful, sending chills to all the right spots.

      “If I said nothing, will you hate me?”

      “I could never hate you.” He pauses. “Is it nothing?”

      The cool sheets caress my naked body, adding to the effect of Colby’s voice. “I took a shower last night and didn’t bother to put any clothes on after.”

      He’s quiet just as I hear heavy steps move up the stairway of my apartment. And then a knock.

      A smile is plastered across my face. “Are you at my door?”

      “Why don’t you find out?”

      “I’m not going to open the door if it’s not you. I’m naked.”

      “Open your door, Rory.”

      And that right there? That’s what makes me go weak in the knees. I hang up the phone and scurry across my floor to the front door where I open it but keep my body blocked. Colby walks in with one thing on his mind . . . me.

      He shuts the door, locks it, and turns toward me, taking me in, his eyes burning a hole through me.

      He nods toward my bed and says, “Lie down.”

      I don’t even think twice. I lie on the mattress as Colby comes up behind me, pulling his shirt over his head, his abdomen flexing, his arms bulky and toned, ready to keep him firmly in place as he does wicked things to me.

      His perusal of me is dangerous, full of sensual promises. He loosens his belt buckle and undoes his pants, leaving them open. Then he drops to his knees and places both hands on my inner thighs, spreading them.

      Oh God.

      “I . . . I have work,” I say just to let him know whatever he has planned can’t be a fuck-a-thon.

      “I’ll get you off twice before you even have to think about getting ready.” With that, he presses his mouth against my arousal, and my head falls back to the mattress as his tongue works me up and down.

      I’ve had men go down on me before, but none have made me come the way Colby does; it’s like he shatters me into pieces and then puts me all back together at the same time.

      Moving his hands beneath my ass, he lifts me up to his mouth and plays with my sensitive clit.

      Sucking.

      Kissing.

      Licking.

      Flicking . . .

      “Oh yes, right there.” I still my hips as his tongue rapidly falls over the little bundle of nerves, creating a wave of pleasure that erupts through me. My veins heat, my stomach bottoms out, and my legs numb, becoming devoid of all feeling as he pushes me to the apex of my orgasm. And just like he came crashing in here, my orgasm hits me hard, bucking my hips against his mouth, my hands holding on to the sheets as euphoria spikes through my body.

      I can barely process what’s happening when he flips me over and I hear the sound of a wrapper being opened. Before I know it, Colby’s powerful body is hovering over me, his hands smoothing up and down my back until they grab my hips and prop them up.

      He’s inside me in one swift movement, hitting me deep inside.

      So full.

      So perfect.

      “Fuck, Rory. Always so good.” He starts to move his hips, his length dragging in and out of me at a leisurely pace, stretching me, and making me feel so impossibly good.

      I burrow my head into the mattress as his body leans over mine, his hands finding my breasts, his fingers pinching my nipples. We’ve only spent a few days learning each other’s bodies, yet already he knows me, what I want, what I need.

      His touches are methodical, planned out, like he has a roadmap to my pleasure and how to make me scream his name in seconds.

      And I’m there as he rolls my nipples between his fingers, pulling and plucking.

      “Christ,” I moan, my eyes shut, my forehead resting on the mattress, his thick cock moving in and out of me.

      “Fuck, are you there?” he asks, grinding into me harder, picking up his pace.

      “Y-yes,” I stutter just as my pussy clenches around his cock.

      He groans into my ear, his hips stilling, my orgasm adding to his as we both fall over the edge together, pulse after pleasurable pulse searing through us.

      Colby presses a gentle kiss between my shoulder blades and passes his thumb over my nipple, soothing the ache for a few beats before standing and taking care of the condom. He comes back with a warm washcloth, cleans me up, and then cuddles me on the bed, pulling me into his chest as his arms wrap around me, his face buried in my hair.

      “Mmm . . . that’s one way to start the day.” I bring one of his hands to my lips and kiss his knuckles. “What are you doing here?”

      “Wasn’t sure if I’d see you later today or tomorrow, and I wanted to give you a small Christmas present.”

      I turn in his grasp so we’re face to face, and I press my hand to his cheek. “You got me a Christmas present?”

      “It’s small.” He shrugs. “Don’t get too excited. I haven’t had to buy presents for anyone, so I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

      I twist my lips to the side, my brow creasing. “You haven’t bought a present for anyone? What about your grandpa?”

      He shakes his head. “He always tells me not to bother, says he just wants my company.”

      “Well, I could have taken your company too. I’m always looking for time with you.”

      His thumb trails down my cheek, to my lips where he tugs on the bottom one and says, “I wanted to get you something.”

      I kiss his thumb and smile. “Can I have it? Or did you just give it to me?”

      He chuckles. “The orgasms were the starter gift.”

      I rub my hands together as he moves across the bed to where his pants are on the floor. “If that was the starter gift, I can’t wait to see what you really got me.”

      He palms the gift in his large hand and lies down next to me. The way he’s biting on his lip, tells me he’s nervous.

      The man is six-foot-two, muscled to perfection, and looks shy to give me a present. Good Lord, he is adorable.

      “Well . . .” I dance my fingers over his bare chest. “Are you going to give me the gift?”

      “Uh, yeah. Here. It’s just something small,” he repeats, watching intently as I unwrap the little box.

      “Did you wrap this?” The Santa paper is really cute.

      “Yeah. Watched a video on YouTube about gift-wrapping. How did I do?”

      I pause in my pursuit to open the gift and stare into his eyes. How is it possible that this beautiful man with a gorgeous soul is experiencing so many firsts with me? How could he rise from a family that didn’t care about him and become the humbling and determined man he is today? It’s unbelievable to me.

      “You did a beautiful job, Colby. Thank you for putting so much thought and effort into this gift.”

      Blinking, his eyes connect with mine when he says, “Well, it’s you, Rory.”

      And that’s all he has to say, because those few words mean the world. He’s saying I’m worth it. Closing in, I capture his face and press my lips against his, our bodies molding together, his hand gripping my hip, pulling me in closer. I keep the kiss short, so when I put some distance between us, Colby groans in disappointment.

      “Let me open my gift and then we can do more of that.”

      He flips to his back but peeks over at me, a small smile on his face. “Just open it already.”

      Giddy, I tear open the rest of the gift and open a small black box. I then push back the black tissue paper to find a silver necklace with a matching fighter jet hooped through the strand.

      Before I can say anything, Colby props himself on his arm and says, “It’s so when I’m not with you, a little piece of me is. If you don’t like it, I can take it back. I understand if you don’t want to wear a plane around your neck, I just thought—”

      “Colby.” I clutch the necklace to my body and face him, my chest feeling tight, my throat squeezing and making it hard to talk. Through blurry eyes, I press my hand to his face and say, “I love this so much. Thank you.”

      “You do?”

      I nod, a tear falling from my eye. Reaching up, he brushes it away, and I can see pride washing over him.

      I hand it to him. “Will you put it on for me?”

      “Of course.” Sitting up, he takes the necklace from me, and I move my hair to the side so he can see better. When the necklace is clasped, he kisses my shoulder and wraps his arms around my midsection. “This journey we’re going to take isn’t going to be easy, but I want you to know that I will be thinking of you all the time. Even when I’m not with you. And now, maybe a part of me still is.”

      I hold the little plane and tilt my head to the side, melting into his kisses, in the way he feels wrapped around me, circling me with his strength. It might not be easy, but he’s right, no matter what, he’ll always be with me. I can’t get over how thoughtful he is.

      “Thank you.” Tilting back, I take his lips against mine and part his mouth with my tongue, thanking him in the only way I know how.

      He leans back on the bed, taking me with him, a giggle popping out of my mouth as we crash to the mattress. Moving out of his hold, I spin around and prop my hands on his chest, looking down at him, those dark chocolate eyes melting me into a puddle of lust.

      “Come to my house tomorrow. Meet my parents, meet my brother.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “You want me to come over and crash your Christmas?”

      “Yes.”

      He rubs my arms. “I don’t want to intrude. That’s your time with your family.”

      “What are you doing?”

      He pushes his hand through his hair. “Uh, waking up, probably working out, and then I’ll visit Gramps. They always have a Christmas brunch at his nursing home.”

      “What are you doing after?”

      He shrugs. “Hanging out in the pool house. Stryder’s family does their own thing. They always invite me, but I don’t want to intrude so I just hang out and read.”

      My freaking heart.

      “Please come over for dinner. I really want you to meet everyone.” I kiss his chest and then look up at him. “Please.”

      I move my body down his, knowing I have about ten minutes before I really have to get ready for work.

      “Please,” I say again, kissing each divot of his abdomen and then moving to just below his belly button. He sucks in a sharp breath as my hair dances over his thighs.

      “Fuck if I can ever say no to you.”

      Smiling, I move farther down and bring his cock to my lips, thick and heavy and primed and ready for me. Time for his early Christmas present.
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      “Merry Christmas, Gramps.”

      “Colby, you’re here.” Gramps holds his arms out to me from his wheelchair, and I bend down to give him a hug, his friends in the community surrounding him. “You guys remember Colby, right?”

      Everyone says hi or waves, some of them more energetic than the others. Gramps might be slow-moving, but he still has his articulate mind. He’s sharp as a whip, can recount every detail of his flying days, and never forgets a memory he has with me.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say to everyone while taking a seat next to Gramps at his table. “Thanks for saving me a seat.” I pat him on the back.

      “Wouldn’t miss out on having Christmas brunch with my favorite boy. This might be our last for a while. Who knows if you’ll be able to get back here while you’re in flight school?”

      “I’ll do my best, you know that.”

      “I know. And I’m thankful. Why don’t you get us some food? You know what I like.”

      The line for brunch is long, with visitors grabbing plates for their loved ones, going for all the healthy things like eggs and fruit. But not me. It’s tradition. Christmas brunch consists of Gramps and me eating every pastry, donut, and croissant the brunch line offers as well as a plate of bacon. It’s really unhealthy, a meal I will spend the next three days trying to work off, but it’s our tradition. This will be our fourth year celebrating with carbs, and I couldn’t imagine it any other way.

      I bypass all the fruit and eggs, pile one plate with bacon and another with all the good stuff and then head to the table where there are pitchers of water and orange juice in the center. I pour us each a drink and take a seat.

      “Donuts look really good this year, Gramps. They had some fritters.”

      “Oh, we have to eat those first.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I hand Gramps a smaller plate and a fritter and divvy one out for myself as well. While we start chowing down on our food, I ask Gramps, “How have you been?”

      “Good, good.” He points his fork at a table across the room, leaning in toward me. “See that broad over there with the red jacket and white-as-snow hair pinned to the top of her head?” I follow Gramps’s not-so subtle pointing fork.

      “Yeah. Is she your friend?”

      Gramps wiggles his eyebrows at me and takes another bite of his fritter. “She’s my bridge partner, has a bit of a crush on me. She’s been flirting up a storm.”

      I choke on my water, sputtering on his confession. Not once has Gramps talked about women with me, as he’s always professed his undying love for my grandma, who passed many years ago.

      I wipe my mouth with my napkin. “She’s been flirting with you, huh, Gramps? Wow, have you taken her up on the flirting?”

      He waves his fork at me as if I’m crazy. “No, but I let her get an eyeful every time we play bridge.” He leans in a little closer. “I undo the top buttons of my shirt for her.”

      “Oh shit,” I mutter, chuckling to myself.

      “What are you laughing at? I know how to win the ladies. Tell me, are you or are you not seeing that little chickadee after I helped you win her over?”

      I press my lips together, hating that he’s about to win this conversation. “I’ve been seeing her.” Fuck, I’ve been more than seeing her. Been tasting her, kissing her, sucking her, and been so far inside her . . .

      “See”—he raises his fork to the air—“I know women.” He takes another bite of his fritter and then says, “Tell me about her.”

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair and say, “She’s amazing, Gramps. Gorgeous and funny and so goddamn sweet. She gets me, never pushes me too far, and understands my baggage.”

      “You told her about your mom and dad?”

      I nod, surprising Gramps. “It felt so natural talking to her, telling her about my childhood. See, uh, she surprised me on my birthday and spent the day with me. We didn’t do much, but it was nice to have someone there on that day, holding me, caring for me.” To not feel completely alone with my grief.

      Gramps sets his fork down and grips my hand in his, the veins on the back of his hand defined and blue, bouncing off his aged skin. “You let her in.” He taps his heart.

      I nod. “I had no choice. It was like, overnight she wiggled herself under my skin and I couldn’t get her out. Hell, I don’t want to get her out. She’s . . . fuck, Gramps. She’s perfect.”

      “She’s the one, huh?”

      I rub the back of my neck, our feast forgotten for now. “It’s really early in our relationship, but I’ll tell you this. I could easily see her being the one.”

      Gramps nods and squeezes my hand, growing silent for a second. I’m about to ask him if he’s okay when he says, “After you told me everything that happened to you, I felt ill. I’ve never felt more sick in my life. I kept thinking about that sweet boy I loved to my very core, scared and alone.” He swallows hard. “It kills me, Colby. I . . . I’ll never forgive myself for not seeing the signs.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Gramps.”

      He shakes me off. “I should have known. But that’s beside the point. Ever since you told me, I’ve only wished one thing for you and it’s not flight school. I have prayed every night for you to find that special someone, for a girl to come around and sweep you off your feet, to accept you for who you are, and to soothe the scars gouged into your heart.” He lifts his hand to my cheek where he grips me closely. Brunch continues around us, but the voices of family members fade, as Gramps stares at me intently. “You’ve found her, Colby, and whatever you do, don’t let her go.”

      “I won’t, Gramps. I won’t.” I don’t think I could if I tried.
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        * * *

      

      Fuck, I’m nervous.

      I thought I was nervous when I went to Rory’s apartment for the first time, but this surpasses that by leaps and bounds.

      I want nothing more than to meet Rory’s family, to see where she came from, but I’m not . . . shit, I’m not good at this. I’ve never had a girlfriend, let alone had to meet parents. But with Rory, it’s different.

      She’s different.

      There’s an air about her that makes me want to do things I don’t normally do, like buy presents. And not just for her, but also for her parents and her brother.

      Which only adds to the nerves racing through me, because what if they don’t like them? Hell, what if her brother hates what I give him? Is that going to be a deal-breaker for Rory? Fuck, will it? What if Bryan doesn’t like me? Will she break up with me? I know her brother is her world, so will his view on me make a difference?

      I did some reading on autism last night, but there was so much information, I was overwhelmed. There was no hope of preparing myself. I feel like I’m going in blind, and that doesn’t bode well for me. I like to be prepared at all times, because it helps ease the anxiety deep within me.

      Taking a deep breath, holding the bag of presents I have in my hands, I knock lightly on the door like Rory told me to do.

      I wait a few beats before the door swings open, and Rory stands on the other side wearing a long-sleeved shirt with a snowman on it, jeans, and fuzzy slippers. Her hair is curled and blankets her shoulders, long and silky . . . enticing. And that smile, made for me, shines bright as she pulls me into a hug.

      “Merry Christmas, Colby.” Standing on her toes, she kisses my cheek and pulls me into the house the rest of the way, shutting the door behind me.

      The modest ranch house is deceiving from outside, because the moment I step into the entryway, I’m surrounded by a warm, loving home with pictures of Rory and Bryan scattered across the tan walls. A large and beautifully decorated Christmas tree glimmers in the open and spacious living room, and the kitchen off to the right is decorated in holly garlands with twinkle lights, creating a magical atmosphere I haven’t seen or been a part of since before my dad passed. This is how Christmas used to be.

      Gingerbread cookies are stacked high on a platter.

      Christmas music chimes in the background, softly to not be intrusive.

      A candle burns in a hurricane glass surrounded by a wreath.

      And there are two parents, arms holding each other at their sides, wearing matching sweaters and great big smiles on their faces as they approach.

      “Colby, we’re so happy you could join us for dinner.” Rory’s mom comes up to me and pulls me into a hug. “Oh, he’s a strong one.” She winks at Rory who blushes.

      “Colby, pleasure to have you in our home.” Rory’s dad takes my hand in his, firm but welcoming. “Aurora has told us nothing but great things about you. Congratulations on making it into flight school. What an amazing accomplishment.”

      “Thank you, sir. And thank you for welcoming me into your home tonight. It means a lot to me.”

      Mrs. Oaks coos and clasps her hands together. “Oh, he’s so sweet. Why don’t you two make yourself at home in the living room while Mr. Oaks and I finish carving the turkey and putting the final touches on dinner?”

      “Can I offer you any help?” I ask, knowing full well I have zero experience in the kitchen, but it’s the polite thing to do.

      Mrs. Oaks squeezes my forearm reassuringly. “We’ve got everything covered. Go relax with Rory.”

      Her parents head toward the kitchen, and Rory takes my hand in hers, guiding me to the leather sectional that surrounds the Christmas tree and fireplace.

      When we sit, I set my bag next to me and whisper, “Your name is Aurora?”

      She scoots in close, her legs tucked under her, and that damn smile is so contagious. “My dad is the only one who calls me that, but yes, it is.”

      “It’s a hot name.”

      Her eyes widen, her brows shooting to her hairline. “Oh my God, you can’t call me that. It’s what my dad calls me.”

      Leaning forward, I whisper in her ear, my hand on her thigh. “So if I call you Aurora while I’m coming inside you, that’s not going to work for you?”

      Shyly, Rory looks up at me, eyelashes fluttering, a pretty pink blush staining her cheeks. “Colby . . .”

      The way she whispers my name—a short breath escaping her—turns me on immediately, and I have to pull away from her before I embarrass myself at her parents’ house.

      “Come with me,” she says, pulling on my arm. “I’m going to show Colby the rest of the house. Be right back,” she says to her parents who give us both a knowing look.

      Christ.

      I don’t have an opportunity to stop her before she’s dragging me down the hallway to a door on the left that she quickly opens and shuts, pinning me against the wood.

      She goes for my pants like a crazed animal, but I stop her abruptly. Is she fucking crazy?

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Having some fun.” She smiles wickedly at me.

      “Oh no, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am.” She tries for my pants again, her persistence difficult to stop.

      I remove her hands again and put them at her sides. “Aurora Oaks, stop it right now.” I use a stern voice that only puts more fight into her eyes, igniting her feistiness.

      “You can’t talk to me like that and think it’s going to do anything but turn me on more.”

      Jesus.

      I hold her at a distance, keeping my hands firmly planted on her shoulders, my pelvis far away from her grabby hands. “Rory, there is nothing more I want to do right now than fuck you against that wall. Believe me, I want you . . . bad. But I’m not about to fuck you with your parents—who are wearing matching sweaters by the way—only a few feet away. Okay? Not going to happen.”

      She sighs and slouches in my grasp. “And here I thought you liked to live on the edge.”

      I chuckle. “I might jump out of airplanes on a daily basis, but there is no way in hell you could convince me to have sex with you right before your parents serve us Christmas dinner . . . in matching sweaters.”

      “Caught up on the matching sweater thing?”

      “It’s just so goddamn innocent,” I grit out. Nothing my parents would have ever done and yet, I would have liked it. Hell, I like that Rory’s parents are wearing them, and I want to take a picture.

      Stepping forward, she tries to come in closer where I palm her head, not wanting to let her get any closer.

      “Hey.” She laughs. “Don’t you palm me.”

      “I’m keeping you at a distance.”

      “I just want a hug and a kiss hello.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “Are you sure that’s all you want?”

      She nods. “Promise, no funny business.”

      Giving in, because I can’t resist this girl, I pull her into a hug. I love the feeling of her arms around me, holding me tight, her body so goddamn perfect against mine. Lifting her head, she purses her lips and I meet her halfway, letting the feel of her sweet mouth caress mine for a few brief seconds before pulling away.

      “Thank you for coming here tonight.”

      “Thank you for inviting me. It means a lot to me.” More than I think she will ever understand.

      She presses another light kiss against my lips and says, “Want to meet Bryan?”

      “I would love nothing more than to meet your brother.”

      We step out of the room and make our way down the hallway. When she reaches for the door, I stop her. “Do I need to know anything before we go in there?”

      She shakes her head. “Just act normal. No loud sounds.”

      I nod. “Okay, no stern cadet voice. Got it. Not that I would talk to your brother like that.”

      “Hey, I didn’t think you would talk to me like that either and yet, you do.”

      Leaning down into her ear, keeping my voice low, I say, “Only when I want you to come.”

      She scoffs and bumps her elbow into my stomach playfully just before she opens the door to Bryan’s bedroom.

      The room is impeccably clean, which reminds me of my childhood room—everything in place, the bed made—and music plays softly from a docking station off to the side.

      It’s peaceful in here.

      “Hey Bryan.” Rory talks softly, her voice incredibly soothing. “I want you to meet someone. This is my boyfriend, Colby.” It’s the first time Rory has called me her boyfriend. My chest puffs with a sense of pride, being able to take claim to this amazing woman.

      Bryan doesn’t look up, he doesn’t acknowledge us, but instead rocks back and forth in his chair that looks like half an egg.

      Rory nudges me with her elbow, so I crouch down a few feet away from Bryan, getting at his eye level. Forearms leaning on my quads, I quietly say, “Hey Bryan. It’s so nice to meet you. Rory has said nothing but great things about you. She told me you love the Broncos. I like the Broncos too. Last year, I parachuted into the stadium and handed them the game ball.”

      He doesn’t answer me, he doesn’t look at me, but he gestures something with his hand. Confused, I turn to Rory who says, “That’s his sign for playing ball. He’s non-verbal, and we live by his form of sign language to communicate with him. You’ll learn it as we go.”

      Walking over to a bin of balls, Rory picks one up and sits a few feet away from Bryan. She goes to toss the ball at him when he begins to shake his head and hand vehemently.

      “You don’t want to play ball?”

      He does the ball sign again and then gestures toward me.

      I turn to Rory, unsure of what to do when she slowly faces me, her expression one of shock. “Do you want to play ball with Colby?”

      He does another motion, which I can’t quite read, and I wait for Rory’s cue. Taking a deep breath, she hands me the ball and says, “He wants to play with you.”

      “Oh okay. What do I do?”

      “You lightly bounce the ball at him, and he’ll hit it back at you. That’s all.”

      “Okay.” I take the ball, get comfortable on a bean bag chair—because sitting cross-legged on the floor like Rory isn’t going to happen—then I bounce toss the ball at Bryan. With the whip of his hand, he hits it back at me followed by a laugh.

      “Good hit, man.” I toss it again and get ready for the swat back, the whip of his hand accurately sending the ball right back to me. “Damn, that was hard.”

      Bryan chuckles again, not looking at me, but more at the ball.

      I continue to toss the ball at him, Rory watching the both of us, CCR playing in the background.

      Knowing he won’t reply doesn’t stop me from wanting to talk to him a little more, so I say, “Your sister told me you’re on the Special Olympics bocce team here in the Springs. That’s pretty cool, man.” I mimic the smooth, comforting tone Rory uses when talking to Bryan. “I’ve never played bocce ball, but I looked it up on the Internet the other night to see what it’s all about, and it looks pretty badass. You’re going to have to teach me sometime.”

      For the next ten minutes, I play ball with Bryan. Rory leaves at one point, just letting the boys have some time. I like it. Bryan doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he’s listening, especially when I talk about the Broncos and the academy. He lights up when I mention his favorite players, and when I talk about flying planes, especially the gliders at the academy, he makes noises and uses his "more" sign to tell me he wants me to keep talking.

      When we’re called for dinner, Rory entwines her hand with mine, pressing a kiss to my cheek, her grip incredibly tight on mine. She speaks highly of me at dinner, announcing my accomplishments to her family, and when Bryan has a meltdown, everyone handles it with such poise and loving hearts that I can’t help but admire the Oaks and their understanding souls.

      And to be honest, it’s hard to avoid becoming attached to them.

      I grew up in a cold home where love was non-existent. My grandpa was the only source of affection, and visits with him became few and far between. When I wasn’t being yelled at, I was sent to my room, never invited to watch a show, play a game, or be involved in the family. It was like I was the third wheel my mom and Ted were desperately trying to shake off.

      But being in this house, surrounded by these beautifully kind and loving people, I feel wanted, like I belong.

      And that is the best Christmas present I could ever receive.
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      I love him.

      There is no denying it. I am head over heels in love with Colby Brooks.

      And I know the exact moment it happened.

      It was when Bryan laughed after the first toss of the ball Colby sent his way. It was the look on Colby’s face, as if his day had been made by the sweet sound of my brother’s joy.

      I fell so hard, I couldn’t breathe.

      And then Colby started talking to him, leading the conversation like I would, not skipping a beat when Bryan didn’t answer. And he looked as though he was truly enjoying himself. He’s remarkable. And my brother was happy. It floored me.

      When Mom caught me in the hallway crying, she asked where Colby was and if everything was okay. I parted the door for her to see and she immediately understood, whispering into my ear that he was a keeper.

      I couldn’t agree more.

      After dinner, we exchanged gifts. My parents got Colby a gift card to Olive Garden—and told him to take me out to dinner, which made me laugh—and I got him a Colorado sweatshirt. It felt lame after his gift to me. But he truly loved it, which made me love him that much more.

      And then the gifts he brought my family . . .

      He gave my mom an Air Force blanket and my dad an Air Force T-shirt, looking unsure the entire time they opened them. So thoughtful. He gave Bryan a plane, and then spent time going into detail about it. Bryan didn’t say much, but when he picked up the plane and clutched it to his chest, I thought my heart was about to explode.

      It was one of the best nights of my life. Saying goodbye to him that night was difficult. After we’d decked ourselves out in puffy jackets and winter hats, he pinned me against his truck, and then kissed me passionately under the softly falling snow, the moon and lights of my house creating a romantic ambiance.

      I’d grown to know Colby as thoughtful and precise in everything he did, but that night, he showed unexpected compassion and love. It astounded me.

      We spent New Year’s with Hardie, Joey, Stryder, and Ryan in my small apartment, chowing down on appetizers, drinking more than we should have, and playing games. Colby laughed, joked around with his friends, and loved on me so hard, keeping me in his embrace constantly. He seemed so happy. We made out in my bathroom, and then once everyone left, he explored every inch of my body.

      And now I have to say goodbye to him. Again.

      The cadet wing returns tomorrow, and Colby likes to get back to the dorms one day early so he can be prepared when the underclassmen return. It’s not like he’s leaving for another state, but I don’t get to see him during the week with his schedule, his jumps, and the studying he’s committed himself to every night. I get the weekends with him. And for now, that’s going to have to be enough.

      It doesn’t help that when I arrived this morning to spend a little extra time with him, he was wearing his desert camo pants with his sand T-shirt tucked in tight, the fabric of the sleeves stretched by his thick biceps, and the light green belt pulled through the loops of his pants accentuating the V-shape of his stunning body.

      It’s my first time seeing him in one of his uniforms, and it’s doing all kinds of things for me. I have to take a picture of him before I leave, because he’s so freaking hot right now.

      Lying on the bed in the pool house, I watch him expertly fold his laundry, being anal retentive about every little piece of fabric out of place and making sure the ends are flush together.

      “Do you do this every time you fold your laundry?” I ask.

      Looking up at me, he gives me a curt nod and then returns his attention to the socks he’s clipping strands from. “As a firstie, I have to set a good example.”

      Firstie. I learned that term recently. A senior in the academy is known as a firstie, because oddly, they count backward when referring to what class you’re in. So freshman are fourth years. It’s confusing, I know.

      “And you have to clip the strings on your socks? That seems a little excessive, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s how we do it,” he answers, his voice stern.

      Okay, he’s been like this ever since I got here: cold, distant, closed off, giving me short and terse answers. It’s not making me feel very settled with him leaving for school, almost like he’s preparing to break things off, which seems absolutely crazy given the past two and a half weeks we’ve had together.

      When I was working, he was working out and studying, but when I was free, we were together constantly. We watched movies, cuddled, played games, laughed and joked, and were at each other’s bodies whenever the mood struck, which was extremely often. The man is insatiable and has really impressive stamina.

      But now, it’s like he’s creating distance, his heart preparing for any blow that might come his way. He’s barely looked at me, our conversations have been incredibly short, and he didn’t kiss me like he normally does when he first saw me.

      I’m worried.

      Sitting up on the bed, I cross my legs and try to be as strong as possible when I ask, “Are you going to break up with me?”

      Even though the question puts a grapefruit-sized lump in my throat and sends my stomach into a spiraling pit of depression, I ask anyway. I’d rather know now than be dragged along the rest of the semester, expecting the worst.

      He’s in the middle of folding another pair of socks when he stops mid roll and stares at me, his face pale, devoid of all color.

      “What? No. Why would you ask that?”

      “Because you’re being weird and distant and you leave soon. I don’t know, you’re just not being yourself, and it’s scaring me.”

      Sighing, he tosses the socks on the bed and pushes his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . I’ve never had a girlfriend while at school. I’m fucking nervous you’re going to think weekends aren’t enough, that’s it’s not worth it. That I’m not worth it.” His voice trails off.

      How could he possibly think he’s not worth it?

      I think back to the conversation we had about his family, his mom and Ted, and what Ted did to him. The mental abuse, the doubt—the lies Ted instilled in Colby as such a young boy—and I realize it’s no surprise Colby doesn’t know how to navigate this. Us. It’s moments like this when I understand how deep the scars that Colby has carried around with him for years really are.

      He can be so strong, so impeccably programmed to do everything right, and his caring soul shines through every day. But when it comes to matters of the heart, it’s like he lacks the confidence to hold anyone close.

      Reaching for him from my position on the bed, I link his hand with mine and pull him down onto the mattress to sit right next to me. I want to be as close to him as possible, so I straddle him and make myself comfortable on his lap. Searching his eyes, I grip his cheeks trying with everything in me to show him how much he is worth my time.

      “You’re worth it to me, Colby.” The words are on the tip of my tongue, those three little words that can alter a relationship from fun to forever. But it’s too soon, right?

      And yet, I want to say them.

      I so badly want to tell him I love him.

      With everything in me, I want him to know that despite his mother’s neglect and his stepfather’s abuse, he’s a loveable and beautiful human. With a soul so devoted to doing the right thing, he’s irresistible to me. My heart beats wildly for him, seeking the rhythm of his love.

      “I don’t want to hold you back from having fun. It’s just weekends, Rory.”

      “I’m well aware of the time I’ll get with you. My question is, where is this all coming from?” Turning away, I force him to look me in the eyes. “Where, Colby?”

      Releasing a heavy sigh, he places his hands on my hips and presses his forehead to my chest. “I get these fucked-up dreams sometimes, like my mind is merging my past with my present into an all-out nightmare that I can’t seem to shake the next day. They feel so real that I wake up in a cold sweat, my nerves a wreck, and my confidence shot.”

      “Did you have one of these dreams last night?” He nods against me. I cradle his head and kiss the top. “What happened?”

      He takes a moment to collect himself and lifts his head, his eyes distraught, haunted, his jaw tight like he’s about to break his teeth with one clench. “Ted was in it. He always is,” Colby says, his voice so low, it feels like an earthquake rumbling over my skin. “He was berating me in my old room, telling me how I’m wasting your time. How I’m a worthless piece of shit who doesn’t deserve someone as good as you, as beautiful and caring. He made it quite clear that you’re only with me out of pity.”

      Oh my heart, this poor tortured man. Having to live with such demons on a recurrent basis, it burns me. Colby shouldn't measure himself against his stepdad's relentless and brutal lies. “Colby.” I lift his head and press a light kiss across his lips. “You know that’s not true, right?”

      He doesn’t say anything. Instead, his eyes drift to the side in his inability to speak his truth.

      “Look at me.” I force him to make eye contact. “Colby, it was a dream.”

      “I know, but . . . it also stirred up some truth. We never really talked about it, Rory. Are you willing to wait for me? Are you willing to put up with my schedule?”

      A few weeks ago, I don’t know what I would have said, but now, this deep into being with Colby, I have no doubt in my mind.

      Without skipping a beat, I say, “Of course. There is no doubt in my mind because you’re worth it to me, Colby. I . . .” I pause and bite my bottom lip.

      “You what?” He searches me, as if he’s on the edge of his seat waiting for me to answer.

      Oh God. My stomach flips upside down, performing unwanted somersaults, pushing an unsteady feeling through me.

      Casting my gaze down, I play with his sand T, but he doesn’t let me stare for long. He lifts my chin, looking for the truth, searching for those words I’m so terrified to say. What if he doesn’t feel the same way?

      It’s so soon.

      It’s too soon.

      But it’s consuming me, begging, pleading, scratching to be released.

      My lungs feel full and heavy as my heart beats a mile a minute. There’s a light shake in my hands, and I’m trembling and nervous for what I’m about to do, what I’m about to say.

      But when I look into his eyes, the same eyes I once thought mysterious and eerie, they soothe me. They’re the eyes of a man who I know will never hurt me, who will do anything for me . . . who might feel the same way I do.

      Wanting to prove to him that he’s worth everything he believes he isn’t, I take a leap and grip on to him for strength. My pillar. My rock.

      Lips trembling, voice shaky, I say, “I . . . I love you, Colby.”

      The hand rubbing my back gently freezes.

      The eyes that were staring intently at me widen.

      His even breathing stops entirely.

      And my heart falls to the pit of my stomach, as I see his face turn completely blank.

      He doesn’t feel the same way.

      Oh God, I’m going to cry.

      This was a bad idea.

      I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.

      I attempt to get off his lap, but he stops me, his grip growing stronger, his breathing picking up, his eyes running back and forth between mine. When I think he’s about to say something, he flips me to my back and hovers over me, his neck pulsing, his lips curving, his eyes turning soft.

      Oh . . .

      Blinking a few times, he shakes his head in disbelief and says, “I love you, Rory.” He nods, as if he’s agreeing with his statement and then repeats himself, conviction lacing his words. “I love you.”

      “Really?”

      He nods. “I do. I know it deep in my bones that I was meant to meet you, and you were meant to be mine.” He swallows hard. “But I won’t lie. It’s not going to be perfect being with me, because not only is my schedule abnormal, but my baggage will create issues, like today. I will pull away, I will block you out, and I will try to save you from me. But you can’t let me. Please. Fight me to the end, because this love between us, it’s the real thing, Rory. Just keep believing in us.”

      I pull on the back of his neck, bringing him closer, inches from my mouth. “I’ll always believe in us. Always.”

      And with those words, our souls entwined, our hearts molded, Colby spends the next hour making love to me, creating a breathtaking memory I will never forget.

      Ever.
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      Dear Rory,

      Night one, and I already regret leaving you. I know we’re only fifteen miles apart, but it feels like fifteen states.

      This is going to sound crazy, especially since my life has been spent making it into the Air Force Academy and then flight school, but from where I sit, here at my metal desk, navy blue scattered all over my room, my bed tucked in tight, the atmosphere has lost its appeal. It’s almost as if while I was gone, someone came into my dorm room and sucked the color from it, making it feel dull and bland.

      Life seems so much more colorful when I’m with you, when you’re in my arms, when you’re laughing, or looking up at me with those sultry eyes of yours.

      It’s weird, because for the past three and a half years, my cadets have tried to describe this feeling to me, having to come back from break and turn on their military brain again. I’ve never had to cope with that feeling before, never had to reprogram myself to focus on what my task is here at the academy. Never understood it.

      But here I am, struggling with getting back into a routine, because all I can think about is hanging out with you. Talking, laughing, kissing, fucking. Having you beneath me, my cock buried deep inside of you, and the beautiful look of awe on your face while I whisper to you how much I love you. Fuck, Rory. It’s all I can think about.

      This weekend can’t come soon enough.

      I love you.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      I had a dream last night. Want to hear about it?

      I’m going to tell you anyway. I dreamt you took me skydiving. You strapped me right to your body, walked me through the whole process, and when it was time to jump, you told me how much you loved me, and then flung us out of the plane.

      I felt everything.

      The quick intake of air.

      The wind whipping us around.

      The beat of your wild heart against my back.

      It was vivid and everything I could have asked for, with you holding on to me. And when you pulled the ripcord, I woke up. Do you think it’s a sign? That I’m falling and falling hard for you?

      Not sure if you believe in that kind of stuff, but I do.

      And I’m falling hard . . . really hard, especially after the flowers you brought me on Sunday. My apartment still smells gorgeous because of them, reminding me of your sweet heart with every breath I take.

      I love you.

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      This paper is unreal. You didn’t have to get me letterhead with an embossed airplane at the top, but fuck if I don’t like it. Thank you for the gift, and I couldn’t agree more. Writing letters gives me something to look forward to in between our visits, especially on weekends like last weekend when I couldn’t be with you.

      I’m sorry.

      I will tell you this, though. When Hardie saw the paper I was writing on tonight (he’s become used to the quiet I need when writing you) he had freaking stars in his eyes and asked where I got it. I told him it was a gift from you, and do you know what he said after that?

      He told me I better not fuck up anything with you, because if I was willing to let someone go who bought me such “beautiful” paper then I was an idiot.

      I couldn’t agree more.

      I also made a mental note to ask you where you bought it, because it seems like Hardie might be itching for some.

      Thanks again. I love you.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      Remember how you had Martin Luther King Jr. Day off? Remember how we went to the movies and watched three movies, refilled on popcorn multiple times even though you said you couldn’t eat anymore? And remember how we sat in the far back and made out for the entire second movie? Remember how your hands started to wander a little . . .

      I think about it all the time, and I’m wondering, with Presidents’ Day fast approaching, and furniture sales taking up all the ads on the radio and TV, if you’ll be up for movie going part two? But this time, instead of going to the movies, we hang out at my place. And instead of watching movies, you perform some kind of sexy striptease for me? And since I’m ranked general and all, your little cadet ass better salute me while you’re stripping.

      See what I did there? I know you’re not rolling your eyes at me. I know you’re laughing and wishing you were standing in front of me, penis at full salute, waiting to be told what to do . . . right?

      So basically, I just need to know if you’re up for a sex-a-thon this coming Presidents’ Day weekend? What better way to honor the men who have led our country than by fucking for our freedom?

      Too much?

      How about Porking for Presidents?

      Let me know what you like better, and I’ll make us matching shirts with the date and slogan on them.

      I know how much you like matching shirts. (wiggles eyebrows at you)

      I love you . . . and I miss you.

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      Okay, I’m going to admit it. You broke me.

      It’s Wednesday night, two days after Plonking for POTUS 2018, and I still have a sore back. I know you thought it was funny at first when I had a spasm during hour forty-eight of mission full-on nudity, but I’m still feeling it. I was doing pushups during PT and could barely get my body up and down.

      I blame you and your idea to try to conduct acrobatic tricks while having sex.

      I give you the upper hand one time and look what happens. I threw my back out.

      And the picture of your naked tits that you texted me earlier to “help me feel better” did nothing but stir my cock and make me horny as fuck. What did I tell you about naked pics, Rory? I can’t do anything with them here. I’m not about to jack off with Hardie next to me or in the showers with everyone showering next to me.

      Do you send them to torture me?

      Because it’s working.

      Consider me tortured. I’m at your mercy. Please stop taunting me with your gorgeous tits. Save them for the weekends when I can fully enjoy licking and plucking your nipples with my mouth.

      Until then, I love you, Rory.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      Ugh.

      It’s days like today when I wish I could climb into bed with you and cuddle into your side for hours, feeding off your strength and love.

      Bryan had a meltdown today at the house. It was bad. Mom and Dad called me to come help calm him. And the worst part is they don’t even know what triggered it. Mom was in the kitchen, Dad was in the bathroom, and Bryan was watching TV when it happened. It could have been something he saw on TV or heard, who knows, but it was bad. He was hitting himself. He wound up giving himself a black eye.

      I hate days like this, days where I feel helpless. I hate knowing that there are times I can’t help my brother. Days I can’t be there for him when he needs it.

      I hate that he’s autistic.

      I don’t think I’ve ever said that to anyone, and it’s because I don’t want it to be construed differently than how I’m trying to say it. What I mean is, I hate that Bryan can’t talk to me, that I can’t really hear his voice or understand what’s going through his beautiful mind, or take him somewhere by myself.

      I hate that his life will always be different than what my parents envisioned for him, and I hate that their job as parents will never end. Unlike me, Bryan may never move out, and they will never take off their parenting hats.

      I hate that he’ll most likely never know what it’s like to fall in love.

      And I hate myself for saying that, but a part of me has to be realistic. I don’t think Bryan will ever have what we have, and that just about destroys me. Because what we share, Colby, the kind of compassion and admiration we have for each other? It’s beautiful and doesn’t come around very often.

      I don’t mean to be such a downer, but I want you to know, that calling you my boyfriend is one of the best gifts I will ever receive. Thank you for loving me.

      I love you.

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      I’ve been considering whether I should tell you this or not, but I think I need to make it known just to cover all my bases, make sure I don’t lose you.

      Because I can’t lose you.

      Here goes . . .

      Gramps is obsessed with you. I just got off the phone with him, and all he could talk about was how beautiful and sweet and kind you are. You really did a number on him this past weekend. And honestly, I can’t disagree with him, because as usual, he’s right.

      But I wanted you to know because he asked for your number. Yeah, my grandpa asked me for your number, and for some odd reason, I gave it to him. But when he chuckled and said he was taking you out on a date, I regretted my decision.

      If he asks you out, spare me and say no.

      Because you’re mine.

      I love you.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      I started teaching a new class at the gym. I’ve been asking to teach it for a while, but the instructor who was in charge of the class has seniority over me. I finally got my opportunity when she was sick. Now we split the class schedule because the gym members enjoyed it so much.

      It’s Barre. Which is like Pilates and ballet mixed together for an amazing workout that tones rather than builds.

      I don’t know if you remember—who am I kidding? You probably remember everything—but ballet was my passion, and I was supposed to go to New York with it. I occasionally take a class here and there at the local dance studio, but nothing too intense, nothing like I used to. I felt like I’d lost touch with that part of me, so when this opportunity came along, I snagged it.

      It felt so right, teaching and instructing on the basics of ballet. Granted, it’s not like a normal class, but at least I wasn’t teaching a weightlifting class I have no interest in. This was different. This made me enjoy my job.

      I spoke with my manager, and he’s going to see if we can work more Barre classes into the schedule, because it seems to be popular.

      Eeep, I’m excited.

      Can’t wait to see you this weekend. I’ve never been to Seven Falls . . . ever! Isn’t that crazy? And I’ve lived here my whole life. There were things we didn’t do, because we didn’t want Bryan to feel uncomfortable. But I’m excited to go with you and the gang.

      I love you.

      Rory

      

      Dear Rory,

      Worthless.

      I hate that fucking word.

      But it’s a word I live with on a daily basis. It’s a word I’ve been called numerous times not only by Ted, but at the academy during basic military training. It’s a way to break down the cadets so we can put them back together.

      I’ve never used it. I’ve never called anyone worthless, not even Ted, because even though he treated me like shit, my mom and his patients love him. There is unseen worth in him, so perhaps it’s there in all of us.

      I need to remind myself that worth differs from person to person. You, fuck. You’re everything worthy. You’re a shining beacon directing me forward, guiding me with every jaw-dropping smile you give me. Stryder is full of worth, and despite what his father thinks, he’s so goddamn smart. Hardie and Joey, they’re not only valued in my eyes because of their friendship, but they have giving souls, always volunteering. Before my dad got sick, he always tried to build me up and tell me I was worthy of love and happiness. I lost that when he died, but Gramps tried to carry that torch. We know how that worked out. But you, you’re showing me my worth as a man.

      But Ted, his worth is different. His worth is a lesson.

      And his lesson to me is that even though his words and his iron fists still live deep in my soul to this day, I know I will never be like him, ever.

      Because his abuse will eventually fade, but his disgusting, black heart will be forever.

      Thank you for listening to me and writing to me. I miss you, Rory.

      And fuck do I love you.

      Colby

      

      Dear Colby,

      Guess what I’m wearing?

      Your Colorado Rockies sweatshirt. Thank you for letting me steal it from you. It smells like you and it’s big and warm and reminds me of being in your arms.

      It’s the little things.

      Which is what I’ve come to realize. It’s the little things that matter the most, especially with us. Like the good morning texts, our short FaceTime conversations, and these letters. Even though we only see each other on the weekends, and sometimes not every weekend, it feels like we’re closer than ever.

      Does it feel like that to you?

      I’ve never felt this close to another person before. I feel like I know every last piece of you, and I wonder if it’s because we’ve given ourselves time to talk. The physical aspect of our relationship doesn’t exist five days out of the seven, and we’ve replaced it by communicating with our hearts.

      To me, that’s special. And I freaking love your heart.

      My mom was asking about you the other day. She really likes you. This is embarrassing, but she called you a “swell” guy when I was talking to her. I should have told her she wouldn’t think that if she heard the things you said to me in the bedroom. She would most likely turn a ghostly shade of white and then pass out.

      Everyone thinks you’re this big teddy bear, but I know you, Colby Brooks. You’re freaking dirty, and I love it.

      I can’t wait for spring break. It’s so close. You better be staying with me instead of Stryder. You hear me? This is your last break before graduation, and I want you for all of that time.

      You’re mine.

      I love you.

      Rory

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “Where are we going?” Rory has a blindfold on, and her excited little body is hopping up and down in the passenger seat while she grips my hand tightly.

      “I told you, it’s a surprise. We’re almost there.”

      “It’s concerning that you had to blindfold me for this.”

      “Why?” I chuckle and make a left-hand turn down a very familiar road.

      “Because for all I know, you could be taking me to the woods where you sit me on a log, drop your jeans, and then tell me to remove the blindfold only to come eye to bulbous head with your penis.”

      An outburst of a laugh escapes me. “What? Where the fuck did you come up with that?”

      “One of Ryan’s boyfriends did that to her. She thought they were going to a couple’s massage. Boy, was she wrong.”

      Keeping my eyes focused on the road in front of me, excitement brewing, I say, “I’m not a douche. I would never do that to you. This is a legitimate surprise, one I think you’ll really like.”

      “Knowing you, I will.” She rests her head against the seat and says, “These last few days have been amazing. Thank you for staying with me instead of Stryder.”

      At a stoplight, I lean over and press a kiss against her lips, catching her off guard. She quickly recovers, weaving her fingers through my hair before I have to pull away and make another left-hand turn.

      “It was best I didn’t stay at Stryder’s. If I weren’t with you, I would have asked to stay at Joey or Hardie’s house. Stryder is having a shit of a time with his family, and I think I’m a constant reminder to his dad that Stryder didn’t make it into flight school.”

      “Ugh, I feel terrible for him. I still don’t get why he didn’t get in.”

      “Believe me, none of us get it. I thought he was a shoo-in. I’m actually . . .” I pause for a second, questioning whether I should talk about Stryder with Rory, but it’s Rory. If anything, she’ll know how to soothe the anxiety in my heart. “I’m worried about him. I feel like he’s spiraling. Everything he’s ever looked forward to when it comes to the Air Force has been denied him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “From the beginning, we’ve both shared the same two goals: make flight school and get the hell out of the Springs. Neither of those things have happened for him. He’s been stationed at Peterson Air Force Base after he graduates. It’s a fucking kick to the nuts for him. And now he’s, fuck, I don’t know, he’s not the same. He doesn’t want to hang out, and he usually just holes up in his room. When we jump, he doesn’t talk to me like he used to, and during meals he’s no longer the jokester at the table. He’s quiet, sullen. And I don’t know how to talk to him, because there is this giant elephant sitting between us that makes it hard to breathe when we’re near each other.” I shake my head and park the car. “I’m sorry I brought it up, especially since we’re here now.”

      Rory unbuckles her seat belt and scoots close to me, her blindfold blocking her eyes from my view. I need to see those green eyes. I need to feel them hit me deep in my bones. I remove the mask and instead of looking around, she focuses on me, bringing her hand to the back of my neck.

      “Don’t apologize. I always want to hear your worries. If I were you, I would be worried as well. Stryder is my friend too, so do you want me to talk to him?”

      I shake my head. “No. He’d fucking hate me if he knew I said anything. I just needed to get that off my chest.” I lean forward and place a soft kiss on her lips, reminding her that today is about us. “Are you ready for your surprise?”

      She searches my eyes, trying to read through the veil of happiness I’m wearing. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I nod. “I am.” I place another kiss on her lips and then with my finger, I push her chin to the side so she’s forced to look out the window. “Are you ready to jump out of a plane?”

      Within seconds, her eyes light up as she takes in the twin engine King Air and the tarmac with soon-to-be parachuters getting a safety lesson.

      “Are you serious?”

      My lips curve from the pure excitement she exudes. Being around her joy and elation is addictive. Her expression, when she’s this fired up, is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Very serious. I know you dreamt about it, so I’m hoping you’re up for the challenge. You can jump with me. I’ll teach you everything.”

      From the way she sweeps herself into my arms, the passionate kiss she places on my lips, and the way she grips my head so closely to hers, I’m going to take it that she’s excited.

      “Come on, we have a jump time to get ready for.”

      Hand linked with Rory’s, I lead her through the small private airport we jump at over the weekends to gain more experience and learn how to teach civilians. This place is like a second home to me next to the academy.

      Opening the door for Rory, I usher her in and one of the instructors I’m close with spots me. “Colby, my man. It’s about damn time you visited us.” He eyes my hand in Rory’s and a knowing smile spreads across his face. “And I can see why we haven’t seen you around lately.” Holding his hand out to Rory, he says, “You must be the girl Stryder’s told us about when we ask him where Colby is. I’m Blake.”

      A pink blush spreads across her cheeks. “Blake, nice to meet you. I’m Rory, the girl who’s been sucking all of Colby’s jumping time.”

      Blake laughs and pats me on the shoulder and then points behind him toward the dressing area. “Stryder is back there. Have fun.”

      “Stryder’s here?”

      Blake nods. “It’s where he’s been spending a lot of his time lately. Ten to twelve jumps each day on the weekend. He’s been living in the sky.” A pain of understanding hits me, because this is probably as close to flying as Stryder is going to get. I haven’t tried talking to him about applying for flight school again, but given I barely get to talk to him, I feel he’s given up hope completely.

      Fuck.

      I let out a long breath and take Rory to the back room. Skirting past the swinging door, I find Stryder in the corner, quietly strapping on his harness, tightening the straps with more force than needed.

      “Hey man.” Stryder looks up, surprise masking his features before they soften as he takes in Rory and me.

      “Hey.” He looks between us, our connected hands, and then goes back to tightening the straps to his harness. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “I’m taking Rory up for her first jump.”

      Things are awkward. The tension in the room grows, as he goes through the motions of getting ready, the silence between us rare and abnormal. From the very first day we met, conversation has never been difficult. But over the last few months, this tension between us has been building and building, and it’s more than obvious that Stryder and I aren’t the same friends we used to be. Is it only because of what’s gone wrong in Stryder’s life?

      “Cool,” he answers, keeping things short with me.

      Sighing, not wanting to draw out this awkward conversation, I kiss Rory on the cheek and say, “I’m going to grab us some gear and talk to Blake about which plane we get to jump out of. I’ll be back soon, okay?”

      She nods, a downward turn in her lips, and I know she’s probably just as upset about Stryder as I am.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you nervous?”

      “Terrified,” Rory answers as I strap her into her harness. Pausing, wanting to make sure she’s still good to do this, I’m about to ask her if she’s sure when she smiles, which as usual, sputters my heart in my chest. “Terrified and excited. Thank you for taking me. This literally is a dream come true.”

      I give her harness one last tug. “I wanted to do something special with you, something we would always remember.”

      “Believe me when I say I don’t think this is a day I will ever forget.” She bites her bottom lip and leans close to me. “And you packed the parachute properly?”

      I laugh and bring my lips to her forehead, pressing a kiss to the crease in her brow. “I’ve folded a parachute so many times I could do it with my eyes closed. There is nothing to worry about, okay? I’ve got you, Rory, and I would never let anything happen to you.”

      “I know.” She shakes her entire body. “I’m just nervous, that’s all. Nervous excited. I mean, I’m going to jump out of a plane. That’s crazy!”

      “But you’re going to be strapped to me, so you have nothing to worry about. Promise.” Placing one last kiss on her lips, I secure her helmet and then lead her to the tarmac where the plane is waiting. Having already gone over all the training and safety precautions, we’re ready.

      “Hey Stryder,” Blake calls out, pulling my attention. “Why don’t you head out with your boy Colby?”

      Curtly, Stryder nods and walks up to us, and I take the opportunity to pull Stryder in by the neck for a side hug before pushing him away. “Just like old times, right?” I nudge his shoulder, winning a small smile from him. “Remember our first jump?”

      “Ohhh, tell me about it,” Rory coos next to me, leaning in.

      Stryder pushes his hand through his hair, a small smile playing at his lips, reminding me of the man I’ve lost. “We were scared shitless.” He levels with Rory, recalling how we almost peed our jumpsuits before flying out of the plane. “We both wanted to be on the Wings of Blue badly because it was badass, and only the elite at the academy were accepted. So we went balls to the wall, showed no fear, strapped our bodies up, and fucking jumped.” Looking to the sky, I recollect the feeling that pulsed through me at that moment, and wonder if he’s thinking the same. It feels like years ago, when we were just kids. “I’ve never been so enthralled and scared at the same time. For me, it was that moment that confirmed flying in the sky was what I wanted.” Fuck.

      Clearing his throat, Stryder continues, “When we landed, we gathered ourselves, put on a show for the guys around us, and then went to the locker room where we, no joke”—we both chuckle, knowing what he’s going to say next—“held on to each other like an old married couple and shook in our damn jumpsuits, unable to comprehend what we’d just done.”

      “You held on to each other?” Rory laughs as we both nod our heads.

      “We hugged for a good couple of minutes, thanking the good Lord above that we were alive.”

      “Minutes?”

      Stryder nods. “Oh yeah, no shame in that bro-hug.” And just like that, I catch a glimpse of my best friend again, and I think for a second, maybe, just maybe, he’ll be okay. That he will get through this.

      “And no one walked in on you two hugging it out?”

      Winking, Stryder walks backward in front of us. “Now we never said that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RORY

      

      

      This is crazy.

      I’m crazy.

      I’m about to jump out of an airplane and yet, the nerves I thought I’d feel when we took off—or when they opened the door and nothing separated me from the plane and the open air—are nowhere to be seen.

      Instead I feel at peace.

      How could I not with Colby strapped behind me, his arms wrapped around me, his voice whispering into my ear, soothing me?

      “We’re up,” Colby says into my ear. We scoot forward, right next to Stryder, who’s jumping with us, camera in hand to take pictures.

      The ground below us is scattered with hues of brown, broken up into geometric shapes. Civilization doesn’t make sense from the height we’re at, and it seems like it’s a little world we’re about to invade.

      Moving to the opening, my pulse starting to quicken now, Stryder and Colby exchange a secret handshake and then grip the side of the plane . . . right before they bend back and throw their bodies out of the plane, taking me with them.

      Despite the wind pummeling past us, I hear Colby and Stryder shout their excitement, but I can’t focus on anything else besides the intense euphoria consuming me.

      Stryder and Colby have talked about what it’s like to fly through the sky—the freedom, the clarity you get, and the peace.

      I feel like I’m catching a glimpse of that. For a split second, I’m in their shoes and feel what they feel.

      To the side of us, Stryder does a few flips, looking like the weight he’s been wearing on his shoulders has been shelved as he lives in the moment.

      Arms out to the side, Colby spins us but doesn’t do anything too rash—no acrobatic movements

      like Stryder. He’s letting me enjoy the experience.

      Letting me live it.

      Feel it.

      And there is nothing like this—floating through the sky, my man strapped to me, taking care of me, living in this experience with me. I don’t think I could have asked for a more perfect date. Or a more perfect man. He did this because he knew it was one of my dreams.

      The ground looms closer, the view absolutely stunning with the Rocky Mountains to our west, the plains to the east, and my heart centered right under Colby’s, beating as one.

      Shouting into my ear, he says, “I’m going to pull the ripcord. Hold on, Rory.”

      And as soon as we stop falling, we’re lifted into the air, the navy blue parachute above us catching our fall, and sailing us peacefully down to the ground.

      To the side, Stryder releases his parachute as well, sending him momentary up into the air only to glide down with us.

      I take it all in: the views, the feel of Colby behind me, the knowledge that this man has given me so much more than I expected through his love. He’s given me experiences I never would have had without him. He’s helping me live my life, the life I’ve put on hold for so long.

      And for that, I will always be grateful.
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        * * *

      

      “I almost feel like we should all hug it out for minutes on end after that,” I joke once our feet hit the ground and we’re walking back to the hangar.

      “I’ve got to give it to you, you handled your first jump way better than Stryder and I did,” Colby says, his parachute bundled up in his arms.

      “She’s a fucking pro,” Stryder says once we reach the hangar, dropping his parachute to the ground.

      “It was the absolute best moment of my life,” I say and then giggle, because well, because I just jumped out of a freakin’ plane. “Can I do it again one day?”

      Stryder smiles and shakes his head, laughing at me, while Colby grabs me to him and kisses my forehead.

      “Yes, Rory. We’ll do that again.”

      And the happy dancing resumed. I wonder what it was like for him taking me? I’ll have to ask him later. Wonder if it turned him on, because with the adrenaline rushing through me, I want to mount the man.

      Colby grips Stryder’s shoulder and says, “I’m going to go talk with Blake for a second. Keep my girl company.” Stryder nods as Colby bends and places a soft kiss against my lips. “I’m proud of you, Rory.”

      I watch him walk away, enjoying how his harness frames his tight ass, his wide shoulders stretch his jumpsuit, and with his aviators falling over his eyes so I can no longer see them, he’s appears devastatingly untouchable.

      Lucky for me, I’m the one person who gets to touch him.

      “I’ll take you to the locker so you can get changed. I’m assuming you’re not going to want to wear that jumpsuit all day.”

      I do a little curtsey and say, “Despite how beautiful I look in it, I would love to get changed.”

      After giving me a once-over, a smile plays at Stryder’s lips as he walks me toward the lockers.

      I know I shouldn’t.

      I am quite aware that I should keep to myself, not voice Colby’s concerns, but I can’t help myself. Stryder is my friend too, and I can only imagine how hurt and upset he is about flight school. I worry that Colby is right and he is spiraling, and that is too hard to accept with this normally vibrant man.

      “So, how’s everything going?” I ask, awkwardly. I might want to find out how he is, but I never said I’d be good at it.

      As he walks next to me, the swish of his suit and jangling of his harness shaking with each strong step he takes, he says, “Fine.”

      Hmm . . . one-worded, curt answer. It reminds me of when I first met Colby. These men must all be cut from the same cloth. If they fail, they internalize. Is that something they learn in military training? Compartmentalize? I guess it makes sense. But Stryder was never like that before he missed out on flight school.

      “Would you tell me if you weren’t okay?”

      That makes him stumble for a second, pausing in his pursuit to get to the locker. Turning toward me, he tilts his head, an unreadable expression on his face. Lips pressed together, silence falls between us, my question hanging in the air.

      Finally, he shakes his head. “I wouldn’t.”

      And that stings.

      Walking forward, I catch up to him and pull on his arm. “Why not? Am I not your friend?”

      “Not that kind of friend,” he answers without skipping a beat.

      “What does that mean?”

      Acting as if he didn’t just hurt my feelings, he nods toward the door that leads to the lockers. “Come on, Rory.”

      “No, I want to know what you mean by that.”

      Without looking at me, he says, “I barely talk to Colby about what’s going on in my fucked-up head, so I’m sure as shit not going to tell you.”

      For some reason, his tone, the way I can feel his anguish through his words, causes me to back off and lightly say, “You know you could talk to me if you needed someone to unleash on. Colby is worried about you.”

      Stryder’s shoulders slouch as he sighs. “I know he is.”

      “He’s worried you’re mad at him.”

      Stryder throws his hands up in the air, and I can sense his hopelessness.  “I’m not mad at Colby. I couldn’t ever be mad at him. I’m just . . . I’m fucking disappointed in myself.” And with that, Stryder walks through the door that leads to the locker room, me following closely behind.

      Over the last few months, I’ve grown to know Stryder better. We’ve hung out, had a good time, laughed and joked. I consider him a friend, but I’ve never seen this side to him, and it breaks my heart.

      When I reach my locker, I carefully study Stryder and watch him take off his harness and then jumpsuit, his movements jagged, almost angry. The harness clunks to the floor, echoing in the small space, making it sound hollow in here, just like the look in Stryder’s eyes.

      “And fuck if I can’t get out of this fucking town,” Stryder says, punching the locker, scaring me.

      Hand to my heart, my breathing kicked up a notch from the sudden burst of anger, I say, “What do you mean?”

      “We got our assignments. I got Peterson. The last fucking place I wanted to be.”

      I bite on my bottom lip, trying to understand what Stryder is saying.

      “I’m the only one staying in this hellhole,” he adds. I would never call Colorado Springs a hellhole—it’s actually quite beautiful—but knowing a little bit of Stryder’s background, I can understand why he would want to get out of the Springs. No doubt he wants to be as far away from his dad as possible.

      And then it hits me, what Stryder said.

      He’s the only one staying in the Springs.

      Which means, Colby has been assigned somewhere else. I knew this was going to happen, but the realization of it actually happening . . .

      From my locker, my phone rings, pulling me out of my short reverie. It’s my mom’s ringtone. I open the locker with a lift from the handle and answer my phone.

      She usually texts, not calls, so I’m worried.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh thank God,” my mom says in a panicked voice.

      “Mom? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Bryan,” she answers, her voice tight, as if she’s been crying. “He’s having a meltdown at the Rockies Dugout Store on Nevada. I can’t get him to move and he’s hitting himself.” My mom pauses. “He has a bloody nose and there is blood everywhere.”

      My protective-sister instincts kick in. I need to get to my brother. “I’ll be right there, Mom.”

      I hang up and quickly start to take the jumpsuit off. Thankfully my normal clothes are on underneath. “I need you to find Colby,” I say, my heart rate skyrocketing. “I need to leave.”

      Stryder pauses what he’s doing and comes up to me, his hands on my shoulders, bending to look at my eyes. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “No, my brother needs me. Please, Stryder. Go find Colby.”

      “Okay.” Sorrow is replaced by urgency. He sprints away and I’m left alone, trying to grab all my things and Colby’s as well.

      I need to get to Bryan.

      Nothing else matters right now.
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        * * *

      

      My leg bounces up and down impatiently as I look out the window, willing the weekend traffic to take pity on us.

      Come on, green means go, I scream in my head wishing teleportation had been invented by now.

      “We’re almost there,” Colby says, his voice trying to soothe me.

      It does nothing.

      I need to make sure Bryan is okay.

      “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “No.” I stare at the window. “I just need to make sure he’s okay. I need to get to him.”

      “I know. I’m trying, Rory.” He squeezes my hand and maneuvers around cars, trying to gain a little more speed, sailing down the road, making his best attempt to get me to Bryan.

      All I can think about is how scared Bryan is, how he’s probably cowering in a corner, hitting himself because there is too much sensory stimuli. The onlookers, the judgers, the people who don’t understand why a thirty-year-old man would be wailing and hitting himself.

      Not a lot of people get it.

      Not a lot of people are educated about autism.

      Not a lot of people have hearts kind enough to make them stop staring, to stop making assumptions, to look away instead.

      Colby pulls into University Village where the Dugout Store is located, and before he can even park the car, I’m hopping out and rushing through the doors, running into racks of Rockies T-shirts and jerseys. Looking past the sea of purple, I spot my mom in the back looking stricken, the shop manager looking concerned, and then I hear him. Bryan’s soft cries hit me like a semi-trailer in the chest.

      Calming myself, knowing he doesn’t like rash movements, I approach lightly despite my need to get to him as quickly as possible. When I finally see him, my stomach lurches from the sight of his bloody face, the red-stained shirt covering his chest.

      Oh, Bryan.

      When I reach him, I crouch down and sit cross-legged on the floor, gently placing my hand on his knee and speaking softly, barely above a whisper.

      “Bryan. It’s Rory . . .”

      It takes twenty minutes to calm him down, to let us help his nose stop bleeding, and to change him into a clean shirt thoughtfully given to us by the store manager. We apologized profusely and get Bryan back in the car, a baseball in hand, and a new shirt draped over his shoulders. My mom and I are worn out.

      When my mom clicks the door shut to the car, I turn to her and ask, “Where’s Dad?”

      “Called in for a few hours.” She presses her hand to her forehead, looking absolutely exhausted. “Thank you, honey. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” Turning to Colby, who has his arm wrapped around my waist, holding me close to his body, she says, “We couldn’t have done it without you either.”

      And that’s the truth.

      Colby sat next to me, carefully speaking to Bryan. At first, I didn’t want him to try to help, but once Bryan started responding to Colby, his deep voice and steady tone like my father’s, I leaned on Colby for help.

      “Please, no need to thank me. I’m just glad I could be here for you too.” Glancing at the car, he asks, “Is he going to be okay?”

      My mom nods. “He’ll be okay.”

      “Do you want me to ride home with you?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and pats my arm. “Go home, spend time with Colby. This is his last break before graduation. I got this.”

      “Are you sure, Mom?”

      She nods and leans over to press a kiss against my cheek. “I’m positive. Thank you both for your help.” She gives Colby a hug, and then gets in her car, giving us a little wave with her fingers.

      And life goes on.

      Because that’s what happens. We can’t sit and dwell, and we can’t take a break from our reality or the world. We have to keep moving forward, and we have to continue to keep life as normal as possible despite the unpredictability of each day.

      Silently, Colby and I drive to my apartment, our hands linked, the experience we just went through together hanging above us. And I wish I were talking about the skydiving. Unfortunately, that is a distant memory now, nearly replaced by Bryan’s meltdown.

      Some people might be mad at their brother for “ruining” a special day, but not me.

      I could never be mad at him, at least not anymore, not since I’ve matured. I know Bryan can’t help it. I know when he has a sensory overload there is only one way he knows how to deal with it. It might not be conventional, it might be how we deal with it, but it’s his way, and I have adapted to that. I know I need to be there for him, to help him through it.

      It’s my duty as his sister.

      To take care of him. And to take care of Mom. This is hard on her, and I’m glad I’ve been able to find fulfillment here and not begrudge them missing my chance to go to New York.

      When we get to my apartment, we walk up the stairs in silence, both lie down on the bed, and stare at the cracked, plastered ceiling, our hands still linked.

      Before the quiet can settle over us, Colby clears his throat and says, “That’s what you were talking about in your letters?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it happens often?”

      Keeping my gaze toward the ceiling, I say, “Not often, but often enough that it makes taking him out in public hard. There are days where he’s completely fine, but whenever we’re out, it feels like we’re on pins and needles, waiting for something to throw him off, something to scare him. And when it doesn’t happen, it’s a good day, but when it does, we take care of business and try to make him comfortable.”

      “And what happens when your parents get too old to take care of Bryan?”

      I lick my lips, the knowledge of my future coming to the forefront of my mind. “Then I will take care of him.” I haven’t spoken to my parents about who will take care of Bryan when, God forbid, something happens to them. I know my responsibility, and it sits heavily on me. But it’s one I will gladly take on.

      “By yourself?”

      I nod. “Yes. He’s my brother. I won’t ever leave him.”

      And just like that, the truth hits us both hard in the chest.

      Swallowing hard, I change the subject. “Stryder told me you guys got your orders.”

      “Let’s not talk about that right now.” He turns and pulls me into his chest, snuggling closely.

      “Just tell me, Colby.”

      He’s quiet for a second, and the anticipation of what he’s going to say is about to kill me. He’s seen the reality of my life firsthand now. Today he was here to love me, to support me, to walk the line with Bryan. But when he goes, when he leaves and isn’t home each weekend, I’ll be right back where I started. Alone. That he’s not staying is crushing my heart, which is already so fragile from the last hour. It doesn’t matter what he says when he opens his mouth. Not really. Regardless, the writing is on the wall. This won’t work between us. I can’t leave here and he can’t stay. I want him with me all the time, not in snatches of precious moments. And I’ll never get that.

      “Oklahoma. I leave after graduation.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, my heart slowly breaking in half, cracking piece by piece in my chest. I have a few weeks left with Colby before he has to leave. And then what?

      What happens after that?
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      “What is going on with you today?” Gramps asks, scoring another thirty points in Scrabble, while I can’t seem to score anything higher than ten.

      I lean back in my chair, not bothering to make my next move. We both know it’s going to be a shitty three-letter word scoring me nothing.

      “When you fell in love with Grandma, would you have done anything for her?”

      “Anything,” Gramps answers quickly, sitting back as well. “That woman was my world. The moment I saw her, I knew I was supposed to marry her, that she was brought into my life for one reason, to be my wife.” Gramps shakes his head. “It took some convincing though. She was a tough one to crack, but worth the wait, worth the challenge. Why? Does this have to do with Rory? You better not have broken up with her.” Gramps gives me a warning glare.

      “I didn’t break up with her.” I smooth out a wrinkle on my shirt. “Fuck, I would never do that.”

      “Then why the question?”

      “Remember how I told you about her brother, Bryan? How he has autism?”

      Gramps strokes his jaw. “I vaguely remember you saying something like that.”

      “Well, he had a meltdown the other day.” I recollect seeing Bryan all battered in the corner, scared and upset. It fucking destroyed me. I’ve spent enough time with Bryan over the past few months to consider him my brother as well, and to see him so distraught really upset me, to the point that it’s all I could think about. That and Rory, and the huge undertaking she’ll have if something happens to her parents.

      “Oh no, is he okay?”

      “He is now, but at the time, it was bad. He hurt himself, giving himself a bloody nose, and he’s almost unreachable when he’s in that state. We were out skydiving when her mom called for Rory’s help. Thankfully we were already on the ground, but we rushed to get there.” I take a sip of my drink and say, “Rory was trying to put on a calm face but I could tell she was shook up. She was more subdued than usual and kept gnawing on her lip, worrying, texting her mom after. This must happen more often than she tells me.”

      “That can’t be easy on them.”

      “It’s not. When I asked Rory what would happen if something went wrong with her parents, she said she would be in charge of Bryan.”

      Gramps sits back in his chair, folding his hands together. Understanding starts to develop in his mind. “Which grounds her to this location.”

      I nod. “She didn’t say it, but I read between the lines.”

      “Peterson doesn’t fly F-22s out of their base.”

      “I know.” It’s a fact I’ve known for a long time, and it never affected me until now. F-16 pilots are based out of Phoenix and Oklahoma. There aren’t any fighters coming out of Peterson, just heavy planes.

      Gramps blows out a long breath, moving the crocheted blue and white blanket farther up on his lap despite it not being cold in his room. “That’s a problem.”

      Tell me something I don’t know.

      I run my hands over my face, knowing what I’m about to say is completely and utterly crazy. “What if ” —I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to see my grandpa’s reaction—“what if I deferred my spot to flight school and took a job that would give me a higher chance of staying at Peterson?”

      The air around us becomes thick, adding a layer of tension between Gramps and me. “Are you willing to risk your chance of going to flight school for a possibility of being stationed at Peterson?”

      “I don’t know.” I blow out a heavy breath. “I love her, Gramps, more than anything, more than fucking flying. And to leave her behind, knowing she’s going to have to face this responsibility alone, I don’t think I can do it. I don’t have to stay in the Air Force. I can do my time and become a civilian or even an instructor. I know some of my advisors would stick their neck out for me, try to get me into Peterson. I could see it working out, especially since I’m top of my class.”

      “But will you regret it?” His voice is even. He’s not angry, and he’s not upset about our dream being tossed around like it hasn’t been the goal for years. Instead, he’s helping me work through my thoughts, posing questions to help me weigh the pros and cons.

      “I think I’m going to regret any decision I make regarding this. You know I’ve wanted to be a fighter pilot my entire life. It’s been in my blood, pushing me to be the best. But then I met Rory.” I shake my head in disbelief. “I never thought anything would overshadow my goals, that someone could make me forget about flying with one effortless smile.” Looking out the window, my gaze taking in the mountain range, my voice is even. “I want to fucking marry her one day, Gramps, and being a fighter pilot won’t grant me that luxury.”

      “It almost sounds like you’ve made your decision.”

      My stomach flips, conducting somersaults as I try to figure out what I truly want to do. “I don’t know, Gramps. Can I ask you this? Would you have done the same thing for Grandma if you were in my position? Would you have given up your entire future—the one you worked so desperately to achieve—for the possible chance at being with her?”

      Turning away from me, looking out toward the mountains as well, Gramps lets out a long breath. He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, we sit in silence, the possible death of my career sitting between us. But isn’t life with Rory worth that cost?

      Scratching the side of his face, he finally says, “There is no doubt in my mind that I would have done the same thing for your grandma. Careers fade, but love lasts forever.” He turns to me now, looking more serious than I’ve ever seen him. “If this is what you want, if you truly love her, then I will support whatever you decide. Follow your heart, Colby, because it hasn’t steered you wrong yet.”

      Sighing, I mutter a low oath underneath my breath, my heart racing at the idea of turning down the opportunity of a lifetime.

      No one would understand my decision, no one except Gramps, because the kind of love he shared with my grandma was once in a lifetime, the kind of love you make sacrifices for, the kind of love I feel for Rory.

      I think through the letters she’s sent me over the last few months, the late-night talks, the exhausted texts, the many times she mentioned being at Bryan’s side. He is the center of her universe and to be honest, that doesn’t bother me. Their bond is strong, and I would never want to do anything to get in the middle of that relationship. In fact, I would aim to strengthen it by carrying some of her load.

      But I know she won’t be able to do it alone, and given her past relationships, the pathetic assholes who couldn’t put their egos aside and see the beauty that is her relationship with her brother, I know she deserves someone who cares. She needs someone who gets it, someone to take care of her when she’s taking care of someone else.

      I want to be that man.

      I can fly in other capacities, but I can’t find another Rory. She’s it for me. She’s the girl I’m going to spend the rest of my life with.

      I know I’m making the right decision, because it’s leading my heart to my home. Rory.
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      “Pancakes,” Ryan announces as she walks through my apartment door, bag in hand.

      I roll to my side, blocking her out and tucking myself under my covers even further. When I told her I didn’t want any company, I meant it. I’m not in the mood to talk. I want to wallow.

      “I’m not hungry,” I grumble.

      “Too bad. I got extra fluffy pancakes for you, and I won’t be eating these on my own.” She flops down next to me on the bed and sets the bag in front of my face. “Come on, Rory, sit up and talk to me.”

      Sighing, I situate my pillow against the headboard, adjust the blankets, and sit up just as Ryan puts a steaming to-go box on my lap.

      “Eat up and start talking.”

      We spend the next minute dressing our pancakes with butter and syrup. I might have said I wasn’t hungry, but with their delicious smell right under my nose, I think I can make an exception.

      “Soo . . .” Ryan pushes, not letting this go.

      I stick a huge bite of pancakes in my mouth and chew before answering her. “It’s Colby.”

      “I figured as much. So what’s the problem? You two are perfect together, it actually makes me sick.”

      I take another huge bite, drowning my sorrows in the fluffy goodness. “It’s not going to work.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he’s going off to flight school soon . . . in Oklahoma.”

      “So?” Ryan answers nonchalantly, as if it’s no big deal. “Go with him. No offense, love, but it’s not like you have a job that you can’t do anywhere.”

      Haven’t I already thought about that?

      It would be the dream, to follow him to Oklahoma. To maybe find more classes to teach that are centered around ballet. Maybe start up my own massage business from my home. Spend the nights helping Colby study, teaching him how to cook more meals in the kitchen, spending countless hours in bed talking, just the two of us, when he wasn’t training.

      I’ve thought about it so many times.

      But I can’t.

      On a heavy breath and a shattered heart, I say, “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Fiddling with my fork, I look Ryan in the eyes. “Bryan. He needs me.”

      Understanding flashes over Ryan, and her expression softens. “Rory, you can’t—”

      “My parents are getting old, and they can’t take care of him forever. It’s gotten to the point where they have to ask me to come help them. What are they going to do if I’m not living here? Bryan responds to me. He needs me.”

      Ryan is silent for a moment, poking her fork in her pancakes, avoiding all eye contact. I can feel it. She’s gearing up to say something I don’t want to hear. “You know I love you and Bryan, right?” she starts. Here it comes. “But you already gave up so much. Are you really going to give up the guy who’s not only accepted Bryan into his life, but also has stolen your heart?”

      A ball the size of a cantaloupe starts to form in my throat. My eyes tingle, prickling with tears, and the feeling of utter devastation overwhelms me. Even pancakes can’t even help with this feeling. “I don’t think I have a choice.” I shake my head, my throat burning, my words coming out strained. “I can’t leave Bryan, and Colby can’t stay here.” Tears fall down my cheeks as I vocalize the final nail in the coffin that I found out from doing some research. “And even after flight school, if Colby is assigned to fly F-16s like he so desperately wants, he won’t be flying them from Peterson, because they don’t fly out of that base.”

      “So that’s it? You’re going to let him go?”

      Another tear drips down my face. “I am.”

      My decision floats from my lips and out into the universe, being vocalized for the first time, settling an uncomfortable and unwanted weight on my chest, making it hard to breathe. This is tearing me apart, and I hate knowing that it’s going to hurt Colby just as much. He’s lost so much in his life, and even though it will hurt us both, he has to achieve his dreams. I love him too much to hold him back. It’s the right thing to do. I hope to God it’s the right thing to do.

      Setting my pancakes to the side, I bring my knees to my chest and bow my head, my sobs ratcheting my body, and I cry for the loss of a man I love, for a future I could see myself having, for yet another dream taken from my grasp.

      And even though I hate myself for thinking it, for feeling it, I can’t help but have a little bit of anger toward my brother, toward our situation, because if life were different, I could be thinking about all the places I could live in Oklahoma rather than thinking about how to break up with the man who owns my heart.
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        * * *

      

      Knock, knock.

      The rap of his knuckles against my apartment door rings through the eerie silence I’ve been sitting in for the past hour.

      I don’t know if I can do this, if I can make it through this conversation without completely losing it. I spent a good portion of my night last night crying, mourning the loss of my relationship, of having to say goodbye to the man I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with.

      As if I’m shuffling down death row, I make my way to the front door and unlock it for Colby. Taking a deep breath and trying to hide the sorrow in my face, I open the door. Standing on the other side, Colby is holding a single flower like our first date, and is wearing his uniform. His tall and broad frame fills his Desert ABUs, the cap on his head making his eyes seem even darker than they actually are.

      There is no way I’m going to be able to get through this.

      Removing his cap, he sweeps me into his arms and places a kiss on my lips, shutting the door behind him with a kick of his foot. “I missed you,” he whispers, his lips a breath from mine.

      My throat closes up on me, so instead of trying to talk, I bury my head in his chest and breathe in his scent, committing it to memory. I wrap my arms around his waist, imprinting the way his body feels against mine into my brain for the many nights I’ll be lonely, trying to remember what our love felt like. This is what I want to remember. This is what I hate letting go.

      Kissing the top of my head, he says, “Can we talk about something?”

      I nod, not breaking away from him as we walk toward my little loveseat. Setting his cap down on the coffee table, he takes both my hands in his and brings them to his soft lips. “I saw Gramps this past weekend.”

      “Oh?” I squeak out, not sounding normal at all. “How is he?”

      “Good. Kicked my butt in Scrabble.” Swallowing hard, he looks me in the eyes and says, “I actually went to him for advice.”

      “Advice? About what?”

      “You.” Scooting a little closer, Colby reaches up and caresses my cheek. “When I first met you, I knew you were going to alter my life, and at the time, I was scared. I feared how you’d change my dreams, my passions, but I knew it was inevitable. I could feel it, and it fucking terrified me. And you know that’s why I kept you at an arm’s length.”

      “I was the distraction you didn’t want.”

      He winces at my words. “Unfortunately, yes. At the time, I wasn’t aware that dreams could change, that they would be altered in a way you could never imagine.”

      “What are you saying, Colby?” My heart is in my throat, on the verge of tumbling to the pit of my stomach.

      “You changed me in the best way possible. You came into my life, took me by the hand, put me back together piece by piece. You gave me your heart, and gave me a family. You’ve shown me that I can be loved, that I’m more than a number in the military, that I have a heart, a soul, a passion for more than planes. You’ve given me so much, Rory, and because of that, I want to give you everything.”

      Oh God, is he going to propose? Please don’t let him propose. I couldn’t handle letting him down, telling him no when my heart would be screaming yes.

      Standing from the couch abruptly, I run a hand through my hair and blurt out the one thing I can think to stop him from saying anything that will completely destroy me.

      “I can’t do this anymore.”

      The air around us stills as Colby’s brow pinches together, his eyes zeroing in on me. “What?”

      My breath is short, my legs feel numb, and my stomach is rolling, the truth hitting me harder than I expected. What am I doing? “Us . . . I can’t do us anymore.”

      When I would expect him to grow furious, to stand with untapped anger raging through him, he continues to sit, his brow pinched, confusion written all over his face. “You can’t do us anymore? Why not?”

      Why is he so calm? He’s making it that much harder. I would almost prefer for him to yell at me, to hurt me, to make it easy to say goodbye. But he remains at ease, the only displeasure I can see is in his brow and the clench of his jaw.

      Taking a deep breath, chin tipped up, I say, “You’re going to Oklahoma, Colby, and you’re going to become a pilot. Who knows where you’re going to be stationed after that? Your future is up in the air, literally and figuratively.”

      He shakes his head and stands as well, moving in close. “That’s what I spoke to my grandpa about. I asked him, if he was given the option, would he give up his dream to be with my grandma, and he said yes, not a doubt in his mind.” He reaches out and cups my cheek once again. “Dreams change, Rory. You’re that change.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He nods. “You’re my future, Rory. What’s between us is real, and it doesn’t come along very often. I want to be here for you. I want to take care of you, and I want to take care of Bryan.” Pausing, he takes a deep breath and says, “I’m deferring flight school and asking to be stationed at Peterson so I can be with you, so I can help you and your family.”

      I’m pretty sure a little piece of me just broke inside, like a part of my heart chipped off and went spiraling to my stomach where it’s churning, growing, building into a giant ball of hopeful yearning.

      “What?” I ask in disbelief, not quite sure I understand what he’s saying. “You’re not going to flight school?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m going to defer and take up another position in the Air Force. Maybe flight operations.”

      I shake my head, backing away from him, unable to comprehend the enormity of what he’s offering me.

      “You can’t do that, Colby.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “I mean, you can’t give up your dream.” I start pacing the apartment. I know Colby is watching me, his eyes intent, focused.

      “You’re my dream now.”

      I shake my head. He can’t be serious. To become a fighter pilot is the one thing he’s always wanted, not just for him, not just for his dad and grandpa, but to prove his sorry excuse for a stepfather wrong. He’s earned that and he deserves that. This has been everything he’s ever worked toward. Countless hours preparing for this, studying, flying in the glider, working so damn hard so that he could prove to everyone that he belongs in the sky.

      And I’m not going to let him throw it away for me.

      I’m not going to let him give up everything to be with me, not when I know, deep in my bones, that Colby Brooks was born to fly.

      I love him too much to allow him to make a sacrifice that could break him in the end.

      I know what’s it’s like to give up a dream, but that was for someone I’ve known all my life. Colby has only known me for a few months. I understand regret, the what-ifs, the wandering thoughts of what else you could be doing. It’s debilitating at times. And I don’t want to be the reason Colby is resentful, regretful, running through his what-ifs every time he sees a plane in the sky. That’s not fair to me and it sure as hell isn’t fair to him.

      But the gesture. Oh my God, the gesture, to want to stay with me? To help me?

      God, it’s tempting to throw myself into his arms, and kiss him until daylight, reveling in the fact that for once, I’ll be taken care of too. That after a rough day and Bryan on my mind, I can crawl into a warm, strong pair of arms, and have all of my worries washed away with a stroke to my back and a tangle of fingers in my hair.

      But that luxury is a distant dream when it comes to Colby.

      As I turn to look Colby in the eyes, preparing myself to say goodbye, I can feel every ounce of color drain from my face, pooling at my feet, a puddle of remorse swirling against my toes. This is it. I have to do this. I don’t have any other choice. I’ll be damned if Colby loses his dreams.

      Hands clasping together, I gather all the courage I can find and say, “I love you, Colby, and that’s why I . . .” I stutter, my words feeling like razor blades slipping from my mouth. “I . . . we can’t be together.”

      He shakes his head and takes a step forward. “It’s not your choice, Rory. I’m going to do this.”

      “Colby, you can’t give up flying. I don’t care how much you think this is going to help. It isn’t, because in the long run, you’re going to be bitter, and who’s to say we’ll even stay together? You can’t base your entire future off a five-month relationship.”

      “I know we will.”

      “No.” I take a step away. “And I won’t be a part of a military lifestyle. You won’t be at Peterson forever, both you and I know that.”

      “I can give my five years and then jump into civilian work. The Air Force doesn’t own me forever.”

      “And then what are you going to do? Some desk job, hating every day, wishing you were up in the clouds?” My voice starts to become stronger with every word that comes out of my mouth. Things are starting to become clear. “You’ve told me several times your heart belongs in the sky. I refuse to be the reason you’re not up there. That’s not fair to me.”

      Oh God. I’m going to be sick. I hate this. I hate this. But he needs to be free. He needs to thrive. He deserves his dreams. Hating what’s about to come out of my mouth, I say, “Are you scared? Is that why you don’t want to go to flight school? So, you’re trying to make me a scapegoat for copping out?”

      Colby’s eyes narrow on me, his lips thin, his control impeccable as he hides the anger from my far-fetched accusation. The only inclination of his dislike of my comment is from the tone in his deep voice. “You know damn well that’s not the truth. I love you, Rory. I want to be with you.”

      Turning away, I look out the window of my apartment, the foggy air casting a haze over the street. It suits my mood. The same haze is around my head, suffocating me.

      “I don’t want to be with you enough to see you give up everything. We’re not worth it. I’m not worth it.”

      Silence falls between us, deafening and uncomfortable. Keeping my back turned toward him, I suck in deep breaths, willing my nerves to settle, reiterating in my head that this is a good idea, that I’m helping Colby.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as Colby walks up behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders, and turning me slowly to face him. My eyes stray away, and I fold my arms over my chest, unable to look at him.

      I can’t look into his eyes.

      I can’t be sucked into the chocolate liquid of his irises where I’ve found myself lost on multiple occasions.

      I’ll crack.

      I’ll break.

      I’ll give in.

      I’ll beg him to stay with me forever.

      Lifting my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes, he says, “We are always worth it. You and me, Rory, we are worth it.”

      I shake my head, tears spilling from my eyes. “No, Colby. We’re not. I’m s-sorry, but you need to go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, not until we work through this.”

      “There is nothing to work through.” I take a step back. “You’re going to flight school. I’m staying here. Let’s just call it like it is and move on.” I let out a long breath. “I never should have pursued you. I should have left you alone, because now I’ve filled you with an empty outlook on a future when the one planned for you is full of so much promise.” I put more distance between us and go to my front door where I grip the handle. “You are going to flight school.”

      “I’m staying here,” he says with more conviction.

      Getting frustrated, wanting this to end, I decide to cut him. He needs this. He needs to fight for his dreams. “You’re going to stay here, huh?” I nod. “Okay, perfect. Just what Ted wanted, for you to fail, for you to become nothing.”

      “Not nothing.” His brow pinches. “Fuck, don’t you see the worth in us?”

      I easily see the worth in the bond we share. It’s beautiful, it’s meaningful, and it’s full of endless love that makes us both willing to give something up for the other. But I can’t share that, I can only think it, believe in it, as I say my next words.

      I shake my head. “I see a college romance that isn’t going to last past your first reassignment.”

      Caught off guard, he sucks in a sharp breath, his expression finally growing angry. Finally. “You don’t think we could make it past a reassignment?”

      “No. I don’t. You might think we’re strong enough, but we’re not. I need someone here for me, not someone who’s going to move in two years. No matter what, Colby, you’re going to leave me. I was stupid and naïve to think otherwise.” Opening the door, I dip my head low and say, “You need to go.”

      “So just like that, you’re going to end things?”

      “Yes.” The word tumbles out of me faster than I expected.

      Not saying a word, Colby retrieves his cap and walks toward me, stopping when he’s inches from where I stand. “I’m willing to give up everything for you, Rory. Why won’t you let me?”

      Sniffling, I wipe a stray tear across my cheek and take one last glance up at Colby. “Because you deserve more than the average life I can offer you.”

      “You’re anything but average.” His voice is deep, raspy, hurt.

      “But average is all I have in me.” Because I want one more taste, I stand on my toes, reach up, and grip Colby’s cheek, bringing him closer to me where I plant a light kiss across his lips. It’s soft and quick and ends just as fast as it started. When I pull away, I say, “Defer if you want, that is your choice, but this right here, this is our final goodbye.”

      “Don’t do this, Rory.” His voice cracks along with my heart. No. Not cracked. My heart has been obliterated.

      “Be the man I know you are, Colby. Don’t give in to your fear, become your dream. For the both of us, become your dream.” Stepping aside, I give Colby room to walk out but he doesn’t move. He stands still, staring at me, looking for answers.

      So I give him one. “If you love me, if you truly love me, you will walk out of this door, and you will forget about this world I live in. Because . . . you don’t belong in it.”

      Jaw pulsing, his hand clenches around his cap, his knuckles turning white. “Don’t fucking say that, Rory. Don’t fucking say things you don’t mean.”

      Mustering every last ounce of courage I have, I say, “I would never say anything I don’t mean.” Swallowing past the giant lump in my throat, I fold my arms over my chest. “Go, Colby.”

      He drags his hand through his hair, distress in the slump of his shoulders, in the way he weakly steps forward.

      With his body halfway out the door, his gaze cast toward the hallway, he tersely says, “You might think this is over, Rory. But it’s not. It’s far from over.”

      And with one last parting glance from his soulful eyes, he leaves my apartment and my life . . . forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      This should be the happiest day of my life, at least one of them. Surrounded by my fellow cadets, decked out in our dress blues, white hats on our heads, and the next chapter of our lives about to be written.

      I’ve dreamt of this day. I’ve imagined it so many times, throwing my cap into the air as the Thunderbirds fly over the football stadium, cheering with everyone, knowing we did it and we’re on our way to accomplish so much more than just taking on a job—also serving our country.

      But I can’t seem to put a smile on my face.

      The Thunderbirds, the Air Force’s flight demonstration team, flies above us, performing tricks only the finest can pull off while going seven-hundred-miles per hour. But instead of looking to the sky like everyone else in the stadium, my eyes are cast forward toward the podium, staring at nothing in particular. All I can manage is more daydreaming about the last time I felt Rory’s body against mine. And how much I fucking miss her. Every minute. Every day.

      “Pool house after this?” Stryder asks, looking as sullen as I am.

      “Yeah.”

      “I have a bottle of Scotch for both of us, waiting to be consumed.”

      “Good. I plan on forgetting tonight.”

      “Me too.”

      Together, we sit there, our time at the academy coming to a close, our dreams crumbling right in front of us. We actually knew what we wanted, but now, how do we move forward with our reality?

      The rest of the ceremony proceeds in a blur. The roar of the jet engines above us, the toss of our caps, the powerful cheer of the cadet wing as we try to find our loved ones.

      It’s over.

      Four years of hard work coming to an end . . . just like that.

      “Your family here?” I ask Stryder.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, I’m too much of a disappointment for them to show up. You?”

      “Gramps is here,” I say, not forgetting about the extra tickets I sent to Rory. The same tickets that she’d sent back to me with a note that said, “Start your new life, without me.”

      Fuck if that didn’t hurt.

      Taking a second to look around, I say, “I believe he’s over there.” I point to the stands. “Want to come say hi with me?”

      “Might as well, we can hit up the Scotch after, unless you and Gramps have plans?”

      I shake my head. Stryder knows about Rory. Even though things with Stryder are still strained, he knows what happened. He knows I wouldn’t have plans anymore, unless they were with Gramps.

      “Nah. Gramps has to get back to the nursing home after this. It was a special trip he made for me that the nurses helped out with. He can’t be out for long.”

      Understanding, Stryder follows me past excited graduates and up the stadium steps where we find Gramps in a wheelchair, blanket across his lap despite the nice weather and a huge, watery smile on his face.

      And for a second, I forget about the broken heart shattered within my chest. I forget about the anger brewing. I forget about the hatred I have for my shitty luck. Instead, I focus on the look of pure pride on my grandpa’s face. For me.

      “Come here,” he says with a strangled voice.

      Feeling his emotion, I lean down so he can grip me by the neck and pull me into a hug. His strength is marginal compared to what it used to be, but his love is forever strong. I would be nothing without him.

      “I’m so damn proud of you,” he whispers into my ear, keeping his grip firmly in place, not letting me up. “You are everything I ever dreamed for in a grandson and so much more.”

      Fuck.

      My emotions are so fucking erratic at this point, and I don’t know how my body is going to respond next.

      “You should be damn proud of yourself.”

      When I lift away, only a few inches, I whisper. “Thank you, Gramps.”

      Keeping my head in place, he aligns his forehead with mine, an intent expression. “Become a pilot, feel those clouds, and if the rest is meant to be, then it’s meant to be. But just because you’re flying doesn’t mean you can give up.”

      After I left Rory’s apartment, fucking shattered, I called Gramps. The next day I was at the nursing home, licking my wounds, trying to gain perspective. Gramps told me to try to push it to the side and finish out the school year. Figure Rory out later.

      “She will come around, Colby. She will. Just keep writing.”

      I nod, my voice too tight to speak any words.

      Just keep writing.

      It was the only thing Gramps and I could think to do that would keep me connected to her, to let her know that even though I might be far away, she’s still close in my heart.

      “Thanks, Gramps.”

      After another long hug, the nurse who has been so great to Gramps, Janice, takes a few pics for us, some of Gramps and me, some with Stryder, and some of all three of us together. Gramps holds his phone close to his chest, so goddamn proud. And he’s proud of us both. I didn’t miss the tear that fell from Stryder’s eyes when Gramps held him as close as he had held me. When my lifeline whispered words of wisdom and pride into my best friend’s heart and mind. “You still have an impressive future ahead of you, Stryder. You graduated from the United States Air Force Academy, so hold your head high. Be the incredible man I know you’re meant to be. I’m so proud of you both.”

      “I’ll show everyone back at the home these pictures. Thank you for the most special day of my life.” He gives me one last hug, wishes Stryder good luck with a handshake, and then takes off with Janice down a ramp, leaving Stryder and me by ourselves.

      With a clap to my back, he says, “Ready to get wasted?”

      “More than you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Rory,

      I remember what the day before I met you felt like.

      It felt like every other day of my life. Like I was on autopilot, going through the motions, but never really taking in how blue the sky was, the whip of the wind off the Rockies, or the feel of the sun beating down on me, even on a crisp winter’s day.

      My senses were turned off, not experiencing, but functioning enough to get me through my days.

      I liked it that way, being desensitized from the world. It worked for me, because when I took the time to actually feel, it’s when I got hurt the most. So I blocked everything out.

      That was until you came around.

      Do you know what day I remember more vividly than any other day in my life? More than the day my dad died? More than the day Ted destroyed my prized possession? More than the day I graduated, my Gramps by my side, pride beaming from his eyes?

      It’s the day I met you.

      More specifically, the moment I saw you.

      It was like the world stopped spinning, the party around me faded into the background, and someone above turned on every sensor in my body.

      I swear I could smell your lavender scent from where I stood. I could hear your laugh, and only your laugh. I could taste your sweetness on my tongue from feet away. I could tell your touch was something that would wake my bones, lift me to a new level I wasn’t ready for.

      And yet, I let myself indulge. I gave myself a few minutes with you, soaking in every piece of you, and that last piece connected with the puzzle of my life making me whole.

      You might not believe it, you might think that we are done, but I know we are far from over. There is so much more to be written about our love story, and to hell if I’m going to let you believe otherwise.

      I want you to know I love you, more than life itself, and one day, Rory, one day I’ll make you mine again. Until that day, I will write.

      I will continue to write you until there is no more ink in my proverbial pen, because my love for you is endless.

      All I ask from you is that you read these letters and keep them close to your heart.

      I love you with everything in me, and there will never be a day that goes by when I’m in that cockpit that I don’t think about you. There will never be a night that passes by that I won’t wish you were in my arms. And there will never be a moment I breathe without wishing we were sharing the same air, rather than living miles apart.

      I love you, Rory.

      Colby

      P.S. The attached picture is of Stryder and me at graduation. I wish you could have been there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      
        
        A year and a half later . . .

      

      

      My feet sink into the wet grass, the dreary Colorado day an abnormality amid the normally sunny days.

      But today is different.

      I keep my eyes pinned to the ground, unable to take in the sea of black surrounding me, or the dress blues poised and ready to salute.

      Someone is speaking, but the words float by me, never truly connecting as I think about the phone call I received five days ago . . .

      “Is this Colby Brooks?”

      “Yes,” I spoke, out of breath from trying to find my phone in my locker.

      “This is Janice from Mountain View Nursing Home. I have some bad news. Your grandfather passed away in his sleep last night.”

      I didn’t hear anything else as I sank to the floor of the squadron locker room, the phone slipping from my hand, my body turning completely numb. He can’t be gone. He’s the only person I have left. He can’t be gone.

      And any feeling has yet to come back to me.

      Standing on either side of me, my boys from my squadron—Bent, Colt, and Rowdy—offer their support. Not saying a word, but being there for me, like we’re there for each other in the sky, watching out for one another, covering each other’s six.

      Bent, my best friend in the squadron, the guy who has taken me under his wing and taught me everything he knows, squeezes my shoulder as the honor guard starts to fold the flag that was draped across my grandpa’s coffin.

      Motionless, I feel a part of my life being taken away from me with each fold. A man I relied on for moral support and for love, taken away from me, stolen from my life, just like every other thing I’ve ever cherished.

      My dad.

      My plane.

      Rory.

      Gramps.

      All fucking ripped from my grasp, leaving me a bitter, empty man.

      I don’t live a life. My life is flying. My life revolves around my F-22 and controlling the powerful machine, eating up the feeling of the controls being pushed and pulled by my tired and worn-out forearms.

      The sound of gravel under polished shoes sounds out as a man in uniform who I don’t know walks toward me, holding a folded flag in the shape of a triangle. When he reaches me, he hands me the flag, then salutes me with his white-gloved hands, and finally turns on a dime marching away as guns fire off.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Three shots in unison into the air, all hitting me directly in the heart, resounding and impacting with each blast.

      And then in the distance, the sound of “Taps” fills the sullen air, electrifying the atmosphere with unspoken bereavement.

      Looking up for what seems like the first time, I scan the crowd standing across from me. Black suit coats and dresses, intermingled dress blues, and a quiet appreciation for my grandpa, a man who wasn’t perfect, but he was damn near close in my eyes.

      Scanning the faces, I notice some from the nursing home. Janice stands to the left, a handkerchief in her hand, blotting her eyes, an elderly woman next to her in a wheelchair, tissue clutched to her chest. To the right, I spot an old neighbor from before my grandpa moved to the nursing home.

      Across the way, I find a familiar pair of eyes staring straight at me, and my stomach does a flip.

      Stryder.

      Fuck, I haven’t talked to him since the night we got wasted in the pool house. Since graduation. Since he went off the next day, leaving me a note wishing me luck with flight school, and that was it. The only reason I knew he was alive was because of Hardie and Joey, who both called me yesterday and today to check in on me, regretful they couldn’t get time off to come to the funeral.

      But he’s here now, hands folded in front of him, in his dress blues, looking sharp. Older, bulkier than I remember, as if he’s spent the last year and a half in a gym rather than the bar where I assumed he’d been. It’s where Hardie and Joey said he was hanging out whenever they saw him right after graduation.

      Always wasted, always making an ass out of himself.

      And I fucking hated that I couldn’t be there for him. He needed my help. Hell, he needed someone to guide him, but from the looks of it, he might just have found a way out of his downward spiral.

      The rest of the ceremony goes by in a blur and when it ends, Bent leans over and says, “Want me to drive you to the reception, Flyer?”

      Flyer. The call sign I was given once I was paired to an F-22, just like Bent, Rowdy, and Colt. Usually call signs are given after a long, drawn-out process, but the guys said mine was the easiest to figure out. Just like Gramps always said, I was born to fly. And just like Gramps, they saw the same thing in me; my love of being in the air gave me my name.

      Clearing my throat, my voice sounding weak, I say, “I’m going to go say hi to someone real quick. Meet you guys at the car.”

      They nod and all pat me on the back before leaving. With my grandpa’s flag in hand, I walk to Stryder who hasn’t moved, standing stoic, waiting for me. Part of me hates the fact that he couldn’t walk to me. Couldn’t come to me to offer condolences. But, I guess I don’t know the man in front of me anymore. When I reach him, he waits a beat before pulling me into a hug and clasping me on the back.

      And that one gesture, the familiarity of someone from my past, someone who mattered to me, brings me to my damn knees.

      “I’m so sorry, man,” Stryder says gruffly. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

      At that moment, his apology not only strikes me as singular for what happened to Gramps, but as an attempt to bridge the gap the has been between us.

      And for that brief second, for the first time in over a year, I feel.

      I feel the loss of a friend.

      I feel the loss of a brother.

      I feel the loss of a great man.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, my words stretched thin. “Thank you for coming today.”

      Pulling away, Stryder adjusts his hat and says, “He was my hero as well. Even though you two were obviously closer, I still looked up to Gramps and tried to do right by him.”

      “And are you?” I ask, unsure of where Stryder stands.

      He nods. “I am. He would hopefully be proud.”

      “Good.” Looking toward the guys waiting for me, I say, “I’m heading to the reception where they’re going to pass Gramps’s medals to me for safe keeping. Would you like to come? It’s at the funeral home.”

      Stryder pulls on the back of his neck, looking pained. “Fuck, I wish I could, but I have to get into work. I barely got this time off.”

      “I understand.” I bite on my bottom lip. “I’m on town on TDY. Could we get a drink? Catch up?”

      Looking behind me, his eyes not trained on mine, he answers, “Yeah. I think we should.”

      “Okay, I’ll text you. Same number?”

      “Same number.” Pulling me into a hug one last time, he walks away, a stiffness in his shoulders.

      Saying goodbye to a few more people, I make my way to Bent’s rental car where all three guys are leaning against the door, arms crossed. When they spot me, they stand to attention.

      Bent is the first to speak. “Fellow classmate from the academy?”

      I nod. “That was Stryder.” They know about Stryder, how he was the one who took me in over breaks, my best friend, and the one guy who should be flying next to me but isn’t.

      Turning their head to look at them, they nod. “Seems like he’s doing well,” Bent says.

      “Fucking bullshit he didn’t get into flight school,” Rowdy says.

      Chiming in, Colt adds, “Hell, looks like he’s doing just fine. I would be if I had that girl holding my hand too.”

      Girl?

      Turning toward where Stryder departed, I spot him amongst the sea of black, standing out, his white hat like an arrow pointing directly at him. By his side, holding his hand, dressed in a black dress, her hair curled and hanging loosely over her shoulders, is the one person I can’t seem to expel from my heart, no matter how hard I try.

      What.

      The.

      Fuck.

      My eyes narrow in on their connection, their clasped hands . . . their body language, trying to read what it means. Maybe they’re friends.

      But as I try to convince myself of that logic, Stryder walks her back to her little light blue VW bug and protectively caresses her jaw, her head moving into his touch as if they’ve been this intimate for years.

      This can’t be right. I must be fucking delusional. There is no way Stryder and Rory are together. They would never do that to me.

      He would never do that to me.

      My best fucking friend would never betray me like that.

      And yet, he leans forward and I watch, the wet air around us stilling, my vision tunneling as Stryder gently presses a kiss to Rory’s lips.

      Eyes closed, she savors it.

      Fucking . . . savors it.

      What the actual fuck? How could they do that?

      I can feel my life spiraling out of control, my heart hardening into stone, turning black in an instant, any last hope of winning Rory back stolen right from under me, leaving me dangerously breathless.

      How long?

      How fucking long has this been going on?

      This is why she hasn’t written me back.

      This is why he hasn’t answered me.

      This is why I never should have gone to that goddamn party, because even two years later, that decision still haunts me to this day. It’s eaten me alive with remorse.

      “Let loose, have some fun.” Those were the words straight from Stryder’s mouth.

      And when I did, when I took my eyes off my goals, I was thrust into a world of hurt where nothing good came from it beside a brief moment with a woman so goddamn heartbreaking that I could barely stand on my own two feet when I was around her.

      Lesson fucking learned.

      As I peel my eyes away from the scene in front of me, I remember something Gramps told me when he was trying to convince me to pursue Rory, to let myself feel. “The upside to falling for someone is never being alone.”

      And yet, here I am, head over heels for a woman who is my now with my former best friend, and I feel more alone than ever. Head over heels for a woman who threw my heart away. She promised me we’d always be together. Yet, when she kicked me out of her apartment that day, she truly shut the door on me, on us, on the future I’d been sure would still come true. But by the looks of things? She had spoken the truth. I wasn’t worth it. We weren’t worth it. But it didn’t take her long to find who fucking would be worth it.

      There may be an upside to falling, but there sure as hell is a downside to love . . .
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            The Downside of Love
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      This isn’t a story about a love triangle. There is no triangle involved.

      This isn’t a story about an accidental pregnancy. Although having a baby with her . . . I would.

      This isn’t a story about lies and deception, even though at times I’ve lied to myself.

      No, this is my story.

      A story about sacrifice.

      A story about a man who fell in love with the wrong girl.

      A story I wish I never had to tell.

      This is a story about the true meaning of the downside of love.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        STRYDER

      

      

      My feet sink into the wet grass, the dreary Colorado day fitting the mood of all gathered. Today we bury one of the best men I’ve ever known, and I want to be anywhere but here. But I’m here for another man. For the man who deserves more in life than he’s been given. For the man who achieved every one of his dreams.

      I watch the sea of black and dress blues surrounding him, poised and ready to salute.

      Three airmen stand alongside him offering silent support. That should have been me. A pilot.

      Still his best friend.

      A friend who mourns with him.

      For his dad.

      His stepdad’s cruelty.

      For the loss of the woman he loved.

      For Gramps.

      As I watch the officer walk toward him, holding the folded flag in the shape of a triangle, I swallow the rising pain. God, the look on his face. He’s . . . a shell. He looks even more taciturn than when I met him. The flag is handed over; the officer salutes him and then marches away as guns fire.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Three shots in unison into the air.

      In the distance, the silence is broken as “Taps” adds to the sorrowful atmosphere.

      And that’s the moment he looks up, scans the crowd, and finds me.

      Fuck, I’ve been a gutless excuse of a man since graduation. I left him a pitiful note wishing him luck with flight school, and that was it. Had Hardie not called me yesterday, I probably wouldn’t have known about Gramps and come today to the funeral. He probably doesn’t want me here.

      The rest of the ceremony goes by in a blur, and before I know what’s happening, he’s on his way over to me. Fuck. I need to talk to him, but I can’t do that now.

      Not today.

      Not here.

      When he reaches me, all I can see is the broken, hardened boy I met five and a half years ago. I pull him into a hug and clasp him on the back.

      And that one gesture—the familiarity of my former best friend, someone who mattered, whom I respected—brings me to my damn knees.

      “I’m so sorry, man,” I say gruffly. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

      Although, I know my sorry is for more than the loss of Gramps. It’s for so much more.

      He lost a friend.

      He lost a brother.

      And now he’s lost a great man, his greatest advocate.

      “Thank you,” he whispers. “Thank you for coming today.”

      I adjust my cover and say, “He was my hero as well. Even though you two were obviously closer, I still looked up to Gramps and tried to do right by him.”

      “And are you?” he asks.

      I nod. “I am. He would hopefully be proud.” Lies, all fucking lies, but I can’t tell him the truth here, on the soil where one of the greatest men I ever knew is being buried. So I lie through my teeth, speaking highly of the person I’ve become even though just under the surface I feel like a hollow man.

      “Good.” He looks toward the guys waiting for him, and says, “I’m heading over to the reception where they’re going to pass Gramps’s medals to me for safe keeping. Would you like to come? It’s at the funeral home.”

      I pull on the back of my neck. This is uncomfortable. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. “Fuck, I wish I could, but I have to get into work. I barely got this time off.” Most of that is the truth.

      “I understand,” he says, looking around, anywhere but my eyes. “I’m going to be in town for a few months. I’m on TDY here in the Springs. Could we get a drink? Catch up?”

      I’ve been telling myself this was what was going to happen. That he was going to want to catch up at some point now that he’s in town, and it’s one of the reasons I came today, because there is something I can’t keep from him anymore.

      He needs to know.

      “Yeah. I think we should.” Not a conversation I want to have, but one that needs to be had.

      “Okay, I’ll text you. Same number?”

      “Same number.” I pull him into a hug one last time, salute him, and then walk away. I hate feeling this thick tension between us. But it’s time he knew the truth.
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        STRYDER

      

      

      
        
        Two years ago . . .

      

      

      This is exactly what I need.

      To let loose.

      To shake off the orderly and demanding life I’ve been living for the past twenty-one years. Since birth, it’s been the military life for me. From moving around from base to base, to early morning inspections by my father, to being held at a higher standard than the rest of the kids my age. It’s been drilled into me—who I’m supposed to be, and what I’m supposed to do.

      And I need a fucking break. I need this week off with my friends to relax and have a good fucking time. Maybe meet someone and release some of the tension that’s been building up at the base of my spine.

      “Not bad, huh?” I say, taking a sip of my beer. “This place is dope. I wonder how many bedrooms it has.”

      Colby stands stiffly next to me, his shoulders just about touching his ears, he’s so tense, and his movements are rigid and awkward. He’s so out of his element. I knew it would be a long shot getting him here, but I didn’t think about what it would be like once I actually got him to the party.

      It’s going to take a lot more to coax him into having a good time. That’s for damn sure.

      “Not sure, but I bet they’ll be full tonight.” His eyes scan the living room, his gaze taking in our opulent surroundings. I know what he’s doing. He’s checking all the exits, making sure there are multiple ways to leave in case of an emergency. It’s what he does in every space we’re in.

      Trying to loosen him up, I nudge him with my elbow. “Think you’ll be one of them?”

      “No. No distractions,” he answers curtly, sipping his beer. Talk about a good time, this guy is already primed to tamp down any fun that comes our way.

      “Jesus, dude, might do you some good to occupy one of those damn rooms. Come on.” I nod toward the balcony. “Let’s check outside.”

      We make our way past a sectional full of people and out to an expansive deck that looks toward the dark and peaceful forest, the party a disturbance to the naturally serene setting. To the left there is a sitting area full of people and to the right, a pool table.

      Pool on a deck. You don’t see that very often. Working our way to the back, I push past a few people just as I hear a roar of laughter by the pool table. Looking over my shoulder, I take in the scene behind me.

      Two women I can’t quite make out stand with their backs toward me, and two guys holding pool sticks look like they either lost or are about to lose, based on their irritated expressions. Situating myself against the rail of the deck, I take a sip of my beer while eyeing the game, interested in the outcome.

      And that’s when I see her.

      Turning around, her hair floats down over her shoulders in a wave of brown, luscious and plump lips grace her face, and she wears a smile that would bring any man to his knees. She’s fucking gorgeous.

      Standing a little taller, I keep my eyes trained on her, watching her every movement. Studying her. The way she jokes with her friend, the subtle push of her hair behind her ear, the sparkle in her eye when she smiles. She’s someone you know can change your entire life with a bat of an eyelash.

      I need to know who she is.

      Bending at the waist, she leans over the pool table and lines up a shot. Her little tongue peeks out past her lips, eyes narrowing in total concentration. With a light push forward, her stick hits the cue ball and narrowly misses. Smiling brightly, she snaps her finger in disappointment, looking cute as fuck. Retreating to her cup, she takes a sip and jokes around some more with her friend, as the other team tries to make their next shot. Not paying attention to the men, I keep my gaze fixed on her, on the way she tilts her head back when she laughs, or the way she wraps her arm around her friend’s waist, trying to get the other team to mess up with their loud antics.

      She’s fun.

      She’s a good time.

      She’s so goddamn beautiful.

      And there is no way in hell I’ll be leaving this party without her number programmed into my phone.

      Wanting to stake my claim, I nudge Colby in the arm, drawing his attention toward the pool table. He glances at me briefly before turning his attention toward the pool table. I’m about to point out the brunette when I see his gaze latch on, completely and utterly directed where mine was on the brown-haired beauty a few feet away.

      Shit.

      Looking back and forth between them, I watch Colby’s face change. His hard-cut features soften, his shoulders relax, and for the first time, I see vulnerability in his eyes when he looks at her.

      My breath catches in my chest, and the grip on my cup tightens as I realize we’re interested in the same fucking girl.

      There is no denying it, especially with the way his entire expression morphed the minute he laid eyes on her.

      But maybe . . .

      Maybe we’re not looking at the same girl. Maybe there’s an off chance he’s looking at someone else. Maybe one of the guys?

      Who am I fucking kidding?

      Needing to clarify exactly who he’s looking at, I say, “Hey, check out those girls playing pool over there.”

      The blonde is on the far right lining up a shot while the brunette takes a sip from her drink off to the left. Following Colby’s gaze, I confirm that he’s solely focused on the brunette and her every movement.

      Fuck.

      He’s interested, infatuated almost, and fuck if I can do anything about it.

      Colby is my boy, the guy who’s spent his four years at the Academy watching over me, making sure I made my classes and didn’t fuck around too much. He’s helped me study, spent hours tutoring me, training me so I made all my marks, so I didn’t experience the wrath of my father.

      Because Colby knows what it’s like to feel another man’s anger, to be on the receiving end of their indignation. It’s ugly, and it’s not something you want to be wrapped up in, especially when you’re young. But even as a twenty-one-year-old, I want nothing to do with the constant badgering my father throws my way.

      Colby has shown me what true brotherhood is all about, and I would do anything for him.

      I mean anything.

      Even step aside and let him go after the girl neither of us can keep our eyes off.

      Hell, I’ll even encourage the bastard no matter how painful it might be, because if anyone needs an escape from reality, it’s him.

      It might kill me, but I’ll step aside.

      Even if I saw her first.

      For my boy.

      From my position perched on the rail, I make eye contact with the blonde, who has no shame in eye-fucking me, wetting her lips, and sending me unspoken promises of what our night could be like if I took her up on the opportunity.

      I could get into that.

      Maybe.

      She’s hot.

      Unlike the brunette, she’s a little more forthright with her intentions. I watch the way she bends over, sticking her pert ass in the air, the way she rakes her hungry eyes over my body, pausing at my crotch, making it known exactly what she’s thinking about.

      The game finishes up and wasting no time, the girls walk toward us, the blonde’s eyes trained on me, the brunette more shy, stealing glances at Colby, causing a pang of jealousy to rip through me.

      Because the feeling is mutual. She wants him.

      What I wouldn’t give for her to give me a second of her attention, to glance my way, to see me, rather than Colby who’s avoiding all eye contact with the approaching bombshells.

      “Stryder Sheppard, right?” the blonde asks, stepping up, a jut to her hip, confidence pouring out of her.

      “Yeah,” I say, taking her in, showing her that I’m interested, even though with each passing glance from her friend, I lean further and further away from the possibility of being with the blonde. But not wanting to be a dick, I ask, “Do I know you?”

      Sticking her hand out, she says, “Ryan Collier. You came to our prom with Dani, senior year.”

      Dani . . . Dani . . . oh fuck, the girl with the big tits who asked me to go to her prom with her. I didn’t know her too well, but when she asked me at a hot-tub party, topless, fawning all over me, how could I say no? Her fucking nipples scraped against my chest, her hand grazing up my thigh. I would have said yes to anyone at that point.

      “Ah, Dani.” I nod my head knowingly. “She’s going to school up in Idaho, isn’t she?” I’m friends with her on Snapchat and watch her shit on occasion, when I’m bored. Still likes to talk to guys with her top off.

      “I believe so. Studying hotel management.”

      I nod my head in agreement. “Good for her.” Nodding to the brunette, I ask, “Who’s your friend?”

      The brunette takes a step forward, her hair flowing with the breeze, the off-the-shoulder sweater she’s wearing making me all kinds of crazy, her soft skin enticing me under the moonlight on this cold November night. The blonde says, “This is Rory. Rory, you remember Stryder, right?”

      I wait with bated breath as she parts her lips, her voice so fucking sweet when she speaks. “How could I forget the infamous Stryder Sheppard who led the senior and junior class in an epic rendition of YMCA? You were a legend that night.”

      Her voice.

      Her scent.

      Her fucking breathtaking eyes.

      Shit, my heart skips a goddamn beat as I swallow hard, trying to gather myself.

      And fuck do I wish I knew who she was in high school, because instead of hanging all over Dani, I would have been asking Rory for her number.

      “That’s my jam. What can I say, I was feeling the beat,” I say, giving Rory a subtle once-over.

      “Who’s your friend?” Ryan asks, nodding toward the ever-silent Colby.

      Casually, Colby peeks up, his attention never once going to Ryan, but trained completely on Rory. I’m so fucked.

      Despite the war raging inside me, telling me to take Rory for myself, to sweep her away with my charm, to push Colby right over the rail of the deck, I introduce Colby. “This is Colby, my best friend and right-hand man.”

      Lifting her eyes up, those black, long lashes fluttering, she smiles one hell of a fucking smile and says, “Hi.”

      It’s simple, but fuck does it pack a punch . . . right to my chest.

      Finding his voice, not because he’s shy or anti-social, but because he’s a man of few words most of the time, he says, “Nice to meet you.” He follows the greeting with a chug of his drink, leaving his greeting at that. I wouldn’t expect anything else from him.

      “What are you two doing?” Ryan asks, snapping us back into the conversation.

      “Nothing,” I answer, knowing Colby isn’t going to speak up. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Care to play a little pool with the champs?”

      Even though it might just kill me, watching Colby blatantly stare at Rory the whole time, Ryan vying for my attention, I agree for the both of us, because I’m a sadist, and I want more time with Rory, even if it’s shared time.

      Even if I have to watch Colby struggle to connect with her, even if I have to lend a hand and push her toward him, I’ll do it, because he’s my best friend. And who knows? Maybe during the night I’ll find flaws in Rory that change my mind about her.

      One can only hope.
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        * * *

      

      I lean past the pool table, looking toward the front door where I saw Colby take off over half an hour ago, Rory following closely behind.

      Despite trying to loosen him up, he was a stoic bastard the entire time we played pool with the girls. Barely answering Rory’s questions, not showing an ounce of personality, and only giving Rory his attention when she wasn’t looking.

      And yet, when he left, she still chased after him, leaving me alone with a very touchy-feely Ryan.

      This is not how I planned on this night going. I should be over the fucking moon ecstatic that a hot-as-shit girl like Ryan is practically pulling my pants down with her eyes, but all I can think about is what Colby and Rory are doing.

      Did they go up to one of the rooms?

      Are they just talking? Or are they doing more?

      I should be happy for Colby, and a part of me is, because he needs this, he needs someone to loosen him up, but a huge part of me is roaring with pure jealousy.

      The kind of jealousy that will slowly eat away at me.

      Sitting on the edge of the rail, nursing a beer, not in the mood to drink given my current predicament—which is surprising—I look at Ryan who seems bored as shit.

      Maybe because I haven’t been as engaging as I usually am.

      I’m off tonight. My normally fun and outgoing personality is nowhere to be found, and instead, a worried and obsessive man has taken over my body.

      And there is only one person to blame.

      Rory.

      She’s thrown me off.

      I wasn’t expecting to meet someone as captivating as her, as softly spoken yet sassy as her. Nor was I expecting to watch her fawn over my best friend, trying desperately to penetrate his closed-off wall.

      It’s totally fucked with my head.

      “Are you bored with me?” Ryan asks, sounding self-conscious, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “What?” I tilt my head in her direction, beer held to my chest.

      She turns completely toward me, her tits thrust forward, swelling out of the V-neck of her sweater, her blonde hair dancing across her shoulders. The girl is hot, but Jesus Christ, I can’t seem to muster any interest.

      “You seem like your mind is somewhere else, so am I boring you?”

      My mind is somewhere else, but I’m not about to reveal that little piece of information. Pretty sure telling a girl you’re lusting after her friend is not the way to start a conversation. “Nah.” I shake my head and take a sip of my beer. “Just trying to get back into civilian life, that’s all. The Academy is tough, and you have to be in a different frame of mind to succeed.”

      And that’s the honest truth, because even though I’m a first-year cadet, and I’m not routinely checked for demerits, I still need to set a good example and make sure I’m getting all my work done and succeeding at it. You can’t drop the ball at school, so letting loose when on a break is sometimes harder than one would expect.

      “I can’t even imagine.” She presses her hand to my arm, her shirt falling open, giving me the perfect view down her plentiful cleavage.

      She’s offering, man. Take it.

      Biting my bottom lip, willing myself to make a move, I turn toward her just as I see an angry flash of muscle bolt in my direction. Oh hell. Strutting toward me, looking none too happy, Colby stretches his hand out and barks, “Keys. I’m going to the car.”

      I look around him to see if Rory is anywhere near him, but when I don’t see her, I ask, “Where’s Rory?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and says, “Keys.”

      “Colby.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he repeats, “Keys,” through gritted teeth.

      Relenting, knowing he’s too far gone for saving, I reach into my front pocket and hand him the keys. “Don’t leave without me.”

      “Whatever.” He takes off, without another word, leaving an angry wake in his path.

      Jesus, what the hell happened?

      Knowing him as well as I do, I can make two guesses: Rory touched upon a sensitive topic; or he’s so fucking fearful of letting her into his world that he’s taking off before anything can happen.

      Given Rory’s seemingly gentle personality, I’m going to guess it’s the latter. He’s putting distance between them before anything can even happen.

      This should make me fucking ecstatic . . . but it doesn’t, because I’ve seen the pain in my friend’s eyes, and it guts me knowing once again, he’s not allowing himself to live.

      “He doesn’t seem like he’s in a great mood,” Ryan says, watching Colby make his way through the crowd.

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Scanning past everyone, Ryan stands on her toes, “Do you see Rory?”

      Searching, I spot her brown hair coming down the stairs of the massive house and quickly make her way to the back. Keeping my eyes on her, I say, “She’s on her way over here.”

      Trying to act casual despite the thundering beat of my heart as she walks toward us, her hips swaying, her hair gathered to one side of her bare shoulders, she steals Ryan’s beer and downs a large gulp before talking.

      “Everything okay?” Ryan asks, concerned.

      She nods, swallowing another gulp of beer. “Yeah, just peachy.”

      Shit, that’s almost as bad when a girl says “fine” and they don’t really mean “fine.” What the hell did Colby say to her?

      

      Even though I barely know this girl, I feel this need to make her feel better, to put that gorgeous smile back on her face, so even though I don’t necessarily want to smooth things over with Colby, I say, “You have to cut him a break. He’s a good guy.”

      “I’m sure he is. I’m just . . . frustrated.” Rory joins me on the rail and leans against it, her feminine scent making its way to my nose, making me feel drunk on her instead of on the little beer I’ve had. “Why are men so frustrating?”

      She turns toward me, looking for an answer.

      Joking, I say, “Hey, I’m easy. Don’t lump me in with Colby.”

      I’m really easy. All Rory has to do is give me one look and I’ll be hers for the night. Easily. Hell, not just for the night. I’ve talked to her for less than five minutes in total, and yet my want for her is something enormous.

      But she doesn’t give me the green light. Instead, she turns away and crosses her arms over her chest. “There is no way I’m going to be able to get over tonight with the way he left things.” She huffs out a frustrated breath and bites her bottom lip.

      Fuck, this girl. Colby's an idiot for walking away from her, leaving her at this party for any other guy to hit on. I know why he did, but she's . . . unique. I've never felt such instant attraction, and I know Colby is feeling the same. He deserves her, dickhead. And, if I'm really honest, she wants Colby, so that should be enough of a reason to keep my distance. If I want to spend time with her, it will happen in only one way. When she’s Colby's. Eventually.

      I might shoot myself in the head after this, but bro-code and all.  “Want me to set up a gathering so you can talk to him?”

      Rory whips to my side, disbelief in her eyes. “You would do that?”

      I shrug my shoulders casually. “Yeah, why not? We can all go bowling or some shit like that. I won’t tell him you’re coming, and you and Ryan can just show up. That sound good?”

      “Oh my God, that would be amazing.” Rory reaches up and pulls me into a hug, squeezing me tight.

      And fuck, does my heart hammer into my throat, making it impossible to breathe.

      Briefly, I shut my eyes, taking in the way she feels against my body. I memorize her smell. I revel in her small hands pressing against my back. I marvel at the way she can make me feel like such a powerful man with such a tiny hug.

      I take my time letting go, not wanting to see her leave my arms, but also knowing if I linger too long, my urge to keep her there might be too damn obvious.

      Colby doesn’t want any distractions, and I know him. He might want her, but I doubt he’ll actually pursue her. Not this close to the end of school. Not this close to achieving his dreams.

      He’s not a man who can have dual priorities. Unlike me.

      I won’t encroach, and I’ll still encourage my boy to find some joy in Rory. God knows he deserves someone who brings life to his battered soul. If they work out and it sticks, he’ll be better off. I know that even now. And I’ll deal. I’ll experience every moment knowing I wouldn’t have it otherwise. If not . . . I’ll wait.

      I already believe it’s worth it.

      That she is worth it.
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        Over a year later, a month after graduation . . .

      

      

      “Hey man.” A strong hand grips my shoulder, squeezing it tightly before pulling away. “At it again, huh?” He takes a seat next to me, gathering the attention of the bartender with a nod and then pointing to the tumbler in front of me.

      “Every. Damn. Night,” I slur out, staring at my almost-empty drink. Where else should I be? No one gives two fucks. “What are you doing here?”

      “Mom was worried about you.”

      I scoff. “Please, she’s worried about her car I borrowed. Tell her not to worry, I’ll take an Uber.”

      My mom has lost the ability to care about her children, and all she cares about are her possessions. It’s why I acted like a petulant child and took her car tonight. I’m a fucking graduate from the United States Air Force Academy and yet, I act like I’m still eighteen, rebelling like a little punk.

      Rebelling and drinking.

      So much drinking.

      Trying to forget.

      Needing to forget.

      It’s what happens when you don’t move forward in your life, when everyone else around you is living their dreams.

      “No, she’s worried about you,” Shane, my brother says, taking the drink from the bartender and pulling a little gulp from the glass. “This is the fifth night in a row that you’ve come here and this is the fifth night in a row you’re not going to be able to drive home.”

      I shrug. “I don’t mind sleeping in the car.”

      “Stryder, come on. It can’t be that bad.”

      His comment makes me straight up laugh out loud, throwing my head back, the sound so fake in my ears. “Not that bad?” I swirl the amber liquid in my glass around a few times before continuing. “You can’t say that unless you’re in my position. You have no fucking clue how bad it is for me.” I down the rest of my drink and signal the bartender for another. “He didn’t even come to my graduation,” I sputter out. Hatred for my father is now beyond consuming. I can’t think about him without becoming enraged. He didn’t fucking come. Too ashamed. Bastard.

      “He was upset.”

      He was upset. Fuck that shit. I’m his goddamn son, and he didn’t have the decency to show up to my graduation. No one did. I stood there, on the football field, empty as a fucking shell as everyone else around me had someone cheering them on, supporting them.

      I had no one.

      I have no one.

      I point toward the end of the bar, swaying. Catching myself before falling off the bar stool, I say, “If you’re going to defend his actions, then you can get the fuck away from me.”

      He sighs heavily. “I’m just saying he was upset. Everyone in the family has become a fighter pilot, Stryder.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” I yell, pointing at my chest, drawing unwanted attention my way from others in the bar. “Believe me, I know more than anyone how I’m the one and only Sheppard boy who didn’t make flight school. I think about it every damn day, especially when I’m performing my shitty job instead of learning how to fly a goddamn plane.” I push my hand through my wet hair, sweaty from the alcohol I’ve consumed.

      It’s routine now. Wake up, work out, go to work, leave work, drink until I can forget, until I feel so incredibly numb that making my way back to my parents’ house doesn’t feel as painful as it usually is.

      Since Shane is in town right now, he’s been my driver for the past few nights. I’m beginning to think he doesn’t mind making the trip. That or he enjoys badgering me just like my father.

      It might be the second reason.

      “Dude, you’re going to have to get over this at some point. You know that, right?”

      I point to my chest. “Me? Get over it? Fuck, man, I wish I could get over it. I’m begging to get over it, but Dad won’t allow that. He reminds me daily what a huge disappointment I am to him.”

      It’s daily. Every time I’m in the same room as him. He sneers, he makes a rude remark; he tells me what a waste of breath I am. The only reason I’m still living under his roof is because I have no other place to go.

      “Maybe you need to move out.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. But Dad won’t let me live with the scrubs on base despite how much he hates me, and because apartments are so damn expensive, I can’t make it work. Not going to happen.”

      “What about friends? Can you crash with them for a while? At least give you and Dad some distance?”

      “Hardie and Joey are both in fucking flight school. So is Colby, who I haven’t talked to since graduation. High school friends are doing their own thing.” I shake my head. I have no one. I was once the life of every party. The auto-invite friend. The guy who was never left alone. But now? No one gives a fuck. I’m the loser who didn’t make it into flight school. Just as my dad reminds me. I have no one.

      “Not even an old girlfriend or fling?”

      Like a fling would really let me . . .

      Unless . . .

      She’s not a fling, but would she let me stay with her?

      Hmm . . .

      “What’s that look mean?” Shane asks as I pull my phone from my pocket.

      “I think I know someone who would take me in.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nod and start typing away, hoping it’s not too late to ask her.

      I down the rest of my drink and order another one, grateful for the weekend coming up tomorrow, because I have at least five more drinks waiting for me, calling my name. Not blacking out isn’t an option. I need to forget everything, and thank fuck, Shane is already here to pick me up off the floor. And I won’t feel fucking guilty about that. Bottoms up!
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        * * *

      

      “Stryder?”

      Yup, I know that familiar voice.

      Turning on my bar stool, losing my balance and falling into Shane, I laugh, trying to focus on the two figures in front of me; one blonde and one brunette.

      Brunette?

      I don’t remember ordering up a brunette.

      I bring my attention to the blonde silhouette and plaster on a very drunk smile while opening up my arms.

      “Ryyyyyan,” I slur, swaying back and forth and lunging forward, into her arms.

      With an ooompf, she catches me, my chest pressing into hers, my cheek to hers.

      I hadn’t spoken to her since a few days after we went bowling during Thanksgiving break, but then I ran into her at the grocery store last week. She was headed to a party and invited me to tag along. With nothing better to do, I joined her. We spent the night drinking and joking around while playing cards. Totally innocent.

      Exactly what I needed at the time.

      And hopefully, now it’ll be the same.

      But hell, I didn’t expect her to bring a friend.

      “Who’s your friend?” I ask, sinking into her embrace.

      Swatting me away, she says, “You know Rory, you idiot.”

      Rory?

      Standing tall, eyes blinking rapidly, I try to focus on the individual standing a few feet away.

      Brown hair.

      Green eyes.

      Heart-shaped lips.

      Fuck . . . how could I not recognize her? Maybe because I’ve downed five glasses of scotch and can’t tell my shoe from my ass at this point.

      When was the last time I saw her? At the hangar, when she jumped for the first time? That fucking day, the joy she exuded, the concern she had for me . . . it about ripped me apart. I couldn’t reach over and take her as mine, kiss that worry off her face, the worry she had for me. Because she wasn’t fucking mine.

      Months later, she still has the same effect on me. Hell, she still haunts me every damn day.

      How could she not? How could I not dream of those eyes? I’ve been mesmerized by them since the very first night I met her.

      I’ve worked so damn hard over the last year trying to get her out of my head, trying to fuck my way through Colorado Springs, making every attempt to forget about her.

      And with every sad and pathetic fuck, I felt more and more empty. I had to rely on the little moments I had with her to fill me back up. Fucking pathetic. Can’t fly. Can’t fuck.

      Focusing on her, or trying to . . . because everything is so damn blurry, I say, “Rory, the dream crusher. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, or heard about you for that matter. How’s your life? Still devastating Colby?”

      I don’t know why the words fell out of my mouth—besides the obvious liquor. It’s probably because I want to keep her at an arm’s length. It’s what I’ve done from the very beginning. I refused to be cut to the core every time I saw her.

      “Stryder,” Ryan says. Oh crap. She sounds mad.

      “What?” I lean into Ryan’s grasp, afraid I might topple over if I don’t hold on to something.

      She pinches my side and points at Rory. “Apologize. That was really mean.”

      Sighing, I turn to Rory, who from what I can see looks horrified, but I can’t be too sure, because I refuse to look her in the eyes. Reaching out, I grip her by the shoulders and lean my forehead against hers where I take a deep breath, her signature scent hitting me straight in the gut, reminding me of just how much this girl still affects me. How much I still so desperately want her.

      “Rory.” I sway back and forth. “I want to tell you something.”

      I love you.

      I wish you were mine.

      I hate myself for letting Colby take you.

      I fucking saw you first.

      Be with me.

      She grips my waist, her hands burning my sides, igniting a dangerous fire inside me. “What, Stryder?” She finally opens her mouth, her voice soft and understanding. Irritation long gone. But that’s how she is—so goddamn understanding. All the time.

      Sighing, I grip her cheeks with my hands and say on an exhale, “You look nice tonight.”

      Nice doesn’t even compare to what I’m really thinking. She looks breathtakingly beautiful. She always does. Colby was obsessed with her lips, especially when she wore red lipstick, but that’s not what draws my attention. It’s the little freckles splattered across her nose that I want to connect. The light grey outline that circles her irises. Or the way occasionally, a strand of hair falls over her forehead inviting her slender fingers to push it to the side.

      Eyes cast toward Ryan, she speaks past my clutched hands, cheeks still smushed by my hands. “I think he’s drunk.”

      “Uh yeah, he’s seriously drunk.” Grumbling, Ryan pulls me away from Rory and says, “Let’s get going.” She pulls on my hand, but I don’t budge.

      “Hold on, I need to ask you something.” I lean back against the bar and take a look at my brother. Oh yeah. He’s here too. “Oh, Ryan, Rory. This is Shane, my brother.”

      Shane lifts his hand in greeting and then takes another shot while handing me one. I go to throw it back, but Ryan stops me, stealing the shot glass from my hand. “I think you’re done.”

      “But I’m thirsty.”

      “You’re done,” Ryan says more sternly. “Come on, let’s get you back to your house.” She pulls on my arm again, but I don’t move. Again.

      “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      “Yeah, you have to listen to him, Rihanna,” Shane says next to me, almost seeming more drunk than me.

      “It’s Ryan,” she says.

      Giving her a once-over, he licks his lips and tilts his glass in her direction. “Sure it is.”

      Growing more irritated, Ryan says, “You can either come with me, or you can stay here, but I’m leaving.”

      Ryan turns away, pulling Rory with her, but I catch Rory’s hand before she can be dragged away. Her head whips toward me, her beautiful brown hair floating over her shoulders. I link my fingers through hers, taking a second to memorize what her hand feels like in mine before those green eyes of hers connect with mine. “I need help,” I say before I can stop myself.

      When her expression softens, I fucking lose it. My stomachs flips in all different directions, my skin breaks out in a light sweat, and once again, I become incredibly angry that I never gave myself a chance to be with her.

      So much fucking regret. I gave up my chance for what?

      For nothing.

      Colby and Rory aren’t together anymore, and I haven’t talked to Colby since graduation night. I can’t to talk to him. I’m a jealous fuck. He’s flying and I’m grounded. Or maybe it’s because every time I think about talking to him, I’m tempted to tell him about my feelings for Rory.

      That I want his girl.

      Stepping away from Ryan, Rory brings me to a stool and motions for me to sit. I listen to her. I always listen to her.

      “What’s going on, Stryder? Is everything okay?” So goddamn sweet. It’s why Colby loved her.

      It’s why I’m in love with her.

      I shake my head, running my hands through my hair, deflated. “I have to get out of my house.” Ryan comes up next to me and rubs my back, favoring my vulnerability over my drunken idiocy. “I can’t fucking live there anymore.”

      “Our dad is a tyrant,” Shane adds. “Fucking hates Stryder.”

      And there is the truth I’ve been trying to avoid.

      A look passes between Rory and Ryan, unsaid words being sent back and forth. “Uh, you can sleep on my couch if you like,” Rory offers, sending my brain into a tailspin. “It’s really small, but you’re welcome to stay there.”

      Staying at Rory’s place never even crossed my mind and the mere thought of it has my heart pounding at a rapid pace.

      Stepping in, Ryan says, “He can stay with me. I have the pull-out mattress in my couch and a little bit more extra space than you do.” I knew Ryan had a little bit more space, so that’s closer to what I was thinking.

      Staying with Rory wouldn’t work. I would want to spend every night in her bed, making love to her, burying myself so deep inside of her, trying to make her forget Colby ever existed.

      Holding my hands up, I say, “Just direct me which way to go. Anywhere but my dad’s house.” Standing from the stool, I pull the keys from my pocket and hold them up between the girls. “Someone is going to have to drive my mom’s car though.”

      Smirking, Rory snags the keys and says, “I’ll do it.”
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      Oh.

      Fuck.

      I can barely lift my head.

      Hell, I can barely lift my body.

      Strewn out across a very unfamiliar mattress with a bar pressing into my stomach, shirt nowhere to be found, I check all my limbs to make sure they have feeling.

      Toes and fingers are wiggling, so I’m not dead.

      Slowly, I open my left eye and peer over the space in which I’m lying.

      Purple couch. Colorful pillows. White entertainment center. I know this place.

      But from where?

      “Good morning.” Smooth, sexy voice.

      Ryan.

      Rolling to my side, carefully, the sheet falling across my bare chest, I spot Ryan, sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing a light pink camisole and tiny matching shorts.

      No bra.

      There’s no denying it; she’s hot as fuck. I might be in love with her best friend, but I can admit Ryan is gorgeous.

      Her bright blonde hair is wild with waves, sticking out on all ends, her face devoid of makeup showcasing her natural beauty, and her little hands are wrapped around a cup of coffee I so desperately want to steal from her.

      “Hey,” I croak out, my voice deep and rough. I nod at her coffee cup. “Can I have a sip?”

      She hands me the cup, and I take a giant gulp, willing the caffeine to wake me up. Five nights in a fucking row of blackout drinking is finally catching up to me. I feel like a dead carcass on the side of the road.

      Eyeing Ryan from over the cup of coffee, I say, “Do you always wear those kind of pajamas?”

      Smiling, she shakes her head and stands from the edge of the bed, heading to the kitchen, her small ass swaying from side to side, the shorts she’s wearing slung low on her hips, revealing a small patch of her tan skin. “Just be happy I’m wearing something. Usually there are no clothes involved when I go to bed.”

      That doesn’t surprise me. Ryan is free-spirited. Optional clothing sounds like a motto she’d live by.

      Sitting tall, I prop my legs up and drape my arms over my knees, coffee in hand. “Does that mean we’re going to have naked sleepovers?” When I say the words, they don’t come out right. I wince and try to recover. “I mean, you sleep in your room, I sleep here, we’re naked but not touching.”

      Smooth.

      I need more fucking coffee.

      She pours a cup of coffee from the kitchen and says, “Naked but not touching. Never heard that offer before.”

      “It’s what all the hipsters are doing. Orgasms by staring at each other.”

      Smiling as she walks toward me, cup halfway to her mouth, she says, “I don’t want to witness that. Some people’s O-faces are horrendous.”

      “Have some real woof-bags while banging?” I ask, chuckling to myself, thinking back to some memorable O-faces I’ve seen in the past.

      She shakes her head and sits on the bed. “Yeah . . . unfortunately.”

      I’m about to ask her who—maybe I would know them—when the door opens up a crack and Rory sticks her head through, looking innocent and concerned.

      Whispering, she asks, “Is everyone awake?”

      “Yup,” Ryan calls out, moving away from me and toward the door.

      Rory walks into the apartment freshly showered and looking like a goddamn angel floating across the room in her white T-shirt and simple jeans. She’s not overtly sexy like Ryan is, because she has a more girl-next-door charm and a smile that would make any man weak in the knees, myself included. Is there a time in the day when she doesn’t look so gorgeous?

      When she takes me in, her eyes quickly flash over my bare torso, eating me up for a beat too long. I fucking love it. Her gaze warms me to my core and shamelessly, I lean back on the bed giving her a better view, coffee still in hand. Stare all you want, Rory. Get an eyeful.

      “Good morning, Stryder.” She takes a seat across from me, placing her purse on her lap and looking shy but also concerned.

      “What’s up, Rory?” I tip my coffee cup in her direction then take a sip.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I shrug. “Fine. What about you?”

      It’s obvious I’m trying to act like nothing happened, like I wasn’t embarrassingly drunk off my ass last night or like these two girls I’ve spent no more than a few outings with didn’t have to rescue me. I think anyone else would take the same approach.

      “Fine?” Her brow creases, calling me out on my bullshit with a little scrunch of her nose. “You were really drunk last night, Stryder.”

      Yup, and right about now, I’m starting to really feel the effects of it.

      Head pounding.

      Stomach rolling.

      A light sweat breaking out on my skin.

      The truth is, I’m not doing fine at all, but I’ll be damned if I don’t at least try to act like everything is fan-fucking-tastic in my life.

      “I had a few drinks. Nothing to worry about.”

      Ryan steps up, pushing her hair out of her face as she sits next to Rory. “You also had ‘a few drinks’ last weekend when we were at that party. I had to practically carry you into my apartment.”

      “That was me making sure you got your workout in for the day.” I plaster a huge smile on my face but neither of them accepts it. Given their contemplative expressions, I know they can see right through me.

      Exchanging glances, they telepathically tell each other something only to turn back to me, a warning in their eyes. Here we go . . .

      “Stryder, I’m worried. It seems like you’re drinking a lot. Your brother mentioned it when we were getting you in the car last night,” Rory says.

      Sipping my coffee, I keep my face expressionless. “Nothing you two need to worry about.” I set my coffee on the side table and stand from the bed, thankful my jeans from last night are still on. Stretching my arms above my head, brain pounding, I say, “I should get going. My mom is probably wondering where I took her car and why I left her with mine.” I look down the hallway and gesture with my thumb. “Bathroom down the hall?”

      “You know where it is, Stryder.” Ryan rolls her eyes. “And you’re not going to use it until you tell us what’s going on.”

      “Nothing is going on. But I’ll tell you this, if I don’t use your bathroom soon, I’m going to be peeing all over your floor, and I’m pretty sure you won’t like that.” Taking off without another word, I make it to the bathroom and relieve myself, eyes closed, my mind spinning.

      Shit, I don’t feel good.

      They are right to be concerned.

      Hell, I’m concerned.

      I know I’m plunging headfirst without a parachute into a downward spiral. Every day I wake up full of self-loathing. Every day I go to a job I hate, a job I never thought I’d ever have. And every day, I go home to a father who won’t spare me a glance because I’m so repulsive to him, a failure not worth his time anymore.

      And it’s not even my fucking fault.

      I know it’s not.

      It can’t be.

      I did everything I had to. I might have fucked around a little, but I still pulled good grades, did all the extracurricular activities needed, and I was damn good at flying and landing the glider. Right up there with Colby, who was top of most classes.

      From day one, I noticed some of the officers sneering at me, and it wasn't until the final year I had a clue why. Of course, by then, it was too late. Excellent grades had been obtained. Hours had been accumulated skydiving. Glider experience had been executed. Every fucking drill mastered. But it wasn't fucking enough. Turns out, my dad was an asshole. Not exactly new news . . . Or rather, my father had believed that fucking other men's wives when they were serving overseas was perfectly acceptable. Yeah. Great example. It's the only thing I can think of that could have guaranteed my non-acceptance into flight school. And he’s the one who can't look at me.

      And now I pay the consequences for his actions. They shamed him by shaming me. They used me as a fucking pawn in their political game and the life I thought I would have, the life I never knew I actually wanted, is no longer available.

      And that’s a painful realization to have to swallow.

      That I’ve missed my mark.

      And sure, I could reapply to flight school. Every year, I have a shot, but every year I don’t make it my chances of not getting in increase tenfold. So if I didn’t get in while attending the Academy, there is a slim chance in hell I’ll get in next year.

      I’m a fucking officer in the US Air Force. Air Fields Command Officer. Big fucking whoop. I ensure the safe takeoff and landing of aircraft. It’s goddamn torture.

      I flush, zip up, and wash my hands, sparing a look in the mirror. I don’t need to take in my appearance. I know what I’ll see. It’s the face of a bitter and disappointed man with nothing but a memory of gliding through the sky to live on.

      I dry my hands, the softness of the hanging towel doing nothing for my bitter mood. And when I open the bathroom door, I come face to face with a very concerned Rory.

      It’s the same look me she gave me when we were in the locker room of the private airport where we went skydiving. At the time, she was Colby’s, and she was concerned for his friend . . . the friend he was worried about.

      Now, I wonder where she stands. Is she still concerned because I’m Colby’s friend, or because she believes we’re friends?

      Does she feel a sense of responsibility to make sure I’m okay?

      “Can we talk?” she asks carefully.

      I press my arms against the doorframe, my chest stretching past the threshold, my grip strong, my muscles rippling. I’m fascinated as I watch Rory quickly glance up and down my abdomen, taking in my six-pack and then traveling up to my well-defined pecs. At least I haven’t let my body go. I might be weak emotionally, but I won’t allow my physical strength to fail me too.

      She is not very subtle when it comes to checking me out.

      And I really don’t mind. It gives me a sense of pride that she can see me as something more than Colby’s friend, as a man. Although, I don’t like the guilty look on her face. She still loves Colby . . .

      “I’m all ears.”

      She takes a quick look around and then says, “Can we sit in the living room?”

      I shrug and head out to the living room where I strip the blankets from the pullout mattress and fold it up, replacing the cushions so there’s a place to sit. I gesture for her to sit just as Ryan comes into the room, wearing something a little less revealing.

      Did Rory tell her to put something else on? If so, what the hell does that mean?

      Taking my coffee in hand again, I sit on the end of the couch and take a sip, waiting for Rory to do her thing. The concerned talk she gives everyone because that’s the type of kind and caring person she is.

      Lifting her eyes to mine, the green cutting right through my brick and mortar façade, she says, “Your dad is a dick.”

      Well . . . I wasn’t expecting for her to say that.

      I wasn’t expecting it so much that it pulls a laugh from the pit of my stomach, a laugh I haven’t heard in months.

      “I’m serious, Stryder. He is.”

      Still chuckling, I say, “Well, I’m not going to argue with you on that. He is a dick. I’m just surprised you started this conversation with that.”

      “Well, isn’t that where all this stems from? Your dad? I can’t imagine what it must feel like to have to live with him on a daily basis.”

      “It’s fun,” I say sarcastically while taking a sip of my coffee.

      “I’m sure.” Taking a deep breath, she gives Ryan a quick glance, and Ryan nods. “That’s why we’re going to help you out until you find an affordable place here. You can bounce back and forth between Ryan’s place and mine. No offense,” Rory chuckles, “but neither of us thinks we could live with you full-time. So we’re going to switch back and forth. When you’re at my place, you’ll have it to yourself, because I’ll stay with my parents on those days. And when you’re here, you’ll have the couch.”

      “Nah, that’s okay.” I shake my head, even though my veins are burning, yearning to know what it would be like to sleep in Rory’s bed. “You girls don’t have to do that. I’ll figure it out.”

      Ryan crosses her arms over her chest, ready to lay into me. I can easily tell who’s the good cop and who’s the bad cop in their friendship. “Oh, you’ll figure it out?” Ryan sarcastically gives me a thumbs-up—fucking sassy woman. “Just like you’ve been figuring it out recently, head stuck in a bottle of scotch? That seems smart.”

      “Seems to be working.” I smirk, causing both women to growl with anger.

      Okay, maybe I underestimated them.

      “Stryder, we’re serious.” Rory pins me, those eyes splitting me in half, opening my wounds back up. “From the looks of it, you’re hurting and need help. We care about you, Stryder, and there has to be a reason you called us.”

      “I called Ryan, not you, Rory,” I respond, ruffling my hair, looking around for my shirt. I’m not in the mood for this conversation, especially with Rory. I can see in her eyes that she feels bad for me, and I fucking hate that. Out of everyone in this fucking world, she’s the last person I want sympathy from.

      I don’t want her to see me as the pathetic loser I feel like. I want her to see me as confident, like I’m on top of my game, but I’m not there. Not even close.

      Finding my shirt on the floor next to the couch, I pull it over my head and gather my things, stuffing my phone and wallet in my pockets. “I have to go.”

      “Why did you call?” Ryan asks, stopping me on my path out the front door. Her hand presses against my chest. “Why did you call me?”

      “Let me by, Ryan.”

      She shakes her head. Persistent. “Why did you call?”

      “Because I was drunk off my ass.”

      Shaking her head again, she nudges me backward. “That’s not why you called. Why did you need our help, Stryder?”

      Gritting my teeth together, I see Rory stand to the side, keeping her distance but letting me know she’s still very much involved in this conversation despite the small jab I made at her. “Ryan . . .”

      “Just answer the damn question, Stryder.”

      “Christ.” I throw my arms in the air and turn away from them both, my hand on my forehead. “Maybe because I have no one else I could call. Maybe because I don’t have any friends left here. Maybe because my family wants nothing to do with me. I’m fucking alone with nothing to live for right now.” I shake my head, the humiliation of the truth choking me, turning my embarrassment into pure mortification. Rory must think I’m such a fucking loser. “You two are the only ones I know who are still in the Springs. Okay?”

      Silence falls behind me.

      What I wouldn’t give to see their faces right now, to see what they’re thinking.

      No, scratch that. I’m almost positive I know what they’re thinking, and if I wasn’t so damn desperate to get out of my parents’ house, I would walk out of this apartment, knowing—and hating—that they both feel sorry for me.

      But I can’t.

      I need out.

      I need the chance to at least catch my breath for a second without the harsh reality beating down on me every day that I am a massive disappointment to my father. Every Sheppard really.

      So I wait.

      I wait until a small hand presses against my back and without turning around, I know it’s Rory. Her signature female scent floats around me, wrapping me in a proverbial hug.

      “Then let us help you. We can work out a schedule, Stryder. Just let us help you get out of your dad’s house for now and then we’ll go from there.”

      I fucking hate that I have to rely on them, that this is what my life has come to. I should be taking care of Rory, but she has to take care of me.

      As an Air Force Academy graduate, my job is to protect and serve. Right now, I’m itching for another drink, because to rely on two practically strangers for a fucking place to sleep is degrading. Such a fuck-up. Where has the boy who was voted most likely to succeed gone?

      “Okay.” The word falls out of my mouth strained and rough.

      I hate this.

      I hate myself.

      I need this.

      I need Rory.

      I don’t want to need anybody.
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        RORY

      

      

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Can you get him under control please?”

      “Why is he hitting himself?”

      “He’s so loud, Mommy.”

      “Ma’am, we’re going to need you to leave, the customers are getting scared.”

      I count to ten before addressing who I can only imagine is the store manager behind me. Eyes squeeze shut, deep breath in, deep breath out.

      Hand still on Bryan who’s cradled in the corner by the lawn furniture in the department store, I turn my head to the man behind me holding a walkie talkie. “Hi, my name is Rory and this is my brother Bryan.”

      “We’re going to need you to leave.”

      I nod, keeping my calm. It’s not the first time I’ve had to deal with ignorant human beings. Unfortunately. “I can understand your concern for your store and customers, but please have an open heart when I tell you my brother has autism and is currently having a moment I need to help him work through. I would love to get him out of your store as quickly as possible but it’s not as easy as it seems. I need him to feel safe and comfortable first and having you raise your voice in our direction is not helping.”

      The man’s face begins to soften and deep down I hope that not only does he feel like shit for being so harsh, but that he also learns a lesson. As a stranger, you never know who you’re talking to or their background, so you should always approach with sensitivity. This man didn’t get the memo.

      “If you don’t mind helping me, could you clear out some of the onlookers so I can talk to my brother privately? That would be incredibly helpful.”

      “Uh, sure.” He looks down at Bryan who is rocking back and forth, his ears covered. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Just traffic control. Thank you.”

      Turning back to Bryan, I squat down to his level and lightly rub my thumb over his knee cap, a spot that I know soothes him.

      Mom and dad are out on a date and I offered to watch Bryan. Being ambitious, I thought it would be fun to pick up a new ball for our bounce game and some frozen pizza.

      Apparently, that was a bad idea.

      Then again, the way I see it, you never know until you try. It’s a setback but not a game changer, especially since Bryan is easily starting to calm down this go around.

      “Hey bud, are you feeling better? I have my headphones in my purse, do you want to listen to some CCR?” He nods, still rocking but not as violently. “Okay, let me grab them.”

      Keeping my thumb on his knee, continuing to rub his skin soothingly, I maneuver my purse down my shoulder and dig my hand through the contents easily connecting with my phone and the earphones. One-handed, I plug in the earphones, untangle them, and open up my Spotify app, going to Bryan’s list I have downloaded specifically for moments like this.

      “Would you like me to put the earphones on for you?”

      He nods.

      Carefully, I remove my hand from his knee, hold my breath to see if he will regress but when he waits patiently, I quickly pick up the headphones and drape them over his ears, CCR already playing.

      Letting out a long breath, I watch as Bryan starts to relax, his knees unfold, and his hands clutch onto my phone. He’s coming out of it.

      I drop to my butt, cradle my head in my hand for a second to catch my breath. Sweat pools on my back, my adrenaline starting to fade. Christ.

      Just another normal day for me.

      Despite all of the stares, the whispers, the judgement, I still love my brother with everything in me. He brings me joy with his smile and his goofy personality. He might be difficult at times and he might put me in situations where all I want to do is crawl under a blanket and hide from the world, but he’s my big brother and I would do anything for him.

      Anything.

      I give him a few minutes before I attempt to get him off the ground. Thankfully, he follows with ease, head kept down as we make our way out of the store. The manager apologizes profusely as we walk away and because I’m more about teaching others about autism, I’m not a dick and blow him off. I educate him instead, hoping that in the future, he shows more compassion.

      My parents will not be hearing about this. No way in hell. This will be my little secret with Bryan because I don’t want my parents to limit the alone time I have with him. I handled his meltdown and now we’re moving on.

      I’ll be ordering pizza for dinner instead, might have been the smarter choice in the long run, but hey, I’m proud of us for trying. I’m proud of us for getting through that together.

      This is why I’m here. For Bryan. I might have sacrificed a lot for him but I wouldn’t change my decisions. Bryan needs me, if anything, that was confirmed today.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Mom,” I say into the phone that’s pressed between my shoulder and cheek as I open the door to my apartment.

      “Honey, how are you?”

      “Doing all right.” I shut the door behind me, plop my mail on my bed, and set down my bag. Exhausted from a long day of classes and massage clients, I lay down next to the mail, body spread out, letting my muscles scream and yell at me for the overuse.

      Working.

      It’s what I’ve been doing to occupy my time. I’ve been picking up extra appointments and classes whenever I get a chance. I’m not desperate for the money, but I am trying to keep my mind off things.

      It’s been about two months since I said goodbye to Colby, since I said goodbye to the possibility of a long-term relationship with him. I realized I wasn’t cut out for that if it meant years of separation. I wasn’t wrong when I told him I never should have pursued him. I should have left him alone. I had loved him. How could I not? He is an incredible man, valiant, a warrior who deserves to reach every dream he ever wanted. I hated the look of agony I saw in his eyes when I said that his future was filled with so much promise, but to stay with me, he'd only achieve average. It broke my heart when he thought it was about worth, that I didn't see worth in us.

      No, because I loved him, I had to ensure he accomplished everything he had risen above so much to achieve.

      I know I did the right thing. I have missed him . . . so much at times. It makes me wonder if part of the reason I loved him so much was because he needed me. Like Bryan. Like my parents.

      I like to be needed. Was that why I couldn't bear to be separated? Because I couldn't love him and care for him daily, and to me, that wasn't enough?

      Maybe. What I am convinced of though is that I acted selfishly when I pursued him knowing that he might be accepted into flight school and we’d be apart. Now? I'm proud of myself for setting him free, because I know that Colby is exactly where he needs to be, in the cockpit, flying among the clouds.

      But that doesn’t mean I don’t think about him, crave him at times, it’s the reason I still keep busy, because I don’t ever want to have enough downtime to regret my actions.

      It’s why I’ve picked up more responsibilities as a volunteer with Special Olympics. Always stay busy, that’s my motto.

      “I’m exhausted. I had four massage clients and four workout classes, the first starting at five-thirty.”

      “Rory, that seems like a lot. I don’t want you to make yourself sick. Too much could be hurtful to your health.”

      Inwardly I roll my eyes. “My health is completely fine, Mom.”

      “If you’re not careful, you could pass out from exhaustion, keel over without warning. Maybe bleed internally from too much stress.”

      I rub my forehead with my spare hand, telling myself to count to ten before I lash out on my mom. It’s not her fault she’s been overly worried since I broke up with Colby. She was devastated, and told me I was making a huge mistake, but she didn’t know all the details. She didn’t know that I was staying behind for them, for Bryan. If she’d known that, she’d have forced me to leave.

      And I can’t. I can’t ever leave. Not because I’m stubborn and scared, but because I truly believe Bryan needs me, that I’m the one person who can help soothe him, and I don’t think he’ll understand why I’m not there for him.

      It’s a sacrifice I’m making, but one I would make a thousand times over.

      “Mom, I’m fine, and before you ask, yes, I’m taking my vitamins, I’m eating regularly, and I’m consuming copious amounts of water.”

      “Is your pee clear?”

      “Yes, Mother,” I drag out on a long sigh.

      I think I might have to reconsider this whole staying with my parents thing when Stryder is in my apartment. My mom is going to be a helicopter mom, constantly overseeing everything I do.

      “Your annoyed voice isn’t doing anything for me,” my mom teases.

      “Well, your nagging is doing nothing for me either, so looks like we’re even.”

      She chuckles. I know it’s all in love, the nagging, but at twenty-one, I’m over it.

      “So what’s on your mind? You asked if we could talk.”

      “Yeah, so do you remember Colby’s friend, Stryder?”

      “Hmm . . .” She pauses. “Was he the tall one with striking blue eyes? A bit of a cutie from what I remember.”

      Well, that’s one way to describe him. It would be creepy if my mom thought he was hot, I guess. Which, he is. Incredibly.

      “Yes.”

      “How’s he doing? He’s the one that didn’t get into flight school, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      "Poor kid. Is he doing okay?"

      “Ehh, not so much. Not to get into too much detail, but his dad is making his life miserable at home. I saw him last night, completely drunk and in a dark place. He asked for help, to get him out of his house. Ryan and I talked about it and offered up our places.”

      There is silence and I wince, knowing what’s probably going through my mom’s head.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea? This is Colby’s best friend, right?”

      “Yes. But it’s nothing romantic or anything. He just . . .” I sigh. “He really needs help, Mom. Given we both have small apartments, we thought we would trade back and forth, and that way we have some time to ourselves too. So he’ll stay with Ryan for a few days, and then he’ll stay at my place. On those nights, I was wondering if it was okay if I stayed with you guys?”

      More silence.

      Uh-oh.

      I think I’m in for a lecture.

      “Rory,” she finally says. “You know I love your helping heart and your passionate soul, but I really don’t think that’s a good idea. Not just for you, but for Bryan. It took us a while to get him used to you not living with us anymore. I don’t want to confuse him.”

      And that makes me feel like a giant ass. She’s right, Bryan would be confused and I don’t want that. Even if I can’t see another way to make this work for Stryder, I can’t put that on my parents. I stayed—finished things with Colby—to care for Bryan.

      “That makes so much sense.” I’m a little embarrassed I didn’t even think about it that way.

      “I love that you want to help him out, honey, but I really think you should let him figure this out on his own. Offering your apartment isn’t the solution. Maybe he needs to have a long chat with his dad.”

      I roll my eyes at that one. From all the stories I’ve heard about Stryder’s dad, “chatting” wouldn’t cause him to relent. What did Stryder say about him at Thanksgiving? “My father is single-minded when it comes to my future. I’ll only be a true Sheppard once I become a fighter pilot. So, that’s what I’ll do.” God, no wonder Stryder is so miserable.

      But instead of arguing with my mother, I say, “Yeah, maybe.” Sitting up, I flip through my mail. “Maybe Ryan can at least help him out for a bit.”

      “Didn’t they have a fling?” my mom asks, always ready for some gossip.

      “No, Stryder never made a move on her. Even when he was drunk. I don’t know. It’s weird. I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t make a move on Ryan.”

      “Maybe . . . he’s gay,” she whispers.

      Cue the giant eye-roll. “You don’t have to whisper the word ‘gay,’ Mom. And he’s not gay.” No, that man is not gay. How many nights did we see him with yet another hookup?

      Ugh, why so much junk mail? Such a waste of trees.

      “Well, you never know.” My fingers fall on a familiar envelope as my mom continues to say, “The most attractive men are usually gay. Look at Bradley Cooper, he’s beyond attractive.”

      My heart falls in my chest, the familiar feel of the paper beneath my fingers. Not even paying attention, I say, “Bradley Cooper isn’t gay.”

      “Are you sure? Because that’s what your dad said.”

      “Because he doesn’t want you lusting after other men.” When I take in the return address, my stomach flips. “Hey Mom. I have to go.”

      “Oh okay, honey. Call me if you need anything. I’ll be having a little chat with your father.”

      I hang up without saying bye, tossing the phone to the side.

      Holding the envelope up, I examine the familiar handwriting, sharp and precise, written in black, crisp ink. There are a few under my bed in a shoebox just like it, opened and read once. Only once.

      But they’ve been read, because not long ago, his letters were what I eagerly waited for. Yearned for. Answered just as eagerly.

      But these letters? I can’t return, can’t respond to them. To do so would give him false sense of hope. And that would be thoughtless and cruel, something he doesn’t deserve. Ever.

      I flip the envelope over in my hands, pressing my fingers along the seal, the seal that his tongue ran across, the same tongue that was dragged up and down my body.

      I wonder when he’ll stop writing.

      I wonder when he’ll stop caring.

      I wonder when he’ll understand that what happened between us is truly over.

      And even though I know I should never open this letter, that I should have tucked them away somewhere to never be read, I can’t.

      I still give them my full attention, because despite my resolve to keep him at a distance, I want to know about his life. To know he’s content.

      Is he safe?

      Is flight school all he imagined? Or more?

      Has he met anyone?

      In all honesty, I wouldn’t care if he did, because he deserves someone by his side to care about him the way I once did. To love him as passionately as I did.

      I will always love him. That feeling will never go away. He’s too big of a presence in my life to be forgotten. I loved our time together, even if it was brief.

      Scooting back on my bed, I take a deep breath and tear open the envelope, pulling out the airplane-themed letterhead, taking my time unfolding it.

      Eyes shut for a brief moment, I allow myself to sink into the comfort of my bed and then open my eyes and read.

      Dear Rory,

      A month into flight school and I’m starting to get the hang of things. I’m not the slowest to adjust, but I’m not at the top either, where I want to be. I didn’t think flying a T-53 at the Academy and moving to a T-6 was going to be a huge adjustment, but it is. The plane is bigger, more powerful and for some reason, I feel shaky in the sky. Not the usual cool and calm airman.

      I don’t know, I have a lot on my brain.

      When I graduated, I expected to stay in touch with my friends more. Hardie and Joey are at a different base, Stryder hasn’t spoken to me since graduation (I worry about him), and I have yet to hear from you.

      If it wasn’t for the guys here I’m dorming with, I might feel more lost.

      But we’re all in this together.

      I would have thought it would be competitive, but it’s not. Everyone is supportive. Besides the few ribs here and there, we get along, just like at the Academy, and I think it’s because we’re in this for a greater good. It’s not just for us, but for our country.

      Fuck, that sounded corny above, but honestly, I don’t know what to say to you right now. I’m frustrated and mad at you, when I know I shouldn’t be. I wish you would answer me, at least let me know that you’re okay. I worry about you. I’m sure that won’t change your mind though, knowing I’m desperate to know how you are.

      You’re set in your ways, and I know from the time we were together that when you set your mind to something, you won’t be deterred.

      And oddly, I have to respect that, even though it’s killing me now.

      Just know, even though you don’t respond, I still love you and think about you every damn day.

      Colby

      My arm falls to the side, still clutching the letter, as tears prick the corners of my eyes, ready to spill over in grief.

      I hate that I’m hurting him by not writing back, but I know deep down it’s for the best.

      We need a clean break. It’s the only way it will work. For him. He deserves more than average. He deserves the world. And I’m not part of that world.

      I must hold strong.

      Leaning over, I pull the shoebox from under my bed and place the letter on top of the other ones I’ve kept, not giving it another glance. Please, Colby. Please keep looking to the skies. Please understand I did this so you will succeed. Please.
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        Eight years ago . . .

      

      

      “What the hell are you wearing?”

      I stop in my tracks and look at my jeans and plain gray T-shirt. Looking back at my dad, I say, “Uh, clothes. What are you wearing?”

      My dad is decked out in his dress blues, hair shaved closely to his head, his speckled gray hair barely visible in his flattop.

      “The ALO is going to be here in ten minutes,” he barks.

      ALO . . . oh, Christ.

      Admission Liaison Officer.

      Dad has been chomping at the bit to have one come to the house to prepare me for my “road to the Air Force,” a road I don’t even want to fucking take.

      But it’s “in my blood.” Every Sheppard man joins the Air Force.

      From the ripe age of ten, we are prepped and molded into airmen, forced to recite the traditions, to know every aircraft ever flown, to show the same respect and loyalty that would be dragged out of us while serving.

      We are hand-fed everything that deals with the Air Force.

      We breathe it.

      We sleep with it in our minds.

      We practically shit out the Air Force; that’s how infused it is into our souls.

      But not me. I’m not going to be an airman.

      Fuck no.

      I have other plans and they don’t involve staying in Colorado Springs for four years at the Academy, being a puppet for my father, making sure I hit every single one of his marks.

      No way in hell.

      Instead I’m going to . . .

      I’m going to join the Army. I’ll enlist right off the bat, not even apply to West Point. That way I can really piss the dickhead off, never giving myself a chance to be an officer.

      Oh wait, no, I have a better idea.

      I’ll enlist in the Navy.

      Talk about chapping the old man’s ass. Oh fuck, I can see the look on his face now.

      I could get one of those cheap-ass Top Gun costumes and give him my best Maverick impression while telling him I’m joining the Navy.

      The fucker would croak over.

      I chuckle to myself, loving my plan just as my dad steps up in front of me, humor nowhere to be found in his expression. Instead, a dark mask of irritation covers his face as he speaks. “Get the fuck upstairs and change. Blue suit, white shirt, black tie. Fix your goddamn hair, and be down in five minutes.”

      “And if I don’t?” I ask, puffing my chest out like a punk, challenging my father, matching him in height. I was an early bloomer.

      “Then you can forget about the Jeep that’s in the garage waiting for you to obtain your license.”

      Fuck.

      He knows how to get to me.

      My freedom is sitting in the garage, waiting for me to take it out for a spin. What I wouldn’t give to ride around in the Wrangler, top down, the wind blowing past me, feeling the fresh air surrounding me. I dream about it. It’s what helps me get through the suffocating moments in this household.

      “Is Mom coming to the meeting?” I ask, wanting to see what he has to say.

      Straightening up, he adjusts his suit. “She’s not feeling well. It’s just you and me. Now hurry the fuck up.”

      Not feeling well . . . Code for: “I caught my husband cheating on me again, and I’m in a fit of depression from it.”

      He’s such a bastard. The worst kind of man.

      Someone I will never end up like.

      The apple will fall extremely far from the tree where I’m concerned.

      Not wanting to get into it because I can imagine more and more privileges taken away from me, I turn away and head to my room, taking the steps two at a time. When I reach my bedroom, I slam the door like the teenager I am and start rummaging through my closet for my navy blue suit.

      It’s easy to find, because the stupid closet is organized, thanks to my father being a dictator, needing everything the way he likes it. Scratch that, needing everything the way the Air Force requires.

      Fucking Air Force.

      Shaking my head, I quickly change, knot up my tie, and go to the bathroom where I slick back my hair. It’s too long for my dad’s liking, but I refuse to get it cut. I’m surprised he hasn’t taken a razor to it himself. It wouldn’t be the first time he did that. Then again, I’m older now, stronger. He doesn’t challenge me as much physically anymore, but the verbal attacks keep coming.

      I can take his wicked tongue; his lashings just go in one ear and out the other. It’s when he takes away my freedom—my escape from him—that’s when he hits me hardest. And there’s a party I want to go to this weekend that I know he’ll take away from me if I don’t show up to this meeting like the perfect little cadet he has “trained” me to be.

      Finished with my primping, I make my way down the hallway, past my parents’ bedroom where I catch a glimpse of my mom curled up on the bed, back toward me, her shoulders slender and deflated. The TV is on, so I can’t hear if she’s upset, but knowing my mom, she is. She will be for the next few days before she puts on a good face and acts like nothing happened.

      I wonder who it was this time?

      Who was the woman worth hurting his wife over?

      He’s such a prick.

      Wishing I could give my mom a hug, I mentally tell her it’s going to be okay as I make my way down the stairs. My dad eyes me from the bottom, assessing my appearance. He must be pleased because he says, “Grab a notebook from the office and a pen. You will be required to take notes during this meeting and then present them to me once the ALO leaves. Be vigilant about details.”

      Inwardly, I envision stabbing my eyes with an ice pick, because that would be a hell of a lot more fun than sitting through this meeting with my cheating, asshole father.
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      “You really don’t mind?” I ask, setting my bag in Ryan’s living room.

      She shakes her head and goes to the fridge where she pulls out two orange sodas. “No, I don’t mind. As long as you don’t mind bouncing between apartments. I like you, Stryder, but I don’t plan on putting my dating life on hold because of you.”

      She eyes me up and down over her soda, testing me.

      Her dating life.

      I know she’s wanted me to be a part of that life for a while, but I haven’t been able to make a move. Every time I convince myself to go for it, to ask her out or pin her against a wall and give her everything she’s begging for, my mind goes directly to Rory and her sweet eyes and smile, clogging my brain, halting any forward progress with Ryan.

      I can’t be with Ryan, not when she’s Rory’s best friend. I know Rory enough to understand she would never give me a chance if she knew there had ever anything between Ryan and me. There is a code and all. And even if I never get a chance to be with Rory, I don’t ever want the reason to be because I fucked her best friend.

      Ryan is off limits.

      “Wouldn’t want to get in the way of that.” I sip on my orange soda just as the front door opens and Rory strolls in.

      I guess we don’t knock around here.

      “Hey roomies,” she jokes but then scrunches her nose. “That seems weird to say.”

      “Not as weird as you making it weird,” Ryan points out and eyes Rory up and down. “I thought I told you to bring pancakes.”

      “They’re in the car.”

      “What the hell are they doing in the car?”

      Pancakes? It’s dinnertime.

      Oh hell, are they the kind of girls who like breakfast for dinner? From the ravenous look in Ryan’s eyes, I’m going to guess they are.

      Fuck. I hate breakfast for dinner. Why eat breakfast for dinner when you can have pizza and beer?

      Speaking of beer, I’m itching to down one right about now, especially with Rory standing in front of me wearing tiny spandex shorts and a tank top that seems to be painted on her skin, stretched across her breasts, both of her nipples hard and poking against the fabric. Shit, I want to know what it feels like to roll those little pebbles between my fingers. I want to know what the expression on her face would be like if I took her nipples into my mouth, sucking and licking until she couldn’t take it anymore.

      Staying at my dad’s house seems like a good idea right about now.

      “I was on the phone and forgot to grab them. Do you mind going to get them? I want to ask Stryder something.”

      “Fine, but don’t talk about anything important until I get back. Got it?” Ryan brushes past me, her blonde hair brushing against my arm.

      When the door shuts, Rory turns toward me and eyes me in my ABUs, her brow pinching together before she looks away and sits on the couch. Do I remind her of Colby when I’m in my uniform? I know he wore it around her a few times. Does she think he looks better in the uniform, or does she notice how I fill mine out more?

      Fidgeting, she looks up at me and nods toward the couch. “Don’t be awkward; sit next to me.”

      Caught off guard, I chuckle and take a seat. “Wasn’t trying to be awkward, was just waiting for your cue. What do you need to talk to me about?”

      Leveling with me, she says, “I want you to know I’m not asking you this because I think you owe me anything, but what I’m about to ask you is a friend asking a friend for help.”

      “Okayyy,” I drag out, enjoying that she called me a friend and not Colby’s friend.

      “And if you didn’t call us the other night, I might have called you up randomly to ask, because that’s how desperate I am.”

      “Rory, just ask me whatever it is.”

      “Okay. As you know my brother has autism.” I nod, remembering talking to Colby about it after they both fled the hangar when we’d skydived to help calm him down. “Did you know he is a Special Olympics athlete?”

      “He is?” My brows rise. “That’s awesome.”

      She nods, pride evident in her features. “Yes, it’s way out of his comfort zone but he enjoys it. He competes in bocce ball, which is played in the fall. This year, my parents enrolled him in athletics.”

      “Athletics?”

      “Track and field. He participates in shot put, also known as softball throw.”

      “Right on. Sounds like fun. Does he like it?”

      Sitting even taller, she nods, and as she does, her scent drifts toward me, relaxing my body with one deep inhale. “He does. It’s been a challenge, trying to figure out how to make the sport comfortable for him to participate in, but he’s thriving, and I love that.”

      “That’s great. So what’s your question?”

      “Well, we have this big regional event coming up and we’re short on volunteers.”

      I know exactly where this is going and before she has a chance to ask, I say, “I’m there. How many more people do you need? I can gather volunteers from the Air Force and some cadets from the Academy as well.”

      “Seriously?” Her eyes widen, hope eating her alive.

      “Yeah. Of course. I would do anything for you, Rory.” The confession slips out of my mouth before I can stop it. Before she can think too much of it, I clear my throat. “You’re my friend.” There you go, stick yourself right in the friend zone, the perfect place for someone who is infatuated.

      Her eyes move back and forth between mine, probably searching to see if I’m serious, and then she flings herself into my arms. She pulls me into a hug and tucks her head into my shoulder. For a moment, I’m stiff as fuck, unsure what to do, but with her so close, it doesn’t take long for my body to react.

      I wrap my arms around her, bringing her in close, pressing my face into her hair, memorizing how it feels soft against my chin, committing it to memory along with the way she feels in my arms.

      At that moment, the door opens and slams, indicating Ryan’s return. “What the hell is going on here?” she asks, as the sign of a bag rustles at her side. “I said not to discuss anything important while I was gone.”

      Rory pulls away, using my body to steady hers as she moves across the couch. God, one hug was nowhere near enough.

      “Stryder said he could help me with my volunteer issue.”

      Realization registers over Ryan’s face. “Oh, really? Smart asking the Air Force guy. I bet he has a lot of people who can help.”

      “Yeah, I’ll round up some airmen. It won’t be a problem.”

      “See, I knew rescuing him from the bar would be a good idea.” Ryan plops down between us and divvies out to-go boxes. They’re warm, and even though I don’t like breakfast for dinner, I have to admit, these smell like bacon, so they smell good.

      “Flirt with Derick?” Ryan asks as she pops open her lid after grabbing forks from the kitchen.

      Rory shakes her head. “No, Derick wasn’t working. I had to pay full price for the bacon. I thought Stryder would appreciate a little meat with his dinner.”

      I pop a piece in my mouth and say, “Damn right I do. How much do I owe you for dinner?”

      Rory shakes me off. “Don’t worry about it. Just buy me dinner one night.”

      And fuck if that thought didn’t just make my stomach flip upside down. Buying Rory dinner. I want nothing more than to treat this woman to a meal out, talk to her for hours, learn everything about her, dig deep into that beautiful soul.

      It might have been her looks and smile that captured me first, but as I continued to get to know her through Colby, I fell more and more.

      Now, I want to discover everything about her. With her.

      Digging into the pancakes after dousing the fluffy cakes with maple syrup, I take a giant bite.

      Fuck me, these are good.

      Damn it. I should have known Rory could change my thoughts on breakfast for dinner, because if this is what it’s like, then I’ve been missing out my entire life.

      “Okay, so what’s going on?” Ryan asks, mouth stuffed full of pancakes and clearly not caring about talking with her mouth full. “When you asked if you could bring pancakes over, I figured there had to be a reason why we’re digging into our comfort food.”

      Turning in her seat and leaning against the armrest of the couch, Rory sets her fork down in her to-go box. “Other than that I think Stryder should be initiated into our little world with our signature meal, I wanted to talk to you both about a slight snafu I ran into.”

      “Does this have to do with our living situation?” Ryan asks.

      Rory confirms with a tilt of her head. “I talked to my mom about staying with them a few days in the week and she said no.”

      That seems weird. I don’t know Rory’s parents, but given the woman they created, I’d assume they’d have the same beautiful hearts as Rory.

      Not even batting an eyelash, Ryan quietly asks, “Bryan?”

      “Yup,” Rory answers not sounding upset or irritated, just confirming Ryan’s thoughts. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it first, but when Mom brought it to my attention, it’s obvious why I shouldn’t. We don’t want to confuse him, lead him to hope I might be living at my parents’ again. It was hard enough when I moved out.”

      Shit, that never would have crossed my mind. How many other situations do Rory and her parents have to consider for Bryan?

      “Totally understandable. Don’t worry about it, Rory. Stryder can just stay with me.”

      This feels awkward. I feel like I’m invading their conversation even though it is about me.

      “No.” Rory shakes her head slightly, the tips of her hair brushing over her breasts with her movement. “I got an air mattress today. It’s a little twin mattress, but it will do. I can tuck it away in the corner and we can have some slumber parties.” She chuckles, the sound so sweet. “It will be like we’re in high school. We can gab all night.”

      Sounds like a good fucking time to me. Where do I sign up?

      “Rory, your place is so small. I wouldn’t want to do that to you.”

      “And I don’t want you to miss out on your date with Scottie this weekend either because you have a guy staying at your place.”

      They bounce back and forth, my head volleying between them.

      “I really don’t mind,” Rory continues. “We can have our own space, and I’ve got headphones if I want to tune him out.”

      I step into the conversation. “Nah, you won’t need to tune me out. I’m entertaining as fuck.”

      “See?” Rory points. “Entertaining as fuck. I can’t pass up on that.” Hearing Rory say “entertaining as fuck” is entertaining as fuck.

      Stuffing another forkful of pancakes in her mouth, Ryan says, “I mean, if you want to share your studio apartment with your ex-boyfriend’s best friend, then go for it. Just don’t come to me when you realize how awkward it is when he’s walking around in only a towel looking for a clean pair of boxers in his duffel bag, water glistening off his back, tempting and arousing. I will just tell you I told you so.”

      Ryan paints a pretty picture. Hell, I hope Rory gets aroused with me walking around in just a towel. I make a mental note to make sure I create that little scene at some point.

      Bare, nothing but a towel separating my aching cock from her lithe, little body. I could totally get on board with that fantasy.

      Yeah, I probably shouldn’t be fantasizing about Rory, but fuck, I can’t help it. My need for her hasn’t dissipated. If anything, it’s grown. It’s grown tenfold.

      But how off limits is she?

      According to bro code, she is completely off limits, but then again, when was the last time I talked to Colby?

      That night, when we were slugging back Scotch, he said he’d keep in touch, that he’d make sure I felt like I was there with him.

      Not one text.

      Not one phone call.

      I know I was the one who left that morning without a word, but I’m also the one who drew the short end of the stick when it came to our future in the Air Force.

      I should be with Colby . . . flying. Even though I didn't want it when I was younger, I do want it now.

      But I also know how much Colby wishes he was here now with Rory, and I can't hold that against him.

      I can't change the way things happened with flight school, but I guess my shitty life isn’t as bad as I thought it was. At least that's what I'm going to tell myself.

      I’m almost positive Rory still has feelings for Colby.

      Glancing at me through her eyelashes, shy and a little wary, Rory says, “I don’t think it will be an issue. Do you, Stryder?”

      An issue? Sarcastically I think, not a problem at all. I’m just head over dick in love with you and want nothing more than to feel your lips on mine. But in all honesty, even though it’s going to be absolute torture being close to her and not able to do anything about my feelings, it’s also an opportunity, a chance to get to know her better.

      To put her at ease, I say, “Nah, we’ll be good.” I take another bite of my pancake, letting the syrup melt over my tongue.

      This living situation might not be so bad after all.
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      I’m just going to say it.

      Ryan is a slob.

      And I’m not as anal as Colby, insisting everything needs to be in its place, but come on, bras and thongs don’t have to be hanging from everywhere. Is she trying to make sure I know she has a set in every color of the rainbow?

      Noted, she has a lot of lingerie.

      Hearing the oven beep, I make my way out of the bathroom, past her makeup lineup and pile of laundry. She’s sitting on the couch filing her nails, polish spread over the table, a chick flick playing on the TV, and bags of open chips in front of her with copious amounts of crumbs scattered everywhere. And to top it off, the girl isn’t wearing a damn bra again. Would it kill her to grab one from the multiple hanging places and put it on?

      Christ, her nipples are hard as rocks, pebbling against the fabric of her shirt. I’m a man, and I can only take so much before I get fucking horny.

      I take my frozen pizza out of the oven and set it on a trivet, letting it cool before I break into it. I asked Ryan if she wanted some, but she shook her head and said she had her chips. Chips for dinner doesn’t seem filling to me, but hey, she’s a grown-ass woman and can do what she wants.

      Which brings me to my burning question for the week: is this what living with a woman is like?

      I grew up with brothers, and given that my mom isn’t really the strong confident type, I’ve never experienced living with an opinionated and self-assured woman.

      It’s kind of insane and a fucking shock.

      I have to wake up extra early so I can get a shower in before Ryan. The amount of beauty products this girl has is crazy. There is cream for shaving her legs, “coochy cream” for, well, I read the label on that one and you can only guess what it’s for. Then there is night face cream, morning face cream, sunscreen . . . how can she keep track of it all?

      I use a bar of soap and shampoo. I keep it simple. When I want to, I wear cologne, but that’s it.

      Should I have some sort of cream in my life?

      I shake my head. Don’t even go there, man.

      Once my pizza has cooled, I slice it up and put a few pieces on my plate with the intention to go back for more.

      Taking a seat next to Ryan, I look at her as she’s examining her nails. “Sure you don’t want any?”

      “I’m good. Thank you, though.” She nods toward the TV. “Have you seen this movie? It’s so funny.”

      Lips scrunched, I answer, “Can’t say that I have.”

      “What?” Ryan seems seriously offended. “But Ryan Reynolds is in it, and you get to see his naked chest.”

      I take a bite of my pizza. “Yeah, that’s not a way to win me over with a movie. Couldn’t care less about Ryan Reynolds’s naked torso.”

      “Okay, what about Sandra Bullock? She’s practically naked in this movie as well.”

      “Now that I can get on board with.” We sit in silence, the movie playing in the background, neither of us really paying attention. My fingers itch to change the channel to the Rockies game, but I hold back. I’m a guest. I’m not in charge of the TV, even if Ryan isn’t paying attention.

      “So you’re going to Rory’s place tomorrow?”

      I swallow. “Yeah, after work. You have your date, right?”

      “Saturday I do. But I have a whole bunch of shaving I want to do before then.”

      Okay, seems like we’re that kind of friends now.

      “Shaving, huh?”

      She blows on her fingers again. “Yeah, there is a lot of prep that goes into dates that you guys don’t know about. You can slip on a T-shirt and call it a night. Girls have a whole checklist of musts that have to be done before we go out.”

      “I guess so.” I take another bite. “I’ve never lived with a girl before, but do you all hang your bras and thongs everywhere?”

      She chuckles and tilts her head in my direction. “Is my lingerie getting in your way?”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to shut the bathroom door when I need to piss.”

      She laughs some more. “You can move them if you need to, or just pee with the door open. Who cares at this point? It’s not like I haven’t seen a dick before. As you can see, I’m not very modest.” She gestures toward her barely covered breasts.

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” I turn away from her and adjust in my seat. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to put on one of the multiple bras you have hanging around.”

      “They’re wet. When it’s laundry day, I go braless. It’s easier that way. And any lingerie enthusiast will know you don’t put your delicates in the dryer, because it’s how they get ruined.”

      Delicates. That’s one way to describe them. More like scraps of fabric.

      “Ask Rory, she does the same thing.”

      My pizza pauses halfway to my mouth. Thankfully Ryan is looking at her nails and misses the color drain from my face.

      Fuck. I need to make sure I’m not at her place when that happens, because I won’t be able to survive “laundry day.”

      “But she’s boring,” Ryan continues. “She only wears red lingerie.”

      Errr . . . that’s boring?

      Immediately my mind pulls up an image of Rory standing before me, her gorgeous locks smoothly falling over her shoulders, her slender body encased in red lace, her green eyes staring at me, waiting for my permission to climb onto my lap. As if she’d need my permission.

      The image is torture, something I know will haunt me in my dreams tonight . . . and every night after.

      Clearing my throat, I try to break the tension building inside me. “So does that mean I get to hang my boxer briefs along with your lingerie?”

      “Have at it.” Ryan gestures down the hall. “We have plenty more places to hang them.”

      Yeah, not going to fucking happen.

      Ryan brushes off her nails and grabs a clear nail polish only to sit cross-legged and start applying the liquid with a tiny little black wand. “You know, I do worry about her.”

      “About Rory?”

      She nods. “Yeah, she’s been working herself silly, taking on more than she should. I don’t think she took the breakup with Colby well.” I lean a little more forward, edging toward Ryan, wanting to know the ins and outs of what she thinks about this. “I think she’s trying to distract herself so she doesn’t have to think about him. But she’s lost weight, she looks more pale than usual, and I really fear she’s overworking herself.”

      I could see that. If I was in a relationship with Rory and we broke up, I’d do the same thing. Work myself crazy and then end my day in a bar, trying to forget. Hell, that’s where I was a few days ago, trying to forget. And now I’m here, eating a frozen pizza, sucking in nail polish fumes, and watching Ryan Reynolds parade himself around in Alaska. Funny how things change.

      “Have you talked to her?” I ask, feeling awkward, because I’m not really good at this talking shit. My family was told how to feel, that was it. No feelings discussed. Period. And when I was accepted into the Academy, there was no time for feelings. The closest I ever got to talking about this kind of shit was with Colby, and I never had anything to say.

      Advice doesn’t come easily to me. I steer people away from what I think they should do, because taking my advice would most likely get them in trouble.

      “I haven’t,” Ryan answers, pulling me back into the conversation. “There hasn’t been a good time to talk to her because she’s constantly on the move, and when we’re together, all she wants to do is decompress, have fun, let loose. The last thing she wants to do is have a post mortem of her relationship with Colby.”

      “That makes sense.”

      See, not good at this kind of crap.

      “But I don’t think she is giving herself any time to breathe, especially with all the responsibilities she’s taken on with Special Olympics. It’s amazing that she’s doing it, but I think she needs to do something for her, separate from her brother.” Turning, she levels with me. “That’s where I hope you’ll come in.”

      Err. “What?”

      “She has a light work schedule this weekend, no massage clients, only some workout classes in the morning. Since you’re staying with her, make sure she has fun.”

      “Yeah, no.”

      “Why not?” she asks looking offended.

      Yeah, why not, Stryder?

      Hmm . . . probably best I don’t share my deepest and dirtiest thoughts about Rory at this point.

      Instead, I say, “Colby would probably take it the wrong way.”

      And that’s also the truth. I know he must have caught me staring at her a few times, so there is no way he was completely blind to my feelings. Or maybe he was. We never talked about it.

      Ryan makes a who gives a fuck noise. “Sorry to inform you, Stryder, but I’m pretty sure Colby isn’t coming back and Rory isn’t leaving. I don’t think Colby is someone you have to worry about getting the wrong impression. You’re friends with Rory, I don’t think it would be an issue at all.”

      Of course she wouldn’t, because she doesn’t see my inner turmoil, she doesn’t know the kind of impact it would have on me.

      Then again, why the hell am I having a war with myself over this?

      Alone time with Rory. It’s what I want; it’s what I crave.

      But the only problem with is that I don’t think I would ever act on it.

      Because even though I’m jealous of Colby and where his future is heading, he’s been like a brother to me. We were there for each other through thick and thin, acting as each other’s support system. And there will be a day when Colby returns to the Springs—even if it’s to see his gramps—and I don’t want him to believe I would betray him.

      He’s too important to me to hurt like that.

      “Come on.” Ryan nudges me with her foot. “At least go see a movie or something like that. I’m sure it will keep you busy too. Instead of getting lost in a bottle, maybe you can chow down on endless popcorn. That’s good old-fashioned fun right there.”

      “Is that what you plan on doing with your date this weekend?”

      “Ha,” she says. “No. I plan on doing some dirty things that don’t involve eating popcorn.” She looks at the ends of her hair and sneers. “Which reminds me, part of my primping is going to the salon. I’m dying my hair brown tomorrow.”

      “Brown? Really?”

      She smiles and caps her nail polish. “Yup. I’ve been blonde for far too long, time to switch it up. Don’t worry, you’ll still be able to tell me and Rory apart.” She tips my chin playfully. “I’m the one who doesn’t wear a bra around the house.”

      And I am grateful for that.
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      Knock, knock.

      I pause Netflix and hop off my bed. I don’t why I’m excited, but I am.

      I open my front door to find Stryder standing in front of me, decked out in his uniform, cap on his head, duffel bag in hand.

      His body fills the doorframe, shoulders broad and sturdy, his height towering over me, those blue eyes of his staring intently. Colby was tall, strong, cut in all the right places and looked so damn good in his uniform, but I have to be honest, Stryder fills out his uniform just a little more.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” His deep voice rumbles over me, a smile at the corner of his lips. “Please tell me you’re not as messy as Ryan.”

      A burst of laughter pops out of me. Oh Ryan. She is a hot mess. I know exactly what he’s talking about, and I can only guess at how bad it was with her upcoming date this weekend.

      I gesture for him to enter the apartment as I say, “Don’t worry. There isn’t enough room in here to be messy.”

      “Thank God.” He steps into my apartment and somehow makes it seem even smaller than it is.

      I move toward the small corner I tried to make into a “bedroom” for him. A crate for his nightstand, an air mattress for a bed decked out in some of my best linens, and an extension cord so he can plug his phone in and still have it close to him at night.

      “Uh, this little area is for you, unless . . .” I think about it for a second and take a look at my king-size bed. “You know, I can take the air mattress and you can have my bed. You’re much bigger than me and would be more comfortable on my bed.”

      He passes by me and brings his duffle bag to the corner, plopping it next to the air mattress, claiming it as his. “I’m not sleeping in your bed, Rory. I’m grateful for the opportunity to stay here, no way in hell I’m taking over your space. This air mattress is perfect. Thank you.” He removes his cap and tosses it on his duffel bag and then removes his jacket, revealing the tightness of his sand tee against his defined body.

      Oh my.

      That doesn’t hide anything. And I already know what he’s got going on under that shirt from my visit to Ryan’s the other morning.

      No wonder Ryan wanted a piece of Stryder Sheppard.

      Hands on hips, Stryder looks me up and down and says, “You have the right idea. Pajamas. Mind if I change out of this stuff?”

      “No, go right ahead. Bathroom is behind that door. It’s small but it will give you some privacy. I have some mac and cheese in the oven if that’s okay for dinner.”

      His face softens, a light smile playing at his lips. “You don’t have to make me anything for dinner, Rory. Staying here is enough.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I have to eat too, so might as well make enough for both of us.”

      Nodding, he turns away and shuffles through his duffel bag, pulling out a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. I’m guessing he usually doesn’t wear a shirt after work—he seems like the kind of guy who goes shirtless—but I’m sure he’s trying to be as polite as possible.

      Since the apartment is so small, I talk to him while he’s getting dressed. “Did you see Ryan’s hair? It’s so pretty.”

      “No,” he calls out. “Did she go through with the brown?”

      “She did.” I grab two glasses from my cabinet and fill them with Sprite from a two-liter bottle. “I’m jealous she looks good as a blonde and a brunette.”

      Stryder opens the door and brings his folded-up uniform to his bed where he sets it down and then walks toward me. “Let me see the picture.”

      I hand him his drink and then go to my bed where I find the picture of Ryan. He thanks me for the drink, and he’s right behind me when I turn around so I show him the photo. I watch him assess the picture, eyebrows drawn in, his expression curious, which is abnormal whenever a guy looks at a picture of Ryan. They usually show some kind of interest.

      Nonchalantly, he shrugs and says, “Looks good.”

      That’s it?

      Looks good?

      I expected a little more.

      “Different, but she totally pulls it off.” I toss the phone back on my bed and then look around. Yeah, this might not have been the best idea. My apartment is incredibly small and with another human in it, it feels even smaller, like there isn’t enough room to breathe.

      Breaking the silence, Stryder says, “This is kind of awkward.”

      I laugh and nod. “Just a little. It shouldn’t be, though. We know each other well enough that we should be able to make this work.”

      He scans the space again, taking it all in, the non-walls, the zero space for privacy, the only other room being a bathroom just as tiny as everything else. We are going to be in each other’s business . . . a lot.

      “I got us something.” Stryder goes to his duffle bag, the distance achieved in a few strides. From the side pocket, he pulls out a deck of cards and holds it up with a boyish smile on his face. “Wasn’t sure if you know how to play any games. Thought it could keep us busy.”

      “Oh, good idea. I don’t have any games or cards, because they’re all at my parents’ house. We can sit at the table.”

      Like a gentleman, Stryder pulls out the chair for me and then takes his seat. He sets his glass of Sprite on the floor to give us a little more space on the table. He opens the fresh deck of cards, pulls them out, and hands them to me. “Care to do the honors of the first shuffle?”

      “Oh, I would be absolutely delighted,” I answer with a slight British accent. Not sure why, just felt like the thing to do, although from Stryder’s raised eyebrow, he’s probably considering how strange I am.

      The cards are stiff to my touch, sharp on the edges, and smell like heaven. I always like the smell of a fresh deck of cards. Brings me back to my childhood when my dad and I used to play when Bryan was tucked away in his room. My dad spent a lot of one-on-one time with Bryan, so when I had a chance to get him alone, we always played cards.

      I make the first shuffle, forming a bridge with my hands, letting the cards crisply slide down on top of each other. “What do you want to play?”

      He leans back in his chair, legs spread wide, casual and comfortable. “There is the obvious War or Kings in the Corner. But what about a little bit of California Speed?”

      I smile inwardly. I am amazing at this game. And I don’t mean amazing, like I was “amazing” when I bowled with Colby. I mean I am REALLY amazing. I am so quick on the trigger, Stryder is going to have his work cut out for him if he wants to win a game.

      “Love that game.”

      He must notice the giddiness I’m trying to tamp down because he says, “Uh oh, am I about to be shown up?”

      I shuffle some more. “You very well might be.”

      “Then bring it on.” Leaning forward now, he cracks his knuckles and for the first time in a long time, I see the Stryder I first met. Fun, outgoing, ready for a good time. It almost seems like some life has been breathed back into him.

      I glance at the clock on the oven. Twelve minutes left. We have some time. “We can get a couple of games in before dinner will be ready.” I begin dealing the cards. “Get ready to loooooose.” I drag the word out like a child, giving him my best version of trash talk.

      It doesn’t faze him. Instead, he smirks and gathers his cards, ready for what’s to come.
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        * * *

      

      “My card got there first.”

      “Bullshit,” Stryder says, leaning forward, hand pressed down on the card he claims to have dropped first, despite mine being under it.

      “I think it’s obvious since my card is underneath yours.” I hate to be that person, but come on, it’s plain as day my card got there first.

      “It’s because you slipped it under mine once I put mine down.”

      Okay, that makes me laugh. “You’re insane. I couldn’t have possibly done that. Just admit it, I beat you . . . again.”

      It’s true, Stryder has yet to win a game, even after “replenishing” himself because he was “feeling weak.” Dinner did nothing to help him, and he still couldn’t beat my quick draw.

      “You made me slow with that mac and cheese.”

      I gather the cards off the table and set them all in the correct direction. “Sorry to say, Stryder, but you were slow before you consumed all that mac and cheese.”

      And he consumed a lot. I wasn’t expecting that. When I make a dish of mac and cheese, it can last me up to six days. I’ll be lucky if I get two out of this batch. Where does he store it all?

      He pats his stomach. “It was good. I couldn’t stop myself. Thank you again by the way.”

      “Of course. Maybe tomorrow night you can cook us something.”

      “Can’t promise it will be good, but I’ll give it a try.” Taking a look at the time, he pats his legs and says, “We should get to bed. Don’t you have an early class in the morning?”

      “Yeah, but if you want to stay up some more, it’s okay. I can put in earplugs or something. Don’t alter your schedule for me.”

      He shakes his head and stands, stretching his hands above his head, revealing a small patch of skin just above the waistband of his shorts. “Nah, I don’t really have a schedule. If I wasn’t here or at Ryan’s I would most likely be at a bar, so going to bed now isn’t going to disturb my routine.”

      Walking over to his bed, he gathers his toothbrush and toothpaste and heads into the bathroom where he quietly shuts the door.

      I sit at the table, trying to wrap my head around the night.

      My ex-boyfriend’s best friend is here, in my apartment, brushing his teeth. We just spent the evening playing cards, eating mac and cheese, and laughing. I saw a part of Stryder I hadn’t seen in a very long time, and even though I don’t think I know him like I should for someone who is staying in my apartment, I trust him. I trust him because he belongs to Colby. They’re brothers, and anyone Colby trusts, I trust. Is that why it feels so comfortable with him here?

      When Stryder comes out of the bathroom, I quickly get ready for bed, brushing my teeth and washing my face. When I emerge, Stryder is lying on the air mattress, feet hanging off the end, his shoulders almost too broad for the little space, looking beyond ridiculous.

      “Oh my God, Stryder, please take my bed. You do not fit that thing at all. It will be the perfect size for me, just let me take the twin.”

      Defiantly, he shakes his head. “I’m good.”

      “Stryder.”

      Not even giving me a glance, he repeats himself, a little sterner to get his point across. “I’m good, Rory.”

      Knowing I won’t win this battle, I give in and head to my giant bed, feeling like a complete ass. When I get under my covers, I watch him for a moment while he’s on his phone, scrolling. “I feel stupid being in this giant bed when you’re on what looks like a child’s mattress.”

      “I’ve slept on worse, believe me. My dad used to put us through his own personal boot camps when I was young. This mattress is a dream compared to what I used to have to sleep on.”

      From what Colby told me in the past, Stryder’s dad was a real hard-ass on him. He spent a lot of time prepping Stryder for the Air Force, constantly challenging him, never truly letting him be a kid.

      I couldn’t imagine what life must have been like for him and Colby. No wonder they’re such good friends; they both needed the support and brotherhood when they reached the Academy. They couldn’t have been better matched for each other.

      I want to ask if Stryder has heard from Colby, if they talk at all and how often, but I don’t want Stryder thinking I’m letting him stay here so I can get information out of him. In all honesty, I don’t want to know for me, I want to know for Stryder. I want to know if he has anyone else to rely on, to talk to, to share with. Are Ryan and I the only ones who he can come to?

      I guess he has his brother, but at the bar, he didn’t look that much better. Must be the curse of the father. Such a tool.

      “If you get too hot, just let me know. I have a window AC unit in my closet I can set up. I had to use it a few times last summer when it was really hot, but for the most part, if I keep the windows open, we get a nice cross breeze.”

      “I’m good. Seriously Rory, stop worrying.”

      I’m not worrying per se. I’m just trying to make sure he’s comfortable. I can’t imagine living in a cold household with a dad so harsh. I’m not sure if it’s the innate need within me to care for him because I feel bad for him, or because of his friendship with Colby.

      Whatever it is, I say, “If you need anything, just let me know. Don’t be afraid to wake me up. Even if you have a scary dream.”

      He turns his head to the side, eyebrow quirked. “A scary dream?”

      I play with the blankets on my lap, flipping them casually back and forth. “Well, you know, if some gremlin tries to eat you.”

      He chuckles. “So if I have a dream about a monster that isn’t a gremlin trying to eat me, should I not wake you up? Am I only waking you up for gremlin-type dreams?”

      “Gremlins, monsters, and possessed dolls. How about that?”

      “That’s fair.” He chuckles and turns his head back so he’s staring at the ceiling. Keeping his eyes trained there, he says, “I know I’ve said it before, but I want you to know how much it means to me that you and Ryan are offering to help me out for a bit. I don’t think you know how bad it was at my house.” He pauses for a second and then lets out a long breath. “I got to rock-bottom, Rory, and I’m trying to climb my way back up, so thank you for being a stepping stone for me.”

      With that, he turns his body away from me, toward the wall, ending the conversation abruptly before I can even get it started.

      Heart racing, my mind whirling with millions of questions, I open my mouth to say something when I realize it’s not the time. This is our first night together, and if we’re going to make this work and not be super uncomfortable, we need to take baby steps, one night at a time.

      But I will say this. While Stryder is staying with me, it will be my mission to make sure the fun-loving, exuberant man I knew from the past returns, and the broken and battered man resting a few feet away disappears.
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        Eight years ago . . .

      

      

      “I want everything typed up and put on my desk in the morning. Do you hear me?” my father booms from the bottom of the stairs.

      “Yeah, I got it,” I answer, loosening my tie as I make my way to my room. Shutting my door, I lie flat on my bed, pamphlets in hand, and take a deep breath.

      Fuck, that was miserable.

      After the admissions counselor for the Air Force Academy left, my dad spent the next hour and a half grilling me, getting in my face, berating me for my many shortcomings, the ones he thinks won’t get me into the Academy.

      Receiving an A- in algebra will be the end of me.

      The inability to do thirty pull-ups in a row will sink me.

      My lack of extracurricular activities outside of sports will destroy my chances.

      More, he wants more. But I have nothing left to give. I’m a fucking freshman in high school and I can barely fill my lungs. Every day he breathes down my neck, questioning my every move, suffocating me with his demands.

      I’m going to snap. There will be a breaking point and I can feel it.

      Deep breaths, take deep breaths.

      I toss my notebook to the ground, putting it out of my sight for a short period of time, because I know I’ll spend my entire night staring at it along with the computer, typing up my notes for my dad, letting him know how I’m going to correct my shortcomings, how I’m going to make it impossible for the Air Force Academy to say no to me, along with a step-by-step process on how I plan on doing that.

      Fuck.

      I drag my hands over my face, wondering what my friends are doing right now. What would it be like to live the kind of life they have? One that’s not predetermined for them. To have the freedom to be your own person.

      I don’t even know what that feels like—to have an opinion on a matter—because any opinion I form of my own is quickly squashed by my father. He would then drill me until I’m blue in the face about what I’m supposed to believe instead.

      And what really sucks about all this bullshit with my father is this: as I listened to the admissions counselor talk about the programs the Academy has to offer, I actually got excited. Maybe this could be for me . . .

      Maybe it’s because it’s in my blood, or because I’ve been conditioned to think a certain way, but shit, the programs they have, the aeronautics and glider classes, they felt like something I want to be a part of.

      Isn’t that a fucking kick to the dick?

      I want nothing more than to defy my father, to join the Army and give him the middle finger as I walk out the door, but after that meeting, I actually felt inspired and antsy to get up in the air.

      I want to be a part of something bigger than the world I live in right now. I want to be high in the sky, flying a heavy piece of machinery through the clouds, defending and protecting.

      I want to jump out of airplanes.

      I want to have a sense of brotherhood, a sense of belonging.

      I want to do something for me and no one else, and it physically pains me that it’s the exact thing my dad wants for me.

      It pains me to think that I don’t fall far from the tree, that my bones and blood yearn to be in the sky, that I want nothing more than to hear my call sign over the coms in the cockpit.

      I realized that despite everything my father drilled into me—decided for me—there was a moment of clarity. Like everything around me had washed away and I could see myself as a pilot.

      Because one word resonated with me as the counselor talked. One single word that stuck out among all the others.

      Freedom.

      Freedom in the sky.

      I crave it. I want it. I will do just about anything to get it, even if it means gritting down and obeying my father.

      It might be painful, and no doubt I’ll hate my dad even more, but I can now see a goal: becoming a pilot will get me away from this hellish household and allow me to achieve the freedom I’m desperate for. And that is all I want.
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      “Did I wake you up this morning?” Rory asks as she places her keys on a hook near the door and drops her gym bag on her bed.

      Perched on my air mattress, I look up from my iPad and shake my head. “Nah, I’m usually up early anyway. How was your class?”

      She shrugs and fills a glass of water before chugging it. “Some girl took a huge spill on her step today. She didn’t lift her foot enough and tripped forward, knocking down the other person in front of her.”

      “Really?” I can feel my eyebrows rise in humor.

      “Yeah. Everyone was fine, but it was hard to keep a straight face while I asked if they were okay. It was just like a domino effect.”

      “Do you usually have casualties in class?”

      Moving from the kitchen, she goes to her bed and lets her hair down from the tight ponytail holding it together. Like a wave of chocolate, it falls past her neck, soft and inviting with a little indent where her ponytail once was. Devoid of any makeup, wearing a tight-fitting long-sleeve shirt and spandex pants, she looks amazing. Maybe I need to start going to some morning workout classes to see what she’s like, how she teaches. I can imagine a ball of energy, encouraging people with her soft voice.

      Leaning back on her hands, she shakes her head. “Not really. But there are people who like to grunt when I’m teaching my lifting class. I’m all about exerting energy, but there is this older gentleman who really lets it go, and it gets uncomfortable. It almost sounds sexual.”

      I chuckle. “Maybe it’s sexual for him.”

      “I sure as hell hope it isn’t.” She takes a look at her watch and groans. “I have to be at practice in an hour.”

      “Practice? Are you part of some kind of adult team I don’t know about?”

      She stands up and starts pulling clothes from her dresser. “No. I coach Bryan’s track and field team. We’re meeting up at Coronado High School today.”

      And here I thought Rory would be home this weekend, but I guess Ryan was wrong. At least it gets me off the hook for having to come up with something fun to do with Rory. A deck of cards is pretty much the extent of my knowledge of fun that doesn’t involve sex, jumping out of a plane, or alcohol.

      “If you’re not doing anything, you’re welcome to join me. Don’t feel pressure or anything but it might be fun to get out of the apartment.” She shrugs, looking shy.

      Without even giving it a second thought, I say, “I’d love to.” Standing up, I continue, “Practice is at one?” She nods, looking excited. “Want me to make you a peanut butter and jelly sandwich while you get ready? I’m assuming you haven’t eaten lunch.”

      Her face softens, a smile pulling at the corners of her lips and looking so goddamn beautiful it hurts. “I would really appreciate that. Thank you.”

      She goes into the bathroom and shuts the door to take a shower. Quickly, I change into an Air Force shirt and a pair of black Nike shorts and then head to the kitchen to find the makings of lunch. I went to the store this morning after Rory left for the gym and got a few staples I could keep here while I was back and forth between her place and Ryan’s.

      Holding off on the application of jelly so the bread wouldn’t get soggy, I cut up apples for both of us and peel some carrots, hoping she likes both. She doesn’t take very long in the shower, and when she emerges, her hair’s wet, she’s wearing red athletic shorts and a Special Olympics Coach shirt, and looks cute as fuck. But it's the huge smile on her face when she sees the plate I made for her that hits me the hardest. This girl is so easy to please. To love.

      “Uh, do you want more water?”

      “That would be great.” She takes a seat at the table and twists her hair into a mess on the top of her head. She takes a bite of a carrot and says, “You didn’t have to do all of this. Thank you, though.”

      Mimicking what she said last night, I say, “I had to eat as well, so might as well make something for you too.”

      She points at me. “Ah, I see what you did there.”

      I give her a glass of water and take a seat in front of my plate. My second meal with Rory. It’s peanut butter and jelly, but for some reason it feels more intimate than last night. I’m not sure if it’s because I made her the meal, or if it’s because some of the awkward tension has subsided and we’re feeling more comfortable around each other.

      “So, do you have any plans tomorrow?”

      “Not sure, really. Was kind of thinking about going to the airport to get a few jumps in. Blake texted me the other day asking if I could help with some civilian jumps.”

      “Oh, really?” Her face falls flat. Shit. I kick myself mentally, watching how a giant, pink elephant settles his punk-ass between us.

      I’ll give you a guess what his name is.

      Colby.

      I should have realized mentioning jumping would remind her of him. Hell, that was the beginning of the end for them. I remember that day like it was yesterday.

      I was in such a goddamn awful mood. After being stripped bare by my father the night before, I went to the airfield, craving that sense of freedom I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere else. I never expected to see Colby and Rory. No, I’d been doing everything to avoid them, because at that point, I knew I was hopelessly obsessed with my best friend’s girlfriend. And also on that day, I was jealous of my best friend’s future, because it was supposed to be mine too. We were going to go to flight school. We were going to fly the skies together like we’d done everything else together during the last four years. We were supposed to be leaving Colorado Fucking Springs. We were supposed to find our freedom.

      And there they were, happy as fuck, holding hands and about to do a couple’s jump. It was a kick to the gut I couldn’t quite swallow. I wanted nothing more than to drive away—as far away as possible—but then I saw the trepidation in Rory’s eyes, the nerves. Even though she wasn’t mine to care for, I felt this burning need to be there for her, to make sure nothing went wrong and she had the best time.

      I wanted to be present for her first jump. I wanted to see if she felt like I felt when I was floating through the clouds.

      And she had.

      God, she’d had the same fucking dreamy look in her eyes after we landed that I have after every jump. She got it.

      She got me, even if she hadn’t realized it.

      It was just another nail to my forever bleeding heart. She loved skydiving. But she’d never be mine.

      Before that day, I’d considered her my best friend’s girlfriend. I helped her with Colby’s birthday and we hung out a few times, but nothing made me think she actually cared about me.

      That day, I realized I was more to her than Colby’s best friend. I mattered to her and that just about destroyed me. I liked it better knowing that I was nothing more than her boyfriend’s friend.

      But I was more.

      So much more.

      Clearing my throat, I stare at my plate and say, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, waving her hand in front of me. “Don’t apologize. I feel like maybe we should discuss it, you know, get it out in the open.”

      “Get what out in the open?”

      Looking up at me through those impossibly long lashes she says, “I dated your best friend.”

      Newsflash, already knew that. Believe me, I’ve cursed every morning I’ve woken up with the knowledge that she dated my best friend.

      “Kind of aware.” I chuckle, adding a little humor to the tension building between us.

      “I know, I just feel like we haven’t talked about it.”

      I take a bite of apple. “Didn’t think we needed to.”

      Thoughtfully she tilts her head to the side and studies me. “When was the last time you talked to Colby?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She nods. “It does.”

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair and play with an apple slice, head tilted down. “Graduation night. We went back to my place, drank, and then I left the next morning, spent a few weeks at Hardie’s house until his parents kicked me out for being a disrespectful dickhead. Not my best moment.” I rub my face with my hand. “It’s too hard, Rory, to talk to him. It’s too hard to talk to any of them, but mainly Colby, because I know the path he’s on is one I so desperately wanted for myself. I feel as if I don’t have any real direction anymore. It burns me.”

      “What about Hardie and Joey?”

      “Occasionally, but that’s still painful. I talk to Hardie every once in a while but that’s just to make up for punching a hole in his parents’ wall after a drunken tirade. He keeps tabs on me.”

      “You punched a hole in their wall?”

      Shifting in my seat, I look at the clock and say, “I think we should get going.”

      “We have time.” Of course she wouldn’t make it easy on me.

      “It was a fucked-up night consisting of me spiraling out of control, once again. I got shitfaced, acted like a complete douche, and tried to pick a fight with anyone that came my way, Hardie’s dog included. Try to imagine a drunk-off-his-ass man telling a French bulldog to stop looking at him. Not my finest moment.” God, I hate that I just fucking told her that.

      When I glance up, I expect to see judgment in her eyes, but instead, there is understanding. I don’t think she’s ever judged me. How is that possible?

      “Do you miss him?” she asks, throwing me for a loop.

      “Colby?” She nods. “I don’t know, do you?”

      Looking up carefully, I study her, my breath caught in my lungs, looking for any indication that maybe she’s still head over heels in love with him. “I’ll always miss him. He was a big part of my life for a small period of time. As a pilot in the Air Force, he’s tied to the sky, whereas I’m tied here. There are still times when Bryan needs me by his side, and I don't resent that. And I want someone who will stay. With me. So, I’ve come to accept that and am working on getting past the loss.” She takes a deep breath, as if to affirm her reasoning. A tiny sliver of me unknots, loosening the tightening in my chest. But I’m terrified to admit that any member of the Air Force, in any military branch, is expected to relocate when called. Not just pilots. That could be me. “I did the right thing, Stryder. I did the right thing for Colby. He had clung to his dream for so many years, and I'm glad I let him go to pursue that. And I know I did the right thing for me. My family needs me here, so this is where I'll stay.”

      How fucked up is it that I love her even more for how selfless she was. She did do the right thing.

      Continuing she says, “I don’t want it to be awkward for us, Stryder. I don’t want Colby to be something that hangs over us. You and Colby were best friends, and I hope that eventually you'll be able to get that back with him. But please don't worry about what I might be feeling.”

      “What are you feeling?”

      Taking the last bite of her sandwich, she chews before answering. “What am I really supposed to say to that? He was my first love. For a point in my life, I truly thought he would be my forever, but I know that isn’t a reality now. Do I think about him every now and then? Of course, but that’s bound to happen. But with each passing day, I feel myself grow stronger and stronger.”

      “And you think you’ll be able to get over him?”

      She doesn’t answer right away, but when she does, her answer does nothing for the painful yearning I have for her. “I hope so.”
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      It had to be done. He had to be talked about, because without bringing Colby into our developing friendship, I don’t think we could every truly relax around each other, and that’s what I want with Stryder. I want him to feel comfortable around me without feeling as though he’s walking on eggshells.

      What I wasn’t expecting was for him to tell me he hasn’t talked to Colby since graduation.

      I knew Colby and Stryder were on thin ice after Stryder found out he didn’t make flight school, but I wasn’t aware they stopped talking to each other altogether.

      I pull into the parking spot next to the track and put my little VW bug in park. Turning to a very cramped Stryder, I chuckle and say, “Maybe we can take your car next time.”

      “Why would you want to do that? I like driving with my knees pressing into my chest.” He opens the door and unfolds his large body. From my position in the driver’s seat, I can see him stretch his arms over his head, revealing the same patch of skin I saw last night, but this time, my eyes go to the prominent bulge in his shorts, the light fabric wrapping around his thickness. Nothing is defined, but from what I can tell, he’s well endowed and that drives a shiver down my spine.

      Blushing, I turn away, ashamed for staring, chastising myself for even letting myself get caught up in the moment of being eye level with his crotch.

      I shouldn’t be looking.

      Giving myself a few seconds, I snag my clipboard from behind me and exit the vehicle. After I’ve locked the car, I head toward Stryder, who has his hands pressed against the back of his neck, his biceps impossibly large straining the fabric of his shirt, as he surveys the land. All male, a finely toned athletic man with an air of darkness swirling around him.

      “Is there anything I need to know before helping out?”

      Pulling my gaze away from him—because honestly, why the hell am I staring?—I say, “There are a few athletes with autism, and their parents help out a lot, a few athletes with Down Syndrome, and then a few who are developmentally delayed. They are all really easygoing and love being outside. I wouldn’t treat them any differently than you would your friends, minus the swearing and all that.”

      He slowly nods. “So no saying fuck and pussy.”

      I snort and cough at the same time, the sound rather ugly but uncontrollable. “Oh my God, definitely no saying fuck or pussy.”

      Turning slightly, eyebrow raised he says, “Huh, never thought the word pussy would come out of your mouth.”

      I pat him on the shoulder. “Way worse has come out of my mouth, believe me.”

      His eyes narrow and the side of his jaw ticks, lips pursed. He doesn’t say anything, just grunts and follows closely behind. Wincing, I wonder how he must have taken that. I meant swear words, but I felt like it came out more seductively, maybe hinting toward the bedroom.

      Another blush creeps over my cheeks. Jeez, I need to get control of myself. Especially since this is the first time Stryder will be meeting Bryan. Realizing I should probably give him a heads-up, I turn around and walk backward while saying, “I forgot to mention, when you meet Bryan, just act normal but no loud noises.”

      “I can do that.” Biting his bottom lip, he wiggles his eyebrows at me and says, “Think he’ll like me?”

      Playfully I give Stryder a once-over and shake my head. “Probably not.”

      “What?” His eyebrows draw together. “Why the hell not? I’m a good time.”

      “You might be too much for him.” I smile and turn back around, walking through the gate to the track.

      “Too much? Fuck that, we’re going to be best friends by the end of this practice.”

      Stopping, I face him, hands on hips. “What did I say about swearing?”

      Sheepishly he cringes and asks, “Make sure you swear a lot?”

      “Stryder.”

      “Okay, I know, no swearing. I’m sorry. I got this. Totally under control. Don’t worry.”
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        * * *

      

      “Whaaaaaat? Dude, you tossed the shit out of that softball,” Stryder says to Bryan who surprisingly has taken to him easily.

      “Stryder,” I snap, for the fifth time during practice. “No swearing.”

      “I didn’t,” he replies, looking seriously perplexed.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “What did I say?” He hands Bryan another softball and steps out of the circle to give him some space. Bryan is at a level where he can’t quite use a real shot put yet, but he’ll get there.

      “You said shit,” I whisper.

      “Did I? Huh, I didn’t even notice.”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “I could tell.”

      Wrapping his arm around me, he shakes my shoulders and says, “Come on, you’re not mad. Admit it, it’s fun having me here.”

      It’s true. I’ve had fun joking around with Stryder and watching him interact with the athletes, mainly Bryan. At first Bryan was a little standoffish. He didn’t take to Stryder like he immediately took to Colby but then again, when he met Colby, Bryan was in his environment, in his space, and comfortable. He felt safe. Attending practice is already pushing him out of his comfort zone, but with some smooth coaxing, some Credence Clearwater Revival playing from the phone in his pocket, and some ridiculous dance moves, he won Bryan over enough to let him hand him softballs.

      It’s a win in my book.

      And it was really cute to watch Stryder desperately try to get on Bryan’s good side. After a few failed attempts, I gave Stryder a few pointers. Had him play the music and talk about the Broncos. That loosened Bryan up, and then the dance moves, well, I think that made everyone happy. At one point, practice turned into a dance party, and for the life of me, I couldn’t stop it . . . at least not right away.

      Stryder might have sworn a little bit more than he should have, but what was funny was the way he tried to cover it up.

      Fuck, I mean fudge. Throw the fudge out of the thing.

      That was my favorite. It made me snort, especially when I caught the confused look on the athlete’s face.

      “Come on.” Stryder nudges me.

      Rolling my eyes and giving in, I say, “Fine, I guess I’m glad I invited you, despite the swearing.”

      “I knew it.” Cocky as ever, he gives Bryan another ball just as my mom walks up to us. Practice has ended, athletes are going home, and Bryan is getting a few more tosses in while I wait for everyone to be picked up. I usually don’t have to wait at all.

      “Why, hello,” my mom says, looking between me and Stryder, a hint of disapproval in her gaze.

      I might have forgotten to tell her Stryder would be here.

      “Mrs. Oaks, hi. How are you?” Stryder waves his hand, keeping it at that.

      “Well, and yourself?”

      Stryder nods and looks over at Bryan. “I’m doing all right. Happy to get out and do something different for the weekend. Your son has quite the arm on him.”

      “Yes, he’s getting pretty good. We’re so excited that he’s ventured out to do something different.” Taking a second, she says, “How’s your new job? It can take a while to settle in after finishing years of study.”

      Ooo . . . I close my eyes, wishing my mom had some kind of filter. I know she’s trying to make small talk, but come on, I just told her the other day how unhappy he is. Work is not the thing to talk about with Stryder.

      Putting on a good face, he says, “It’s work,” and leaves it at that. He nods toward the field. “I’m going to go grab the balls and pack them up.”

      Stryder jogs off, leaving me alone with my mom. Before she can say anything, I say, “He’s staying with me and Ryan. It’s fine.”

      Ignoring me, she says, “What happened to letting him figure it out on his own?”

      I bite on my bottom lip and turn my back completely away from Stryder. “Mom, he is so lost right now. He admitted to me last night that he hit rock bottom. Before we came here, he told me he hasn’t talked to Colby since graduation. He doesn’t have a relationship with his family. He has nobody. I don’t know, I just feel like there was a reason why he came back into my life.”

      “You don’t have to save everyone, honey.” My mom lifts my chin.

      “I know, but I can’t walk away either, not after seeing the pain in his eyes that night at the bar. He might have been drunk, but he was hurting, like he’s disappointed and embarrassed for the way his life has panned out.” I can’t even imagine what his family said when he didn’t get into flight school that drove him to hitting rock bottom.

      “I can understand that, but I want you to make sure you realize you might not be able to help him. This might just be all on him.”

      “I know. But maybe I can be the one who possibly helps him find his way.”

      A few short seconds later, Stryder comes up to us, arms full of softballs. He stuffs them in the bag and then ties it off. Bryan is sitting on the grass, next to the bag, rocking back and forth, when Stryder squats down and says, “Bryan, I had an awesome time, man. Thanks for showing me your whip of an arm.” I watch Stryder hesitate for a second and then stand. “I will give you guys some privacy. I’ll wait for you at the car. Mrs. Oaks, it was really nice seeing you again.”

      “You too, Stryder.”

      When he takes off, my mom grips my shoulder and says, “I can see what you mean. His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes, does it?”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t.”

      My mom pulls me into a hug, her embrace comforting and just what I need. “I love your heart, Rory.”

      “I love you, Mom.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you awake?” I whisper from my bed.

      “Yeah. What’s up?”

      “Nothing, just couldn’t sleep. I think I’m still getting used to having a roommate. You breathe loudly.”

      “What?” He sits up on his bed and looks over at me, the moonlight from the window casting light on the end of my bed, not allowing him a good look at my playful face.

      Chuckling, I say, “Just kidding. But it was fun to see your reaction.”

      Lying back down, he says, “You’re really funny, you know that?”

      “I like to think so sometimes.” Pausing, I say, “Sorry my mom asked about your job. I know you don’t care to talk about it.”

      “Ah, it was nothing.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve been quiet ever since.” He was different after we left the track and field stadium. He went off somewhere after we got back home and when he came back, I might have sniffed him when he was close, looking to see if he smelled like alcohol. He didn’t, which made me feel guilty for assuming. “Where did you go?”

      Taking a second, I hear him shift on the blow-up mattress and then say, “Do you really want to know?”

      “I mean . . . do I?”

      Chuckling, he says, “You might judge me.”

      Well, now I’m seriously intrigued.

      “I won’t.”

      Exhaling, he says, “I went to Amy’s Donuts.”

      Okay, that gives me pause. Out of all the things I thought Stryder might say, I never thought he’d say Amy’s Donuts, the iconic donut shop in Colorado Springs, known best for their crazy toppings and sugar-filled, coma-inducing donuts.

      “Amy’s Donuts?” I ask, wanting to make sure I heard him clearly.

      “Yeah, down south. Growing up, once I had my license, it was my go-to place to escape the wrath of my father. Being the dick he was, we weren’t allowed to have any kind of sweets in the house, and were raised on a strict diet, so once I got my license, the first place I went to was Amy’s Donuts and got the Fruity Pebble donut. I sat in the corner with my donut, milk in hand, and enjoyed the fuck out of that thing. I ordered two more after that, mentally giving my dad a giant middle finger. It turned into my little sanctuary. I would go there whenever my dad pushed me over the edge.”

      “And that’s where you went today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did my mom push you over the edge?”

      He chuckles, his voice growing soft. “No. Your mom is really nice.” He lets out a long breath. “I feel like a dick for even saying this, but you deserve to understand. I guess I was envious of your relationship with your mom. It’s so loving, giving each other hugs and all that bullshit. Hell, I can’t remember the last time I was hugged, especially by a family member. It just isn’t the way my family works. It made me feel . . . empty, so I took off, ate some donuts.” He chuckles. “I guess it’s better than getting lost in a bottle.”

      Not hugged?

      My heart squeezes from the thought.

      Colby and Stryder are so similar, it’s no wonder they connected so quickly. But at least because Colby has his grandpa’s love, he knows what it’s like to have affection bestowed upon him. Stryder, on the other hand, from what it seems, has never really been shown any kind of affection.

      Before I can stop myself, my heart propelling me forward, I hop out of my bed and walk over to Stryder’s little corner. Hands behind his head, he looks up at me, his blue eyes shimmering in the moonlight.

      He gives me a once-over and then says, “What are you doing?”

      Swallowing hard, I ask, “Can you stand please?”

      “Stand?” His eyebrow quirks up.

      I twist the hem of my shirt in my hand and nod. “Please.”

      Seeming skeptical, he moves his blanket to the side and stands in front of me, his tall, broad frame towering over my small, petite frame. Wearing a T-shirt and shorts, his hair disheveled already, hands at his sides, he says, “You’re not going to kick me in the shin for not bringing back donuts, are you?”

      Not answering him, I step forward and wrap my arms around his waist, resting my cheek on his chest. His body tenses, his breath catches in his lungs, and his arms hang stiffly to the side. He doesn’t say anything. And when I squeeze him, he becomes even more like a rigid board.

      “Wh-what are you doing, Rory?”

      Holding back the emotion starting to rise up my throat, I say, “I can’t stand the fact that you don’t remember the last hug you had. That just about kills me, Stryder.”

      “I didn’t say it to get a hug.” His voice is gruff, raw.

      I glance at him, the scruff on his jaw new and different than the usual freshly shaven man I’ve come to know. “I know you didn’t, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still want to do something about it.”

      His strong jaw works back and forth, debating his next move, and instead of waiting to see what he’s going to do, I lower my head back to his chest and hold him.

      I don’t care if he doesn’t hug me back or if from the outside this looks incredibly awkward. All I care about it making sure Stryder realizes he’s valued in my eyes, that he isn’t a castaway in someone else’s mind.

      Slowly, I can feel him start to relax against my hold, his back muscles easing, his breath filling his lungs and unexpectedly, he tentatively wraps his arms around me, encasing me in his warm embrace. He doesn’t squeeze me tight but holds me protectively, as if he breathes wrong, I’ll disappear.

      He has nothing to worry about; I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be damned if he feels alone anymore. If anything, he will at least have me in his corner, cheering him on. And he deserves more than just me, but being there for him feels so incredibly right.
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      Two weeks.

      It’s been two weeks of bouncing back and forth between Rory and Ryan’s houses, mainly staying at Ryan’s but going to Rory’s on the weekends. It almost feels like they have custody of me, constantly talking to each other about who’s taking me when.

      If I wasn’t so relieved I didn’t have to be at my parents’ house, I might actually feel bad. But I don’t.

      I’m grateful.

      And I make sure I show that. I clean, I cook—mainly for Ryan, who in fact is a genuine hot mess, but I like it—and I always put the toilet seat down. I’m a gentleman, if anything.

      I think Ryan likes having “custody”—as they call it—more because I cook for both of us. I’m not much of a cook, but I did find a recipe on the Internet for enchiladas, and that’s been a real winner. I’ve made them three times now and one would think I’d be getting tired of them, but they’re that damn good.

      When I’m with Rory, the roles are reversed. She loves cooking, and when I offer to make her dinner, she shakes her head and offers me a chance to help, but that’s about it. I think it’s because she truly enjoys caring for people. I love watching the joy in her face when I take the first bite of her meal, like she is more excited to see my reaction than actually eat the food.

      It’s fucking adorable.

      Everything about her is adorable.

      If anything has become clearer over these past two weeks about my feelings is that I’m not just infatuated with Rory. I’m in fucking love with her. Truly in love.

      I’ve fallen so hard for her, it hurts.

      Every morning, I can smell her on me, even when I’m not staying with her. I can still feel her arms wrapped around me, her spur-of-the-moment hug before bed implanted within me, as if her arms branded my skin and left her mark for eternity. And maybe they did. And she may never know.

      She caught me off guard at first. I wasn’t sure what the hell she was doing, but when I figured it out, fuck, I wanted nothing more than to scoop her up, take her to her bed, and cuddle the fuck out of her. I desperately wanted to bury my head in her hair and take her in until I slowly fell asleep to her fresh honey scent.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I barely held her, just enough to get a feeling for what it would be like if she was mine, just a test, a teaser of what my life could be like. Her softness against my hard. I wanted more but I was scared. I was scared the moment I was experiencing was all in my head; that in fact I was dreaming Rory was wrapped around me. I didn’t want to scare her or wake up from the blissful reverie I thought I was having.

      It wasn’t a dream though.

      And the next day, when I packed up to go to Ryan’s house, before I left, she snagged my arm and once again pressed her warm body against mine, infusing her soul into mine. How did she know? How could she know that someone denied touch for so much of his life yearned for it? I have no idea how she knew, but I thanked God she did.

      I held on to that feeling for the entire week, remembering what it was like to be the one she offered her arms to, and when I went back to her place that following Friday, I held my breath, waiting and praying that when she opened the door to her apartment, I would be greeted the same.

      I was.

      And I fell. I fell so fucking hard for her.

      Now she’s all I think about, more now than before. I count down the minutes until I get to see her again, until I get to hear her soft and peaceful voice. I count down the minutes until I’m privy to that beautiful smile and addictive laugh. Even work is tolerable, especially on Fridays, knowing it’s no longer the only thing in my life. I now enjoy Ryan’s quirkiness throughout the weeknights, waiting impatiently until Friday when I get to go home. When I eat dinner with Rory and ask her about her day.

      But with each passing moment I spend with her, I can’t help but feel fucking guilty.

      There is an unspoken rule between military brothers: we will throw down for each other and self-sacrifice. Colby is my boy, the one person I relied on to be there for me through the hell we were enduring, the pressure of the Academy, and I was his person too. We were each other’s rocks.

      He is the reason I stepped aside, the reason why even though it pained me every time to see him with Rory, I never said anything, because he was happy. He was finding his peace and I wanted that for him, despite the white-hot jealousy that roared through me.

      He is the reason why I won’t allow myself to give in to my feelings. Even though we haven’t spoken since graduation, I still feel a sense of loyalty to him. Rory is his girl, the one that changed his life, made him step outside his comfort zone, and I know for a fact there is no way he’s over her. He can’t be.

      If he has an ounce of the type of feelings I have for her, I know I wouldn’t be over her. Even when Colby and Rory were dating, I tried to shake the nagging feelings in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t. They’d taken up permanent residence, stayed firmly planted, until they resurfaced and grew to an insurmountable affection.

      There is no hope for me.

      Knocking on the door, I wait impatiently for the sound of her feet to pad across the floor only to be greeted by a giant smile and an even better hug.

      After waiting a few breathless seconds, Rory opens the door, freshly showered, wet hair dancing over her shoulders, wearing a vintage-looking Star Wars shirt and black shorts. “Hey.” She smiles. “You know you can use the key I gave you.”

      I walk into the apartment, and once she shuts the door, she comes to me, and without hesitation, pulls me into a hug. Reciprocating, my eyes flutter shut, my senses invaded by her bubbly personality, my mind turning into a puddle of affection for this woman.

      Swallowing hard, I say, “I didn’t want to walk in on something.” I wince, as if she would be doing something weird. “You know, privacy and shit.”

      She playfully gives me a squeeze and then backs away, walking toward the kitchen, her shorts riding up in the back, showcasing her toned legs. What I wouldn’t give to feel them wrapped around my waist, her body writhing against mine, her mouth open and pressed across my lips.

      “You text me when you’re on your way, then you don’t have to worry about walking in on anything.” Rolling her eyes, she holds up a glass. “Want some apple juice? I just got a big carton, because I was craving some.”

      “Craving apple juice?” I walk over to my little corner where my bed is neatly tucked and drop my bag, tossing my cap along with it and my jacket, leaving me in my sand tee and pants after I unlace my boots.

      She shrugs. “I get these weird cravings every once in a while, and it’s always drinks. Is that weird?”

      “Depends. What kind of drinks?”

      “Juices.” She hands me a cup even though I didn’t mention wanting one. “I usually drink water and tea, so when I get in these moods, I can drink a whole gallon by myself.”

      Taking a sip of the sugary drink, I chuckle. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who craves juice.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Glad I could be your first.” Bringing the cup to her lips, she takes a long pull from the glass and then exhales in pleasure. “Oh yeah, that’s good stuff right there.”

      I shake my head at how ridiculous she is. Juice. Who fucking knew? Hell, I’ll get her juice every day if it makes her this playful and entertaining.

      “How was your day?” I ask, taking another sip of my apple juice. I mean, it tastes good, but not eye-closing good.

      “It was good, busy with the Special Olympics event happening tomorrow.” She leans over and places her hand on mine, sincerity in her eyes. “If I forget to say it tomorrow, thank you again for all your help gathering volunteers. You seriously saved me.”

      “It was nothing.” I shrug it off, even though I begged and pleaded with a lot of the people at work and instructors at the Academy to show up with not only tons of volunteers but a color guard and the Academy’s acapella group to sing the national anthem.

      “Nothing?” Rory raises her eyebrows at me. “Stryder, you have the entire opening ceremonies planned out. It’s going to be so amazing tomorrow with all those cadets high-fiving the athletes as they parade around the track. I can’t even imagine what their reactions are going to be. And what you did with Blake . . .” Her voice trails off.

      Okay, I might have pulled a lot of strings, but fuck, it’s for Rory. So when I thought Blake dropping off some of the guys to parachute onto the field would be good, I made it happen.

      “You really made this so special.”

      “Hey, anything for your brother.” I smile and look into my cup, feeling fucking shy as hell. When have I ever been shy in front of a woman before? It’s what she does to me though. Every time. Brings me to my knees.

      Silent for a second, the sound of my phone ringing breaks up the quiet. “I’m going to make you one hell of a dinner tomorrow,” Rory says as I stand to get my phone.

      “Now, that, I’ll accept.”

      I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out my phone, the name flashing on the screen causing my stomach to flip.

      Hardie.

      Fuck.

      I press the green button and say, “Hang on a second.”

      “Yup,” his voice says before I put it on mute.

      Going to the table, I set my glass of apple juice down and say, “I’m going to take this outside if that’s okay?”

      “Oh sure. I can leave if you want me to.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, I’m good.” I eye some pots on the stove, the smell of spaghetti sauce filling the air. “Eat without me, I’ll be back.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I’d rather eat dinner with her, but knowing this phone call will probably be long, I nod. “Go ahead.”

      I make my way down the stairs of the apartment and onto the street where I take a seat on the curb, the summer light still making the quiet streets easy to see.

      Taking a deep breath, I unmute the phone and hold it to my ear. “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

      “Fan-fucking-tastic,” Hardie’s voice beams. “What about yourself?”

      Not wanting to lead Hardie on, I say, “Good. You know how the Springs is during the summer months.”

      “Tourist hell. Are you surviving?”

      “Barely. Traffic is a bitch.” What kind of old man am I, complaining about the traffic? Next thing I’ll start talking about the weather.

      “Always has been.” He chuckles. “So tell me about life. What have you been up to?”

      It’s the same conversation we have every time he calls. Hardie asks how I’m doing, I tell him about my stupid-as-shit job, and then he raves about flight school, leaving me in a shitty mood.

      I prepare myself for it.

      “Just working at the base still. The guys there are pretty cool, some total douche nuggets thinking they’re back in BMT, talking down to the scrubs. I think they missed the memo: we’re not in the Academy anymore.”

      “We have them in flight school too. Total idiots. I have a guy in my house that struts around, thrusting his chest out like a goddamn peacock, acting like he owns the damn place. The fucker sucks at his landings though, so even though he likes to pretend he’s the shit, we all know he’s an idiot with the inability to land smoothly. I think he’s a few shitty landings from being demoted.”

      “One can only hope, huh?” I answer, feeling numb.

      I was fucking smooth as hell with my landings.

      One of the best.

      “Yeah. Ugh, man, you would have fucking loved the missions we had to complete today . . .”

      Hardie’s voice rings out over the phone, excitement bouncing off him as he tells me all about flight school, each experience like a fucking rusty knife straight to my stomach. Feeling like I owe it to Hardie to be responsive and engaged, I listen, adding my two cents here and there even though my stomach is churning, anger building inside me.

      Heat creeps up my neck, a sweat breaking over my upper lip as I feel my frustration start to tip over. My veins boil with jealousy. Fury takes over, hitting me over and over again like a ton of bricks. It’s where I should be.

      After what seems like forever, Hardie finally says, “Have you heard from Colby?”

      “Uh, no, have you?”

      “Yeah, he called me yesterday.” My heart stops and for a split second, I think that maybe they know, that someone told them I’ve been staying with Rory. I haven’t done anything, but still it doesn’t look good on my end, rooming with my best friend’s ex-girlfriend.

      “What, uh, what did he say?”

      “We just talked about flight school, how he was doing. He asked about you.”

      Why does this feel like some kind of weird breakup, Hardie the middleman trying to be the peacemaker?

      “Did you tell him I’m living the life over here in the Springs, eating up all the Amy’s Donuts my little heart desires?” I joke.

      “Something like that. I told him about your drinking.”

      For fuck’s sake. It’s not like it was super serious . . . sort of.

      “Jesus Christ, Hardie. Why would you do that?”

      “I don’t know. I was worried.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry. I haven’t had a drink in three weeks.”

      “You haven’t?”

      “No,” I grit out, really annoyed now. It’s one thing for Hardie to know about what’s going on in my personal life, but I don’t want everyone to know, especially Colby.  And that pisses me off. He has no idea why I had to cut ties with him. In the past, he would have been the only one who had any idea of what was lurking below my let’s get the fun on Stryder. Now? Fuck. I miss him, but I can’t talk to him. And why, if he knows about the drinking, hasn’t he called me?

      “That’s . . . that’s good. So does that mean you’re not under your dad’s watchful eye anymore? Or did hell freeze over and you were able to work out your differences?”

      “Hell is still hot as fuck. Believe me, there will be no solving our differences. The fucker is far too proud to ever act like a dad. I found somewhere else to live for the time being.”

      “Good.” He pauses and then says, “Have you thought about the stuff I sent you?”

      I shouldn’t have picked up the call. I knew talking to Hardie was going to put me in a shitty mood and within seconds it did. Now, he’s only fueling the flame.

      After our last phone call, Hardie sent me an email full of all the ways I could reapply to get into flight school by earning my private pilot’s license first. It would cost me money, but it would be a huge step to making the sky mine again.

      I haven’t even looked at it.

      Even after working for a year on base, pilot’s license or not, I’d be competing for limited spots against first years finishing USAFA, not to mention the unmistakable fail from the year before. No. That dream has had to be shelved.

      “Haven’t looked at it,” I answer honestly, my hand pinching my brow as a light breeze whips by me.

      There is a low exhale on the other line, and I know Hardie’s irritated. “Why the hell not?”

      “What’s the point? You really think I’d get in? There is a vendetta against me, Hardie. It’s not in the fucking stars for me, so might as well save myself the disappointment.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I rub my forehead and stand up. “I know for a fact it’s not going to happen for me, so can you just fucking drop it?”

      “I wish you would try.”

      “And I wish you would stop fucking talking about it,” I yell, louder than expected. Blowing out a frustrated breath, I say, “Listen, I have to go. Be safe up there.” Before he can respond, I hang up the phone and pocket it. Fuck.

      Hands on my hips, I look at Rory’s apartment and debate whether or not I should retreat to the comforting surroundings of her place.

      I’m in no mood to be around her, so instead, I start walking. I don’t know where, I just walk.

      I walk until my bare feet feel torn and battered, and the irony isn’t lost on me. How many years have I figuratively walked alone like this? Feeling like my heart was ripped to pieces. How many times have I shut out the world and hidden alone in my hatred? And yet here I am at twenty-three years old, still fucking on my own. Underwhelming.
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        * * *

      

      When I reach the top of the stairs, I consider knocking but think better of it in case Rory is sleeping. The sun set a while ago, night creeping in, matching my dark mood. I still couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Hardie took a perfectly fine day and turned it into a tortured few hours, regret and hatred coursing through me as I walked the streets of Manitou, contemplating what the hell I was going to do with my life.

      Nothing.

      There was nothing I could do.

      I drew a shit hand and I had to face it.

      Carefully, I push down on the handle of the door and quietly walk inside to find Rory’s night table light on, her body tucked into a ball to the side underneath her fluffy comforter. Trying to be as silent as possible, I lock up and turn toward my bed to grab a pair of shorts to change into. Fuck the shirt at this point.

      Rory sent me a few texts while I was gone, wondering where I was, if I was coming back to eat dinner, or if she needed to be concerned.

      All her texts went unanswered.

      I didn’t know what to say, how to respond without sounding like a complete ass, so I ignored them.

      Seeing her innocent body tucked up tightly, I regret ignoring her. She didn’t deserve my silence, especially since she made me dinner. Especially since she’d opened her heart to be my friend. She did nothing wrong, and yet I punished her. I punished her because I’m so goddamned ashamed of the man I am, of the constant plaguing voice coursing through me saying I’m not good enough.

      As quietly as possible, I get ready for bed, change into my shorts, and fold up my uniform. Before opening the bathroom door, I turn off the light so it doesn’t wake Rory.

      Slinking toward my bed, I tuck my clothes away in the little laundry sack Rory gave me and turn toward the bed. I should turn off the light for her.

      Tiptoeing to her bed, I avoid looking at her to alleviate some of the guilt, and switch off her light. On my way back to my bed, her comforter rustles and I hear the faint sound of her voice. “Stryder?”

      I pause, eyes shut, wishing I were anywhere but here right now.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Go back to sleep.”

      Instead—because this is Rory—she sits up in bed and rubs her eyes. “Where were you?”

      “Walking.”

      “Without shoes on?”

      At the time it didn’t bother me. I felt numb to the world, but now I can feel the impact on my feet. They’re sore as shit.

      “Yeah, no biggie. Go back to bed. Did you set an alarm for tomorrow morning?”

      She rubs her eyes some more and scoots back against her headboard. “Come here.”

      “Rory, just go to bed. No need to talk this out.”

      “No,” she says firmly, looking more awake. “I was worried about you, and I deserve the right to talk to you. You can’t just slink off and not come back for hours.”

      Feeling like the bastard that I am, I say, “I’m a grown man, Rory. I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      Regret consumes me the minute the words leave my mouth, and an audible gasp escapes past her heart-shaped lips. She doesn’t deserve that kind of treatment, and yet I can’t stop myself from being a dick. This is why I didn’t want to come back right away, and even after a few hours trying to walk off my anger and pain, I’m still a fucking prick.

      I scratch the side of my jaw and say, “Listen, I’m not in a good head space right now. Anything I say to you I’m going to regret. Just let me sleep it off, okay?”

      She’s silent for a moment before tearing the covers off her bed and walking past me, her shoulder brushing mine until she’s in the bathroom, the door shutting harder than I expected.

      I run my hands down my face and mutter, “Fuck.”

      I hate everything about me right now. I hate that I hurt her, that she has to deal with my mood swings, that she’s taking the brunt of it. I consider going to Ryan’s house, not caring if she has a guy over when the toilet flushes, water runs, and then the door flies open, an angry Rory standing in the door frame.

      “You’re a dick, Stryder.”

      “I know,” I answer without hesitation.

      “I care about you. Why can’t you accept that?”

      My eyes travel up and down her body, taking in the way her little hands clench at her sides, anger ready to strike any minute from the whip of her tongue. “You’re wasting your time, Rory.”

      Shaking my head, I walk toward my bed when she stops me, hand pressed against my bare chest, her eyes widening under the moonlight as she scans my torso, from my thick pecs to my carved six-pack, flexing uncontrollably at her touch.

      Heat consumes me, desire ripping through me, the need to pull her against my chest taking over my entire body.

      Everything pauses around us, both our breaths labored, our eyes bouncing back and forth, anger brewing, need consuming me.

      I want her.

      I want to claim her.

      I want to make her mine.

      Just a few inches, one swipe of my arm around her waist and she’s mine.

      Do it.

      Fucking take what you want.

      Be the dick and throw all the rules out the window.

      Claim what was yours to begin with.

      But before I can gain the courage to make my move, she presses her hand to her forehead.

      Stepping away, she clears her throat and throws me from my pep talk. “I don’t want to sound like a bitch here, Stryder, but I’ll pull the roommate card if I need to.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, my breathing heavy, my body thrumming with need. The way the muted light bounces off her, it looks like there’s a goddamn halo over her head.

      “I’m letting you stay here, so at the very least, I deserve the decency of an answered text. I was…” Her voice tightens and she swallows. “I was worried, Stryder.”

      Her brow pinches together and she bites down on the corner of her lip, her eyes watering.

      Shit.

      Without thinking about the consequences, I step forward and pull her into a hug so her cheek rests against my bare chest, her skin melding against mine. My heart lurches against my lungs, the burning need for this woman ignited to dangerous levels as she grips on to me, her smooth hands pressing against my back, easing the tension in my muscles.

      “I was really worried,” she says, her voice weak, just about bringing me to my knees.

      Moving my hand to her head, I press my fingers into her hair, the soft strands like silk. “I’m sorry, Rory. I’m really fucking sorry.”

      Looking up, a stray tear falls down her cheek that I quickly wipe away with the pad of my thumb.

      I couldn’t feel like more of an ass than I do at this moment. I made Rory cry, and that realization cuts deeper than finding out I didn’t make it into flight school. I don’t ever want to be the source of her tears, of her sorrow.

      And yet, here I am, causing my beautiful girl to cry.

      Not mine. Shit.

      “Fuck, please don’t cry,” I breathe out heavily, feeling panicky.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just, I started thinking of all the things you could possibly be doing, or the things that could happen to you, and when you weren’t answering, I thought maybe I did or said something wrong.”

      “No.” I shake my head, bringing her into my chest again, cradling her head. “You did nothing wrong. Don’t ever think my shitty attitude relates to you. Okay?” I take in a deep breath. “That was Hardie on the phone, and his conversations are always hard for me to take in, to process.”

      “Oh.” Lifting her head again, but still wrapped around me, her arms my comfort, she asks, “What did he say to you?”

      “Just talked about flight school and shit I hate talking about. I don’t really want to get into it again.”

      Understanding passes over her and she says, “And you just needed to walk?”

      I nod. “It wouldn’t have been good for me to come up here right away. You think I’m a dick now, try talking to me right after I got off the phone. I was in no mood to be around you.” Cupping her cheek, my heart hammering I my chest, I say, “I don’t ever want to be in a bad mood around you, Rory. You deserve more than that.” My thumb passes over her cheek and for a brief second, I can feel her head lean into my touch as her eyes flutter shut, only to open abruptly, as if she caught herself doing something bad.

      Searching my eyes, she says, “You don’t have to hide yourself around me, Stryder.” She has no idea how much of myself I am hiding. From her.

      “I need to, Rory. If anything, I need to do it to protect you. I don’t ever want to hurt you.” Wanting to make sure she doesn’t see through me, I say, “You’ve done so much for me, given me so much, I don’t ever want you to think I’m taking that for granted.”

      “I know you don’t. I just wish you would talk to me more instead of hiding.”

      I tip her chin. “Hiding is what I do best.” Pulling away, feeling way too much for her in this moment, I grab the back of my neck and say, “I’m sorry for everything. I really am.”

      She clasps her hands in front of her, looking shy, she says, “I know.”

      Casting a glance at the stove, I notice the time is getting incredibly late for two people who need to wake up early in the morning. “We should get to bed. Early morning.”

      She plays with the hem of her shirt and she fidgets in place. “Are you going to be okay?”

      Answering honestly, I say, “I don’t know. I sure as hell hope so.”

      “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      I sigh. “You don’t have to worry about me, Rory.”

      “Stop saying that.” She grows angry and steps closer. “If I want to care or worry about you, I can. You’re important to me, Stryder, whether you want to believe it or not. I’m not going anywhere, so I think it’s time you accept the fact that there is someone in this world who truly wants to make sure you’re okay.” Stepping in even closer, closing the space between us, I feel the heat of her body infuse mine. She presses her hand into my pinched brow, and God, her beautiful scent . . . “This anger you carry with you every day, I want to see it dissipate. I want to see the Stryder I first met. Outgoing and charming, the guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer, the guy who thrived off having a good time, living in the moment. He’s deep inside you, I know he is. I wish you would let him out.”

      Growing serious, I step away, letting her hand fall to her side. “Pretty sure he died the day his dreams did.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” I ask incredulously.

      “Yes, why did he die?”

      “Because . . .” I don’t know what to say, how to answer her question.

      “Because why? You didn’t get what you wanted? Newsflash, Stryder, we don’t always get what we want, and sometimes we have to deal with what life has handed us.”

      I shake my head, running my hand through my hair. “There’s more to it than you know.”

      “Then tell me.” Her voice swells with disappointment.

      I know I’m going to piss her off, but since I’m not in the mood to talk, I say, “It’s not a story I want to get into with you.”

      With that, I push past her and settle myself on my air mattress, letting self-hatred consume me.

      Rory might think she wants my darkness, but she has no clue how deep-rooted it is. She doesn’t know how much of my life it has consumed or how I have no clue how to beat it. How to find freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STRYDER

      

      

      
        
        About seven months ago . . .

      

      

      I sit in my car, staring at the five missed calls on my phone. Defeat in my shoulders, the world around me moving in slow motion, the feeling of living out a nightmare present in the forefront of my mind.

      I can’t fucking believe it.

      I didn’t make it.

      Out of one thousand cadets, I didn’t fucking make it.

      I rub my hand over my face and sink farther into my seat, the dark, stone-faced house I grew up in in front of me, looming over me, waiting for the announcement of my failure.

      My dad knew today was the day. He knew I was supposed to find out, and it’s the reason why he’s called my phone five times and why I’ve ignored every call.

      What am I going to say?

      How am I supposed to break the news to the man that’s been busting my ass every day since I can remember, driving it into my head who I’m supposed to be? How am I supposed to walk into that house, look my father in the eyes, and tell him I failed to capture the dream I never thought I wanted? That instead of joining my friends in the sky, I’ve been grounded.

      I can’t fucking do it.

      The porch light turns on and the door opens. Shit. Slowly I watch my father’s silhouette come into view, strong and powerful, his force strong. I’ve felt it before, a powerful strike from his anger. It wasn’t often and nothing like Colby experienced, but I still have the knowledge of what it feels like to have my father’s fist connect furiously with my face.

      And for some reason, my guess is I might feel it again tonight. Even though I could fight back. Even though my failure will justify his reproof . . . in his eyes.

      Blowing out a heavy breath, I turn off my car, pocket my keys, and make my way to my father, who stands with his chest puffed, hands on his hips.

      I can’t hide the bow of my head, the slouch in my shoulders, the heavy footsteps that pound against the paved sidewalk leading to my childhood home.

      He doesn’t say anything when I reach him. He turns into the house, leaving me to shut the door. In the grand entryway, the antler chandelier above me feels like a pound of thorns waiting to crash upon me as it casts its light on a dark moment.

      “Tell me.”

      Two words, spoken with such malice that I feel a shiver creep up my spine. Even though I’m as tall as my father and have maybe a few pounds on him, I still fear his wrath. I still flinch with his sharp movements. It might be the little boy inside me visualizing the many times I was reprimanded or punished, and in this moment, I can feel my body turtle in on itself. I can feel the boy with hopes and dreams of being a fighter pilot have his dreams squashed right in front of him. I feel him hurting, bleeding, slowly dying inside and becoming hard as stone, blackening a heart that was barely there to begin with.

      Wanting to seem strong despite the hurt pulsing through me, I say, “I didn’t get in.”

      The words fall out of my mouth, sounding robotic and unnatural as the air stills. Hands still on his hips, turned away, his head slightly bows before he shakes it.

      “You’re pathetic,” he grits out, turning around now and walking toward me with powerful steps. He comes to within inches of my face, his nose practically touching mine. “You sorry piece of shit.” He cocks his fist back and punches me dead in my gut, crippling me to the ground. Not letting up, he kicks me in the side, careening me backward so I’m flipped onto my back, head pressing against the side of the door, my arm protectively slung over my stomach, my lungs captured by a coughing fit.

      Squatting down, he grips the center of my ABUs and pulls me up so I’m close enough to notice the wild look in his pupils. Searching my eyes, sneering with disdain, he growls, “You’re the biggest disappointment of my life. You don’t deserve to wear this uniform, let alone carry the Sheppard name.” Shoving me back to the ground so my head hits the hardwood floor, he stands and says, “Get the fuck out of my house.”

      The click of his shoes sounds in the entryway as he retreats to his office where he slams the door. I close my eyes, sucking in deep breaths, trying to regain my balance. When I open my eyes, I spot my mom at the top of the stairs, a wineglass in hand, her hair a complete mess. She doesn’t say anything. She gives me no indication of caring, instead she just stares.  She’s never truly been a mom to me, always disheveled over the next re-station, never once caring to see how I’m feeling or to step in when my dad was unleashing his anger on me and my brothers. I can’t even remember a single conversation I’ve had with her. It’s almost as if she’s been a shell since the moment she married my dad.

      What does she think in moments like these? That’s my son lying in pain on the ground? Or are her thoughts more like my father’s? What a sorry excuse of a man my son is. No wonder my heart is black.

      Gathering myself, I slowly get to my feet, the pain in my side and stomach intense. Checking for my keys, I grip them in my hand and turn away, making my way to my car.

      I’m a strong man. I’ve been built and groomed to show no emotion. It’s the Sheppard way.

      But the moment my car door shuts, I press my forehead against the steering wheel and for the first time in my life that I can remember, I cry.

      Not because of what my dad said.

      Not because I’m a straight-up disappointment to the Sheppard line.

      But because as I sit here in my car, devastated, realization hits me. My dreams of becoming a fighter pilot have been stripped from me, and the future I had planned no longer exists.

      If I can’t fly, then what was the point of everything leading up to graduation?

      There was no point.

      It was all a waste of time.

      My entire life to this moment has been a goddamn waste. Just like me.
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        RORY

      

      

      I sit at the check-in table, hunched over, arm wrapped around my waist, and look at the races, checking them off as results are brought in for the awards ceremony once all events have been completed.

      This morning was extremely uncomfortable, having to drive over to Coronado High School with Stryder in the passenger’s seat just as quiet as he was the night before after he shut me out, turning his back on me again.

      I wanted nothing more than to push him, to force him to talk to me, to tell me why he’s being so standoffish, but instead I sucked in a miserable breath and let it go. I think the time has come where I need to let him do his thing, despite how much it pains me. My mom has told me on many occasions that men process things differently than women. And that sometimes it is our role to sit back and wait. And for Stryder, I can do that.

      I’ve always been a fixer. But no matter how much I want to fix Stryder, I might not be able to. He hinted that life behind the Sheppard’s closed door had been horrendous, particularly since he didn’t make flight school, and that breaks my heart. His family should be proud of the man he is. Flight school or not. There is so much good in him, and I want him to know it's there too.

      A sharp pain radiates through my stomach, and I take a second to breathe it out, squeezing my eyes shut. Shit, that hurts.

      Leaning forward in my chair, I try to stretch my back by propping my arms against the table and leaning forward, but it doesn’t help.

      Walking.

      Maybe if I walk it off it will be better. Life has been a little full, I guess. This event, coaching Bryan . . . I’ve been drinking enough water for how much I’ve been working out lately. But maybe not enough hydration today . . . Wasn’t my mom harping on me about that? I can see her shaking her finger at me right now, telling me how she told me so. I wouldn’t put it past her. Looks like a trip to Walgreens on the way home.

      Standing from my chair, I work my way around the venue, ignoring the blinding pain in my side, waving and smiling, so grateful for the many volunteers Stryder organized.

      Do you know what’s really confusing? How Stryder can be such an asshole, shutting me out one minute, and then in the next, he shows openness and kindness to the Special Olympic athletes. He went above and beyond to help me out, to make this year’s event the best it’s ever been. The look on Bryan’s face as he watched the guys parachute in during the opening ceremony . . . God, it was everything. One of the races is finishing up on the track, so as I walk, I clap for the athletes who are giving it their all, the movement painful, the smile on my face fading.

      I grip my side, leaning into the fence for support as my stomach rolls from the pain. My mouth becomes dry and my mind spins uncontrollably, making me feel incredibly dizzy.

      I don’t think this is from a lack of hydration. Looking up into the crowds of cheering people, I search for my mom, who is here with Bryan.

      Shit, she’s here with Bryan. She can’t leave him.

      Another bout of pain strikes me, crippling me against the fence. My legs are weak, and as a sheen of sweat coats my skin, my head becomes dizzier than ever. My stomach is queasy, and before I can find anywhere more appropriate, I hurl my body toward a trashcan and throw up, my stomach convulsing. Coughing and gripping onto the trashcan, hoping and praying no one is watching me, my stomach heaves again.

      “Rory?” a deep voice asks. I know that voice; it’s the same voice that had me frustrated last night. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” I wave my hand in the air nonchalantly. I don’t turn to look at him. I can’t, or else I’ll collapse.

      “Rory, you’re not fine. What is going on?” His large hand presses against my back, his face coming into view as he leans over. I haven’t talked to him at all this morning, and this is one of the first things we get to have a conversation about; why I’m throwing up in a trashcan. Fantastic.

      “I . . .” I try to answer him as I sway. “I don’t know,” I finally answer, my pride flying out the window.

      “Shit,” Stryder mumbles, and without another word, he scoops me up into his arms, which feel strong and protective.

      I can feel my head rest against his strong chest, but then I don’t register much as I start to nod off, the pain taking over.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey.” A warm hand caresses my cheek as my eyes flutter open.

      I’m in a hospital bed, an IV is attached to my hand, blankets cover my lap, and a pair of soulful blue eyes stare back at me.

      What the hell is going on?

      “How are you feeling?” Stryder asks, his large body sitting as close as possible to my bed, one hand holding mine, the other gently caressing my cheek. There is worry in his features; true worry . . . for me.

      “Uh, okay,” I answer. I’m so confused. I must have passed out from the pain, because the last thing I remember is being in my car, Stryder frantically driving. I give the room a once-over, noticing it’s only Stryder here. “What happened?”

      “Your appendix ruptured. I was in the waiting room on the phone with your mom, so when the doctors came to look for family, your mom gave me permission to be there while she was with Bryan. I hope that’s okay.” His voice is soft. There’s a pinch in his brow, and a ruffle to his hair as if he’s been stressfully running his hand through it.

      “Yeah.” I swallow hard. “I’m glad you’re here and I’m not alone.” I bite my bottom lip. “Am I going to be okay?”

      He nods, his face softening. “Yes, from what your mom told me, I got you to the hospital just in time. You went into emergency surgery where they had to remove the ruptured appendix and then clean out the whole area to remove any residual bacteria. I’m pretty sure you’re staying the night for monitoring and you’re going to be on antibiotics for at least six weeks.”

      “Six weeks? That’s so long.”

      “You’re also going to have to take it easy for the next few days. The doctor said you’re not going to be able to do your workout classes for a bit and suggested you cancel some of your massage appointments.”

      Sighing, knowing I can’t argue about the stress I’ve put on my body, I lean farther back on the bed and cast my eyes forward, thinking about the impact of all of this. There is no doubt in my mind I might have to borrow some money from my parents if the doctor makes me take too much time off, because I live paycheck to paycheck. I’ve been able to save up a little these past few months from taking on extra work, but I don’t want to spend all of that right away if I don’t have to.

      My mind is wandering . . . what will I need to do over these next few days?

      “You scared the shit out of me, Rory.”

      Meeting Styrder’s gaze, I take him in. Truly take him in. He looks like he’s aged a few years, so much concern in his brow, worry in his beautiful eyes, tension in his shoulders.

      “I’m . . . sorry.”

      He scoots in closer, his thumb rubbing over my cheekbone, his eyes searching mine. “You don’t need to be sorry, Rory. Hell, I’m just . . .” He takes a deep breath. His thumb feels like a warm blanket, covering me, soft and comforting. “I’m just glad I was there and was able to act quickly.” His eyes move back and forth over mine when he says, “You could have died, Rory. It wasn’t just appendicitis. Your appendix actually ruptured.”

      I should be freaked out.

      I should be thanking my lucky stars that nothing serious happened to me.

      But none of that matters because the man sitting by my bed, desperately holding my hand and trying to inch as close to me as possible, needs comforting. He needs reassurance that everything is going to be okay. I’m a little surprised by his concern to be honest. He looks agonized. For me.

      “I’m okay, Stryder. I’m going to be okay. You don’t need to worry.”

      He bites his bottom lip and nods. Clearing his throat, he asks, “Can I get you anything?”

      “I could use some water, and I should probably call my mom.”

      “Yeah, you should. She’s devastated she can’t be here with you. I’ll step out and give you some privacy to talk to her.” Standing, he lets go of my hand but not before leaning forward and placing a chaste kiss on my forehead, surprising me. When he lifts back up, he backs away, pulling on his neck, and scanning my body on the bed. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

      I nod. “I’m okay, Stryder.”

      “Okay.” With that, he stuffs his hands in his pockets and walks out of my hospital room.

      Confused, I pick up my phone from the table next to me and call my mom. She answers immediately.

      “Stryder, is everything okay?”

      “Mom, it’s me.”

      “Oh honey!” There is a joyful tearfulness to my mom’s voice. “You’re awake.”

      “Yeah, just woke up.”

      “How are you?”

      “Okay. A little groggy, but the pain is gone, thank God.”

      My mom chuckles. “I would hope so. Oh, you gave us quite the scare. I’m assuming Stryder told you what happened?”

      “Yeah, my appendix ruptured.”

      “Yes. At first I had no idea what was happening. I saw you in Stryder’s arms as he sprinted across the track, going straight to the parking lot. He called me immediately, telling me that you were throwing up and looked pale as a ghost. He rushed you to the hospital. The doctor said if he’d gone any slower, things could have been so much worse for you. He acted quickly and saved your life, Rory.”

      I sit there, the blood draining from my face, realization hitting me hard. “He sprinted?”

      “Yes, sweetie. I’ve never seen a man run so fast in my entire life. And he’s been so sweet the entire time, calling me and giving me updates, letting me know that you’re okay. I don’t know what I would have done if he wasn’t there, with your dad being out of town. He . . . he saved you, Rory. He saved our family. And I’m not being dramatic when I say that. A ruptured appendix . . . We’re lucky he was there and took action.”

      “I had no clue.”

      “I think he was just as freaked out as I was. There were a few times when I had to remind him to take deep breaths while you were in surgery. He cares for you, sweetie.”

      Cares for me . . . really?

      I know he’s appreciative of me, for allowing him to stay at my place, and I like to believe we are friends, but for him to truly care for me, especially after our conversation last night . . . that’s harder for me to comprehend.

      “He can be so brash at times,” I say out loud. “So ornery and unwilling to even talk to me. I don’t understand.”

      My mom lets out a long breath before saying, “From what I could tell on the phone, he doesn’t have a lot of people in his life. You are one of few he actually cares about. He was terrified something was going to happen to you, Rory. Several times, his voice broke while speaking to me. If there is one thing I learned today, it’s that Stryder is not only a good man, but he has a beautiful heart, a heart that you hold a piece of.”
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        * * *

      

      There is a light knock at the door and then Stryder appears, a bag in hand, a concerned look on his face. “Hey, is it okay if I come in?”

      “Of course. Got off the phone with my mom a while ago. She told me to thank you.”

      He shrugs and comes to sit on the chair next to the bed. Reaching into the bag, he takes out a water bottle and hands it to me at the same time he spots the water the nurses just brought in for me.

      “Uh, looks like I was a little late. Sorry. I wanted to make sure I gave you enough time to talk to your mom.”

      “You’re good.” I hold up the water and try to open it but the cap slips through my weak grasp.

      “Here.” He takes the bottle from me, his fingers grazing mine, his eyes lingering as he twists the cap off. “Want a cup?”

      “This is great . . . thank you, Stryder.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Leaning forward, I take his hand in mine. His eyes roam over the connection briefly before looking up to mine. “Not just for the water, but for taking care of me.”

      “Of course.” He looks down. “I would do anything for you, but please, just don’t scare me like that again.”

      “I’ll try not to.” Squeezing his hand, I let the serious mood fade, because I can tell how uncomfortable it’s making Stryder. He might care, and he might have no problem making sure I’m comfortable, but talking about it, yeah, that’s not what he likes to do.

      It’s actually kind of cute how shy he gets, how quickly he wants to move on from the conversation when it involves praising him. Cute and also . . . sad. I wonder how many times he’s been praised rather than reprimanded. How many times he’s been appreciated for the wonderful man he is, rather than brought down and dragged through the mud for something he didn’t achieve. What sort of parents can berate such a decent man?

      Clearing my throat, I nod at the bag at his feet and ask, “What’s in the bag?”

      He glances at it, and releases my hand, picking it up with a shy smile. “Since you weren’t expecting to be in here, I thought maybe you’d want something to do and might need a charger for your phone.” Reaching into the bag, he pulls out a red charger and hands it to me. “Wasn’t sure on the color, but I thought red suited you.” Why do I feel like he knows something about me I never told him? “I also got some cards, word search, and crossword puzzles.” Leaning forward some more, he says, “And some Combos because I’m fucking starving.”

      I chuckle and say, “Well, open them up. What flavor did you get?”

      “Cheese pretzel.”

      “Care to share?”

      Smiling, he holds up the word search book and says, “Only if you help me.”

      “I think that’s an even trade.” Without thinking, acting on pure instincts, I scoot over in my hospital bed and pat the empty side. “Sit.”

      Looking a little shocked, he eyes the spot, his large frame questionable for the amount of space I gave him. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Don’t be shy. Slide on over, it will be easier to find the words that way.”

      Still a little hesitant, he stands, kicks off his shoes and then slides in next to me, draping his arm behind me. I snuggle into his side and hold open the word search for both of us to see, the pen he gave me in hand, while he sets the Combos on his lap to snack on. It’s only been a few months since Colby and I stopped dating, so it should actually feel awkward snuggling close to a man who’s not my boyfriend. Yet . . . it doesn’t. It actually feels incredibly normal, as if Stryder and I have had months of one-on-one friendship rather than just a few weeks. But what about Stryder? Is he coping with this?

      I look up at him. “Are you comfortable?” And what’s weirder? I really want him to say yes. I don’t want him to pull away from me, not here. Not now. The smile on his face is contagious, the cologne he’s wearing addictive, and the warmth of his well-defined body next to mine gives me strength.

      “Yeah, you?”

      I nod. “Very. Pop one of those Combos in my mouth.”

      “Are you allowed to eat?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Who knows? Just give me one.”

      Hesitant, he gives in and puts one of the Combos in my mouth, followed by one in his mouth. “These are so good; you better save some for me for later.”

      He pops two more pieces in his mouth and says, “Nah, just gives me a reason to buy more tonight.” He winks and pops another in his mouth, giving my stomach a little unexpected somersault.

      Feeling my face heat up from his wink, I turn to the word search and hold it up so we both can see it. “Uh, should we start at the first one, or flip to a random page?”

      “First one, who flips to a random one?”

      “It’s more fun that way, going out of order.”

      He ponders that for a second. I can see it in the poised way he carries himself, just like Colby, he probably does everything in order. It’s the way he was raised.

      And when I’m about to start on the first page, knowing that’s how his brain operates, he stops me and says, “Let’s flip to a random page.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      And in that moment, that simple gesture of breaking his norm, I feel I’m being given a small glimpse into his soul. It might not be a conversation, or an intro to his past and the ghosts that haunt him, but it’s something, and that something is monumental in my book. I’m beginning to really like this guy. His genuine thoughtfulness, his humor, and yes, even his cockiness. Stryder Sheppard is a good, good man.
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        STRYDER

      

      

      I can’t get to Rory’s apartment fast enough. Military life gives you zero wiggle room in terms of days off, especially if you want to take care of your friend. So every morning this week, I’ve had to leave Rory to go to a job I fucking hate, only to rush home to her and spend the rest of the evening making sure she has everything she needs.

      Technically, I know she’s better now and can do things on her own, but fuck. The image of her crippled over in the car, face a ghostly white, I can’t get it out of my head. Her body felt lifeless as I carried her into the hospital, begging anyone to help me, watching her being rolled away, not able to do anything but wait . . . and fucking wait.

      It was one of the scariest moments of my life. The only reason I got through it all was because I had Rory’s mom on the phone with me constantly, keeping me sane, giving me strength, holding me together.

      When we got back to the apartment Sunday night, I told Ryan, who met us there, that I would be staying longer with Rory to make sure she was okay. Ryan agreed it was a good idea—especially since Rory wasn’t good at resting—but we made her promise she wouldn’t do much, and she had to report back to us about the binge-watching she did on TV. So far, she’s done a good job, but from her texts today, she’s starting to get antsy, especially since she’s been cooped up in the apartment all week.

      I hope my surprise will cheer her up. Hope.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I soon open the door to the apartment to find Rory lying on her stomach on the bed, head propped up by her hands, iPad in front of her. She turns toward the door just as I close it, a huge smile on her face.

      “Hey there.”

      “Hey you.” I set down my cover on the hook she specifically hung for that purpose and turn toward her, hands in my pockets. “How are you feeling?”

      She pauses her show and rolls off the bed. Wearing leggings and a graphic T-shirt that says “Glitter Face,” she walks toward me and reaches around my waist, pulling me into a hug, just like every other day I come home. Home. And fuck if I don’t live for these moments when she’s wrapped around me. “I’m fine. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “Every time I ask,” I say tipping her chin up, wishing I could lean down and kiss her gorgeous lips. Releasing her, I walk to the kitchen and start pulling out chicken and some veggies.

      “How’s baked chicken for dinner? I got some asparagus and cauliflower to go with it, and some purple potatoes.” They are her favorite. Not because she thinks they taste any different, but because they are “prettier.” Her words, not mine.

      “Don’t you think I should make dinner?”

      I shut the fridge door and shake my head. “No.”

      “I’m not bedridden, Stryder. I can do things.”

      After pre-heating the oven, I grab a knife from the drawer, as well as the cutting board, and start chopping up the cauliflower. I love the stuff but prepping it is such a bitch. “I know you can do things, Rory, but let me do something for you. You’re always doing everything for everyone else. Maybe the appendix rupture is a little reminder that you need to let people help you.”

      Coming to my side, she hops up on the counter and crosses one leg over the other. “You act like it was a heart attack.”

      “Felt like one,” I mutter.

      “What?”

      I cut up a few pieces and pop them on a tray to roast. “I just think you should slow down a bit, relax, take a load off.”

      “I’m not that kind of person. I always want to be doing something.” She says this as she starts popping the bottoms off the asparagus and setting the spears on the tray.

      I point the knife at her. “That doesn’t look like relaxing.”

      “It is.” She smiles. “Popping the legs off asparagus is extremely relaxing.”

      “They’re not legs.”

      “How do you know? Have you taken asparagus anatomy classes?” I don’t answer her. “Didn’t think so.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “So are you antsy to get out of this apartment?”

      “What do you think?” She tilts her head and playfully quirks her lips to the side.

      Finishing up the rest of the cauliflower, I move the pieces around on the tray along with the asparagus, douse a little olive oil and seasoning on them, and set it to the side while I prepare the chicken.

      “There is a little concert tomorrow night at Bear Creek Park. The Colorado Springs Philharmonic is putting on a show honoring The Beatles. A couple of guys from the base are going. Wasn’t sure if you were interested.” I hold my breath, nervous as fuck as the invitation rushes out of my mouth. I don’t want her to think this is a date or anything like that, but more of a chance to get out of the apartment.

      “I love The Beatles.” She beams. “My dad was obsessed, and I remember him playing Beatles songs all the time in the car. That sounds like so much fun. You don’t mind me crashing your little party?”

      I scoff. “It’s not a party. Some guys were talking about it, that’s all.”

      “Still sounds like fun. Do we bring food?”

      “We can.” I finish seasoning the chicken, place them on the pan with the veggies, quickly wash my hands, and then stick the pan in the oven. Turning toward Rory, I say, “Sandwiches or something like that. Or we can even pick up some cheesesteaks from Jersey Mike’s.”

      “Oh!” Her eyes light up. “Let’s do that.” Pushing my shoulder playfully, she says, “You know me too well.”

      “That’s what happens when I sleep on a twin air mattress in your studio apartment.” That’s what happens when you love someone so much you have to know their every desire.

      Chuckling, she says, “I still can’t believe you won’t take the bed. You’re so much bigger than me.”

      I shrug and walk to my tiny bed and sit on it to take off my boots. I fold the laces inside and set the boots to the side, just like I did at the Academy. Some habits will never die. I lean back on the bed, my hands behind me, and stretch my legs out. “My bed is just fine.”

      She rolls her eyes and goes to her giant bed and lies down, spreading her arms and legs out like she’s about to make a snow angel. “Look at how much room I have.” Sitting back up, she takes me in. “Your feet hang off the edge.”

      “Like I said before, I’ve slept on worse. This is fine.” I nod toward her stomach. “How’s the incision?”

      “Fine,” she answers sounding exasperated. “You know we can talk about things other than my surgery and how I’m feeling.”

      Yeah, I’m aware, but I make it my mission to check off all the boxes when I get home, even if I have to slip them in between conversation, making sure she’s okay and that everything is healing properly.

      “Well aware.” I smirk.

      Sighing, she hops off the bed and goes to the dining table where she grabs the word search from the drawer. “Care for a little competition?” She fans out two pens and holds them in front of her face, a mischievous look in her eyes.

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “You think you can beat me? The past two nights I’ve annihilated you.”

      “Yes, but I spent my entire morning practicing, so bring your best game, Sheppard. I’m feeling spicy, and I think I can knock you off your pedestal.”

      Chuckling, I get up from the air mattress, the squeaks of the bed ringing through the small apartment.

      Instead of doing the word searches together, we decided to spice things up a few nights ago. We tear the pages out of the book and time ourselves. Whoever finds all the words on their puzzle first wins. The last two nights, I’ve destroyed Rory, not giving her a handicap for being sick.

      I don’t plan on giving her one now.

      Sitting across from her, I crack my knuckles, stretch my head from side to side, test out the pen she gave me, and then look up at her. “Are you ready to word search race?”

      “You’re going down, Sheppard.”

      “Not if I can help it, Oaks.”

      “Go!” she says at the top of her lungs, causing me to laugh as I turn to my puzzle. She’s so goddamn competitive, it’s adorable.

      She’s adorable.

      She’s perfect.

      She’s all I ever want in my life and yet, she’s so far away, despite how close we are.

      An unattainable desire I can’t ever fulfill. And even though it’s like a constant tease, I still take her any way I can get her knowing it will never go anywhere. Some Rory is better than no Rory, and while she needs me here looking after her, I’ll be here. This place feels more like home than the museum I grew up in, more than the Academy. I know it’s not real, that this isn’t forever and at some point she’ll ask me to leave and find my own place, but while she welcomes me with her beautiful smile and tender hugs, I’m not going anywhere. She’s become my home, and I both hate and love that fact.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come on, are you really going to sulk all night?”

      “Yes,” she says, rinsing her toothbrush in the sink.

      Standing with my arms crossed over my chest, leaning against the doorframe, I study her and her getting ready for bed process. We’ve gotten comfortable enough with each other that we don’t need our privacy anymore. She has no problem knocking me over to get to the sink.

      “It was plain as day; how could you have missed it?”

      I beat Rory by one word. Elephant got her, and it got her good. But when she tossed her paper at me, claiming the word wasn’t in the puzzle and the word search gods were trying to fuck around with her, I found it immediately . . . which only increased her anger.

      “It was backwards diagonal. Those are impossible to find and shouldn’t be allowed in word search. Basically they spell words that way because the devil paid them to.”

      “But don’t you think someone who is a step above a novice when it comes to word search puzzles would know to look for a backward diagonal word?”

      “Your reasoning is making me want to jam my fist into your neck.”

      Not expecting that, I laugh out loud, head thrown back. When I open my eyes and my head falls forward, I almost expect to find an even more pissed-off Rory. But instead, her eyes are softer and the tightness in her jaw is gone.

      She puts her toothbrush in the holder and faces me. “I like when you laugh.”

      “Yeah?” Arms still crossed, I face-off with her casually, the doorframe holding up my weight.

      “Yeah, I like this side of you. Fun and teasing, reminds me of the Stryder I first met. I’ve missed him.”

      A little stunned, I uncross my arms and move into the bathroom, past her. Not wanting to get too serious, I line my toothbrush with toothpaste and say, “He never went anywhere, you know. You’re just finally funny.”

      Her eyes widen, her mouth falls open, the corners of her lips tilt up in humor. Playfully she pushes my arm, but it doesn’t even make me budge. “Oh, you did not just say that.”

      I chuckle, shrug my shoulders and start brushing my teeth, letting the foaming toothpaste build up in my mouth, making it impossible to talk.

      She shakes her finger at me, a humorous smile still playing on her gorgeous lips. “How dare you blame your moodiness on my ability to be funny? I’m a hoot, but you just have a boot shoved so far up your ass you’re in a constant state of uncomfortable.”

      That makes me laugh . . . and hard, spitting toothpaste into the sink. Chuckling, I rinse and dry my mouth.

      “You think I have a boot up my ass?”

      “Yeah, giant size, like Shaq size.” She holds her arms out incredibly wide, giving me an idea of what size shoe she’s talking about. I roll my eyes with humor.

      I move past her and out of the bathroom while reaching behind me and pulling my shirt over my head, leaving me in my black low-slung athletic shorts. It’s hot as balls in here tonight thanks to the summer heat, so it’s taking a while for the apartment to cool down even with the windows open.

      When I turn around, Rory’s eyes are plastered to my chest, while her little body takes my place against the doorframe; the light of the bathroom makes her look like a goddamn angel. It doesn’t take long for her to shake off her staring, but not before I notice her perusal from my pecs to my abs.

      “If anyone has a shoe up their ass, it’s you,” I say, breaking up the silence that fell between us the minute I took off my shirt. My comment snaps her out of it.

      “Excuse me? How on earth do I have a shoe stuck up my ass?” She pushes off the bathroom door, turns off the light, and walks toward me fuming, ready to argue.

      I shrug again, chuckling. “You refuse to watch House of Cards with me.” Not a good reason, but it was the first thing I could think of.

      She holds up her hand as she steps up next to me. “Besides the fact that your point has nothing to do with our little debate here, why on earth would I want to start a TV show when I know the main character ends up getting taken out because he’s a perv? Makes no sense.”

      She’s got a point.

      “And the reason why you won’t throw your laundry in with mine?”

      “Mixing laundry is just asking for trouble. What if you accidentally take one of my shirts.” I eye her glitter-face shirt and then look back at her.

      “That’s not going to be a problem.”

      “Could be. For all I know, you could be planning to steal my glitter-face shirt right out from under me.” She eyes me up and down and says, “And why on earth have you taken off your shirt?”

      I lift an eyebrow in her direction. “Because it’s hotter than balls in here. Have a problem with me walking around shirtless?” I look her up and down. “Looks like you just proved my point about who has the shoe stuck up their ass.”

      Pursing her lips, she shakes her head, a smile wanting to peek out. “Oh, you are in rare form tonight, Sheppard.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her, feeling lighter than I have in a while. “Admit it, you like it.”

      Studying me, her head tilted slightly to the side, she nods. “I do.”

      Walking into my space, closing the distance between us, she wraps her arms around my waist and tentatively brings her head to my bare chest. Not wanting her to feel shy about me not wearing a shirt, I cup the back of her head and hold her in place while I wrap my other hand around her back.

      Our good-night hug. One of my favorite things. We do it every night, and I know it’s because she’s trying to make up for the years of hugs I’ve missed out in my life. Not only is it sweet, but it also recharges me. Every time she holds me, I feel like she breathes fresh air into my lungs, renewing me. And she has no clue.

      But this hug feels different as she snuggles in closer, holding onto me longer, her fingers splaying across my back, the pads of her fingers burning an imprint into my skin.

      Standing in the middle of the bathroom, we hold each other, not saying anything, but I wonder if she gets something out of these hugs too. She’s a tactile person, but I get the sense that these hugs are becoming something she looks forward to as well. And that makes me as happy as fuck.

      What I wouldn’t give right now to put a few inches between us only to lift her chin up toward me, my finger hooked, my gaze set on hers, my lips ready for her.

      What I wouldn’t give to run my hand up her back, tug on her ponytail until her head tilts back, mouth open, ready for me.

      What I wouldn’t give to finally press my lips against hers, to explore them, to taste her, to know every crevice and smooth surface of her mouth.

      Just one taste.

      Just one kiss.

      Just one moment . . .

      . . . I’ll never get.

      Instead, I’ll take these little moments that I can hold on to forever. These moments where I steal a few seconds away from the world with her where it’s just us, together.

      When she finally pulls away, she takes a step back, confusion knitting her brow but also a slight smile playing at her lips.

      “You’ve changed, Stryder. It’s almost like there is a new spark of life inside of you.”

      Not wanting to get into it, I tip her chin up with my forefinger and say, “Good night, Rory.”

      I walk toward my bed, a bounce in my step.

      I have changed, she isn’t telling me anything I haven’t noticed over the last few days, and I think I know what it is.

      For the first time in my life, I actually feel needed, like there is a purpose in my life other than the Air Force.

      I’ve enjoyed taking care of Rory, having someone rely on me, someone appreciate me. I’ve loved having someone see me as the man I wish I could be rather than the man my dad tried to turn me into.

      I’m important to someone, but more importantly, Rory sees value in me. Instead of being a number or a puppet to master, Rory sees me as a man worth something. And it gives me pause. If I’m not going to be a pilot, am I bound to stay in the Air Force? By definition, yes, for a few years, I am. But it doesn’t have to define me. It just might be possible that I have options. And it’s the girl behind me that’s making that thought worth considering.

      For the millionth time I ask myself, how could I not fall in love with her?
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        RORY

      

      

      “Let me carry something.”

      “I got it,” Stryder grunts out, carrying a large cooler and blankets.

      “Stryder, for the love of God, I can lift things.” I try to pull the blankets out from under his arms but he holds on tightly, clamping them to the side, keeping everything firmly in place.

      “No heavy lifting.”

      “It’s a blanket.”

      “I got it. Go on ahead and find us a good spot on the lawn.”

      “You’re stubborn, you know that?”

      He winks at me and answers back, “Just taking care of you, Rory. Now go on before all the good spots are taken.”

      Shaking my head at how ridiculous he is, I make my way through the crowd, all carrying the same kind of gear we brought and hurry my way to the center lawn where tons of people have already set up.

      Scanning the area, I try to find somewhere that would work when I spot Ryan with a guy, lying on a blanket. When we make eye contact, she waves me over frantically. They have a great spot in the center with a little space to the side that Stryder and I could take.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, pulling me into a hug when I reach her.

      I eye her date, who is a very handsome guy with blond hair and green eyes. He almost looks like a real-life Ken doll. Where does Ryan find these guys?

      “Needed a little night away from the apartment. Who is this?” I wiggle my eyebrows as the guy stands.

      “Brad, meet my bestie, Rory. She just had her appendix rupture, so don’t go punching her gut or anything.”

      Laughing, he shakes his head at Ryan and takes my hand in his. “Your friend is an interesting one,” he says.

      “Yeah, I know. But please, no punching in the gut.”

      He holds his hands up in defense. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Eyeing my blue sundress and cowboy boots, Ryan looks around and says, “Are you here on a date?”

      A snort pops out of me. “No. No way, not even a little.”

      “Okay.” Ryan eyes me skeptically. “Then you’re here by yourself? That seems a little odd especially since you don’t have a chair or a blanket.”

      I roll my eyes. “Stryder is here. He’s carrying the blanket and cooler, but he told me to find somewhere to sit.”

      “Oh, how is our roomie doing?”

      “Good,” he answers, coming up behind me. He sets the cooler and blankets down and gives Ryan a side hug. It doesn’t escape me how he hugs me differently. How when I greet him, he presses his entire body against mine, sometimes wraps his hand gently around my hair and when he lets go, his hand slowly drags down my lower back, just above my ass.

      There is none of that with Ryan.

      Why does that matter? It shouldn’t.

      It doesn’t.

      Shaking the weird thoughts out of my head, I ask, “Is it okay if we sit here with you?”

      “Of course. We would love that, right, Brad?”

      He nods but a part of me thinks maybe he would like his privacy with Ryan. Before I can offer it, Ryan introduces Brad to Stryder while blankets are spread.

      I guess this is where we’re sitting.

      “I’m so excited for this.” Ryan excitedly bounces next to us. “Everything about The Beatles music makes me happy. What’s your favorite song?”

      Brad answers without even having to think. “’Help!’ Fucking love that song.”

      “Gah!” Ryan squeals. “Mine too.”

      “And she’s not lying just to please you,” I add. “There was a road trip we took to Fort Collins where she played it for at least half of the car ride, trying to memorize every word and note.”

      “I have no shame admitting that.” Turning toward me, Ryan smiles and says, “Rory, let me guess . . . ‘Hey Jude?’”

      I shake my head. “That’s my second favorite. “Let it Be” has to be my favorite. I can remember listening to it on replay after some of Bryan’s more difficult meltdowns.” I briefly shut my eyes, recounting the memories of lying in my bed, headphones over my ears, eyes closed, listening to the lyrics, profound and meaningful to me.

      When I turn to Stryder to find out his favorite Beatles song, I find his gaze intent on mine, a softness to his features, an appreciative understanding. It’s so intense, I have to look away. “What about you, Stryder?”

      Without skipping a beat, I can feel his eyes on me when he answers, “’I Want to Hold Your Hand.’”

      A side glance in his direction causes my stomach to flip mercilessly. Seeing those blue eyes cutting through me, there’s a sense of seriousness in his answer, almost as if he’s trying to tell me . . . that he wants to hold my hand.

      I shake it off, though. I’m seeing things. Stryder is my friend, that’s all. He’s a very close friend, one of my best friends actually, if I think about it. He’s one of the first people I think about telling something to, and one of the first people I want to hang out with, so when he told me about tonight, I jumped right on it. And it wasn’t simply because of the music, but because I see glimpses of the old Stryder. I want to soak him up as much as possible, keep him present as much as possible. But also in that moment, I think back to my mom’s words, which have often been on repeat most days. She’s checked in with me each day, and every time I mention Stryder, she seems to quiet. But not in anger. It’s almost in awe or appreciation.

      He cares for you, sweetie . . . he doesn’t have a lot of people in his life . . . you are one of few he actually cares about . . . he has a beautiful heart, a heart that you hold a piece of.

      “I love that song too,” Ryan says, interrupting the minor stare down between Stryder and me. “What did you guys bring?” Ryan surveys the cooler we brought, as if she’s trying to see through it.

      I smooth out the blanket on the grass next to them, Stryder taking one side and straightening it. “Just some sandwiches, chips, and drinks.”

      “And s’mores fixings,” Stryder adds, surprising me.

      “S’mores fixings?”

      Smirking, he nods and takes a seat on the blanket, casually leaning back on his hands.

      “How do you plan on making s’mores without a fire?” Ryan asks.

      “I have my ways.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen,” Ryan says, watching Stryder melt marshmallows on a fork with a long-reach lighter. “But genius.”

      Stryder carefully takes the roasted marshmallow and puts it on a graham cracker with chocolate, smashes it with another graham cracker, and then hands it to me. Ryan is chowing down on hers. Brad passed, something about not liking s’mores, and now it’s my turn. Watching me intently, he sets up another marshmallow for himself.

      “Go ahead. I promise it’s good.”

      Knowing I can trust him, I take a big bite. Of course, crumbs fall past my mouth, melted marshmallow sticks to my upper lip, and chocolate oozes to the side. I never claimed to have class.

      Smiling brightly, those eyes crinkled in the corners, he says, “Good, right?”

      Through a mouthful of s’more, I say, “So good.”

      The Philharmonic started playing songs half an hour ago, lighting up the area with tunes from the past. There are couples dancing up front, people swaying back and forth in their lawn chairs, and a rowdy bunch over near the beer tent, singing and enjoying their time in the park.

      On stage, artists trade off singing with the orchestra, bringing the songs to life with unique vocals, some that match The Beatles so well, it’s uncanny.

      The weather is perfect, not too cold, but I can feel a nip in the air as the sun sets behind us to the west, behind the front range of the Rocky Mountains.

      This was what I needed, to get out of my apartment, hang out with friends, and enjoy the fresh mountain air while listening to great music.

      I take another bite of my s’more, enjoying the campfire treat brought to life at the concert with a fork and a long-reach lighter. Such a cute surprise.

      “Want to get a beer?” Brad asks Ryan, who is licking her fingers, popping them from her lips.

      “Would love one.” She turns to us. “Want to get a beer?”

      Stryder shakes his head. “I’m good, thanks though.”

      “Rory?”

      “I probably shouldn’t drink given the medication I’ve been taking since the surgery.”

      “Yeah, probably not a good idea.” She eyes the beer tent. “Okay, we’re off to be quarantined with the rest of the drunks. Have fun, you two.”

      Brad helps Ryan to her feet, drapes his arm over her shoulder, and they walk toward the area where you’re allowed to drink alcohol in the park.

      “Are you sure you don’t want a beer?” I ask Stryder, who is just about done with his s’more. One bite left. “I don’t mind if you want to go over there with them.”

      “Rather be here,” he answers, putting the rest of the s’more in his mouth. Chewing, he cleans up the area, putting our food in the cooler. “Want a water?”

      I hold up my half-full bottle. “Still working on this one. Thank you, though.”

      He snags a bottle for himself, and then takes a seat next to me, his shoulder bumping into mine. “What’s been your favorite song so far?”

      I think about it. They have yet to play “Let It Be,” so I’m still waiting on that one, but if I had to choose . . .

      “’Can’t Buy Me Love’ was really well done.” I shiver as the sun drops lower behind the mountains. The lights around the park start to turn on.

      “You cold?”

      “Just a little.”

      He sets his bottle down next to him and says, “Come here.”

      I eye him up and down. Wearing khaki cargo shorts and a dark blue T-shirt, his short black hair styled to the side with gel, and his cheeky grin, he really is a handsome man. Add in his delicious-smelling cologne, he’s almost dangerous.

      But when I look him in the eyes, I can’t stop myself from feeling completely comfortable when I scoot between his legs and allow myself to lean back into his strong chest. Legs spread, knees bent, he leans forward and grabs a spare blanket to drape over my lap, his chest pressing against my back. When I think he’s going to lie back, he moves his head over my shoulder and rests his arms on his knees. I’m within the circle of his arms. God, it feels good.

      My eyes close, my body takes in his, the feel of his heart beating against my back, the way his warmth encases me, and somehow he’s like a lullaby for my erratically beating heart.

      I shouldn’t be feeling this way about Stryder. I shouldn’t be sitting with him like this.

      Mentally, I say we’re just close friends, and this is how close friends act. I’m cold, he’s warming me up; that’s it.

      “Is that better?” he asks, his voice a whisper, deep and rumbling over my skin, spreading goose bumps up and down my body.

      My breath catches in my chest, my body hums, begging for him to say something else. “Yes.” I swallow hard. “Better. Thank you.”

      “If you’re uncomfortable, let me know.”

      How could I ever be uncomfortable? I don’t think I’ve ever been more comfortable in my life. Stryder’s chest is brawny and large, providing the perfect form to lean against. His knees propped up next to my shoulders provide warmth, and his deep voice is the perfect soundtrack for this night.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      I wonder if Ryan can see us, and what she would think if she saw Stryder and me in this position? Would she wonder if there’s something going on? Or would she think little of it?

      If I saw her and Stryder in this position, I would think a lot about it, and for some reason, the thought of them in this position makes me feel . . . awful.

      Bringing myself back to the present, trying not to read too much into what’s happening, I answer him. “I am. Thank you for bringing me. This was such a good idea. Have you seen any of your friends from work?”

      He chuckles, and his chest vibrates against my back. “I wouldn’t necessary call them friends, but yes, I saw a few in the beer tent.”

      Hmm, I wonder if that’s why he didn’t want to go over there.

      The sound of a familiar piano tune plays out of the speakers, followed by some of my favorite song lyrics.

      “Let It Be.”

      “Oh, I was hoping they’d play this song.” Leaning deeper into Stryder, I rest my head against him and relax, letting the song speak to me. The lyrics are too powerful for this moment, when Stryder is wrapped around me, his presence and close proximity doing something unexpected to my body, causing my stomach to flip, my heart to sputter, my mind to wander.

      What would it be like if I was his?

      Would this be what weekends would be like? Lounging together in a park, listening to music?

      Would it be this easy? To be with him?

      God, what am I even thinking?

      Instead of focusing on all the raging emotions flowing through me, I close my eyes and listen to the song like I used to so many years ago.

      Let It Be.

      Just let it be, Rory. Don’t overthink it, just let it happen.

      Stryder’s grip on me grows tighter, the corded muscle of his arms tightening, flexing as I shift against him. Our bodies entwined together, the intimate position not unnoticed by people around us. Other women look over, jealousy in their eyes when they take in six-foot-two, black-haired, blue-eyed Stryder Sheppard.

      Feeling territorial—as a friend, of course—I nuzzle my head against him, taking his arm and protectively draping it across me as a hug to keep me warm.

      He hums into my ear, the noise vibrating down my spine, warming me inside.

      And then the most unexpected thing happens.

      Stryder’s voice filters through the air, his alto tone soothing and beautiful. When I lift my head to face him, he just smiles at me and continues to sing softly so only I can hear him. A private concert for me.

      His voice grips my heart, seizing it in my chest. What’s happening here?

      It’s sweet, a moment I never dreamed of having with this man, this tough, rugged, and damaged man. But here he is, singing in my ear, arms wrapped around me, heart beating in sync with mine.

      It’s almost perfect.

      And when the song changes, the tempo picking up, the familiar guitar chords for “I Want to Hold Your Hand” coming through the speakers, I can’t help but smile.

      Turning toward him, I say, “It’s your song.”

      His smile is so damn big, so happy, that I have to look away . . . because I very well might cry.

      This is him. This is the Stryder I met at the party.

      Fun and brilliantly charming. The Stryder I’ve wanted so desperately to come back, the Stryder who won me over as a man I wanted to know when I first met him. And he’s directing that gorgeous smile at me.

      Gripping me tighter, his lips move close to my ear as he sings the lyrics, a pep in his voice, the memorized words falling easily. He has a beautiful voice, and I doubt he’s shared this with anyone else since he’s so careful about who he lets in on his real character. I feel privileged to have him so focused on making sure I’m having a good time and to be exposed to a little piece of him I’ve never experienced before.

      I’m . . . happy.

      I don’t think I’ve had this much fun in a very long time. It’s innocent fun and exciting and electrifying all at the same time.

      I’m unsure of what’s going to happen next, what move he might make, and I wait on bated breath to find out. As much as I’d like to believe we’re really only close friends, a part of me can’t help but wonder, what if we were more?

      Stryder’s large hand moves down my arm, soft with a few rough spots grazing over my skin. Close to my ear, he sings the words made popular by The Beatles. The words hold your hand, sticking in my mind as, his hand floats farther down my arm. His fingers entwine with mine, so warm and protective. His cheek is pressed against my face, his heart hammering into my back. His lips are a whisper from my cheek, erupting goosebumps all over my body.

      Losing all train of thought, my mind is a whirl, my pulse erratic with the feel of Stryder holding me.

      Holding my hand.

      Entwining every piece of me with a piece of himself.

      Shouldn’t this be wrong? Feel wrong?

      But . . . it feels right.

      And more importantly, when I turn to the side to take a look at Stryder, he’s happy.

      That smile, so bright.

      Those eyes, so joyful.

      His soul, so present.

      His heart . . . so open.

      And that makes my breath hitch. This man is dangerous. But there is absolutely no chance I’m pulling away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Silently, I brush my teeth, casually looking in the mirror at Stryder every few seconds. His gaze is trained on mine as we sneak glances at each other. We left the park right after Ryan and Brad got back from the beer tent. It was getting cold, and I was tired, so we packed up and took off, but not before Ryan gave me a curious glance. I ignored it—because to hell if I can explain what is going on—gave her a hug, and made my way to the car, Stryder once again carrying everything.

      Now back at my place, getting ready for bed, I can’t seem to look away from him. Not just because I’m starting to see him in a different light, but because I have so many questions: starting with, what the hell was that back there?

      Was that okay?

      Is that what friends do?

      Why do you make my stomach flip every time I look at you?

      And most importantly . . . is it weird if I ask if we can do it again?

      I spit into the sink and rinse my mouth, stepping to the side and giving him space to finish up as well. He does the same and wipes his mouth. I turn off the light and head toward my bed, but turn around before I climb in. “Thank you for tonight. I had so much fun.” I had more than fun. It was wonderful. I loved every moment, especially the ones I was held in his arms.

      “So did I.”

      For the second night in a row, he’s not wearing a shirt, just shorts, showing off the deep V of his hips and his impressive chest, cut and carved in all the right spots. It’s impossible not to stare, not to get my fill when he’s standing in front of me like that, proud and unabashedly confident.

      I should give him a hug. I always do, every night before bed. Just walk toward him and put your arms around him. Simple. And yet, I feel so freaking shy about it. After the intimacy we shared tonight and him standing there with no shirt on, looking so damn sexy . . . I can feel a blush creep up my cheeks.

      I’m nervous.

      So freaking nervous, but if I don’t give him a hug, he’ll think something weird is going on.

      This entire night has been a little eye-opening for me, a little scary actually. I’m feeling things I know I shouldn’t toward a man who not only is my ex-boyfriend’s best friend, but who has also become an important part of my life.

      Stryder is no longer simply a person staying at my place temporarily. He’s become a staple in my life, a friend I deeply care for, and I can’t imagine what would happen if he left. This week particularly has been incredible. Seeing him every night. Eating with him every night. Hanging with him every night. Laughing, playing games . . . hugging.

      I don’t want him to leave and go back to Ryan’s.

      And now, as he looks at me with his expectant eyes, anxious and yet craving, I can’t stop myself from wanting more. I yearn to hold him, to bury myself in his arms and never let go.

      I’m coming close to crossing a line, and I have a feeling if I give him a hug tonight, I’m going to have a hell of a time not crossing it.

      “Well, have a good night,” I say, and instead of walking over to him to give him a hug, I awkwardly give him a quick wave. From the knowing smirk on his face and the way he’s sauntering toward me—all ripped and . . . and . . . God . . . and fine as hell—I feel like my wave isn’t going to do the trick.

      And yes, I admit he’s fine.

      Jet-black hair, chiseled jaw, a body to die for, and biceps that make you want to hang on to for a ride. He’s the entire package, and I tell myself there is nothing wrong with admitting it.

      He steps toward me, and his masculine scent hits me first.

      I gulp.

      No.

      Not going to act on this attraction.

      Not even a little.

      This is just a crush, that’s all.

      Harmless.

      “What happened to my good-night hug?” he asks, his voice so deep, almost rough to the ears.

      Acting dumb, I say, “Oh yeah, duh. Forgot about that.”

      I didn’t. Because I look forward to this moment every single night. Crave it.

      Knowing there is no way of getting around this, I try to harden my heart as I step up to him. I will my body to act normally.

      He wraps his arms around me, pulling me in close, his skin soft against my cheek, his arms protective. It’s as if when I’m around him, nothing could ever harm me. In an instant I’m brought back to the park, the memory of our intimate position hitting me in the chest, his voice filtering through my brain on replay. Soft and so sweet.

      Instead of stiffening, I release a long breath and melt into his hold, eyes shut, arms firmly clasped around him. I hold on to him for longer than I should, getting lost in his warmth, in the feel of his velvety-soft skin against mine. Leaning in, he presses a kiss to the top of my head and says, “Sweet dreams, Rory.”

      Letting go, he gives me a gentle smile and retreats to his twin air mattress.

      My heart spasms in short palpitations, watching him get comfortable, the covers only going up to his waist as he stretches his hands behind his neck, his biceps like boulders, flexing with his movements. Slowly, I get into my bed, forcing myself to turn away, to look anywhere besides the golden bronze of Stryder’s perfectly chiseled chest.

      Turning to my side, I stare at my nightstand, and note the soft hum of my fridge filling the silence. Usually I don’t notice the sound as much, but some reason, tonight I’m hyperaware of the silence between Stryder and me.

      There is so much going unsaid, so many things I want to talk about, that I want to ask him. When he sang to me—saying he wants to hold my hand, and then gripping it for the rest of the night—I wanted to know how long. How long has he wanted to hold my hand? Since my operation? Since he moved in?

      On the drive home from the park, we didn’t speak of the intimacy we shared, or the way Ryan eyed us curiously. What we did talk about was the concert and the genius idea to make s’mores. He was relaxed, carefree, laughing, and so freaking happy that it stunned me he could be so easygoing when there was chaos raging inside me.

      My thoughts scream for answers, my body itching to crawl in under the covers next to him.

      Just when I think Stryder might be asleep, he says, “I don’t think I like Brad for Ryan.”

      Okay, that came out of nowhere, but I’m grateful for the conversation, grateful for the pull from my thoughts.

      “Why?”

      He shifts on the bed and when I give in and look over to him, he has his head propped up by his hand, his torso flexed, the sheets kissing the hem of his shorts that are slung incredibly low on his hips, making it look like he’s almost naked under the covers.

      Sweet Jesus.

      Lie back down, Rory.

      “She can do better than him, that’s all. He seemed like a douche.”

      He did seem like a douche. A nice douche, but a douche nonetheless.

      “Ryan has always had a hard time picking the good guys.”

      Stryder makes a noncommittal sound and lies back down, the soothing sound of the mattress moving a familiar noise I’ve come to know by now.

      “I texted her earlier, to let her know I’m staying at her place tomorrow.”

      My breath stills as I try to process his words.

      He what?

      I mean, I know we’ve joked about having shared custody of Stryder and I know that he’s stayed at my place the past week to help me after surgery, but I just figured after what happened tonight, maybe he’d stay longer.

      Maybe I read the entire situation completely wrong.

      “Unless you need me to stay and help you?” he quickly asks.

      “Oh, uh, no, I’m good,” I answer awkwardly.

      “You sure?”

      “Yup.” I nod, even though I’m sure he’s not looking at me.

      I don’t want him to leave, to go stay with Ryan. I don’t want to wonder what they’re doing, what kind of fun they’re having, if they’re talking about me. Have I been bugging him? Crowding him in ways he hates? Does he want to get away from me?

      My throat starts to grow tight, my emotions running a mile a minute, my anxiety growing.

      The need to cry hits me hard for some godforsaken reason, square in the chest, tears prickling at my eyes.

      Don’t cry, Rory, for the love of God, don’t cry. Not with him here, not where he can hear you, because when he asks what’s wrong, there’ll be no answer.

      Because I don’t know why I’m on the verge of tears, why I’m so beyond emotional right now.

      Maybe this time apart will be good. I can gather myself, get back to regular Rory. Because this heightened-senses Rory, the one that notices every little thing about Stryder, from the way he playfully winks, or the smirk he wears when he’s joking, or the way his large hand feels holding mine? She needs to be excused from the situation.

      He’s making things way too complicated and hard. I’m starting to think of Stryder as someone he isn’t. Mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STRYDER

      

      

      I drop down on the couch and take a deep breath.

      I might have bras and thongs hanging all around the apartment, and I might have nearly put my hand in a bowl of old popcorn on the couch when I sat down, but for the first time in over a week, I can actually breathe.

      There was no doubt in my mind that after the concert in the park, I needed to get the hell away from Rory, and not because I wanted to, but because I needed to.

      I crossed a line, a noticeable one.

      And I think she could sense it.

      The music, the fucking night with the stars above us, her warm body pressed into mine. I was inches away from kissing her, from tilting her head back and fusing her lips with mine. I was bordering dangerous territories, and when we were driving in the car on the way to the apartment, all I could think about while Rory was gushing about the concert was what Colby might say. If he saw us tonight with my cheek pressed against hers, my arms protectively wrapped around her, my hand holding her hand, fingers entwined . . . I know if the shoe were on the other foot, I’d be pissed.

      That’s why I sent a text to Ryan letting her know I would be back at her place for the next week, telling her I wanted to give Rory some space.

      Thankfully, she was okay with that.

      And the last two nights, I’ve been able to get my head on straight because Ryan has been at Brad’s place. Not my favorite choice for her, but to hell if I’m going to say anything since she’s letting me stay at her place.

      Who knows, maybe he’s not the douche I really think he is.

      Kicking my feet up on the coffee table, I lean back on the couch and switch on the TV, turning to the Rockies game. My boys have been playing well this year, with hopes of the post-season in their future.

      I scoot the popcorn bowl Ryan left on the couch to the coffee table so I don’t knock it over, and spread my arm over the back of the couch. What I wouldn’t give to take my shirt off right now, but I would never do that with Ryan. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind, but it wouldn’t feel right. Hell, I shouldn’t even take my shirt off around Rory, but I can’t help that. I fucking love the way she looks at me when I’m shirtless around her. It’s like she’s trying to memorize each and every contour of my body.

      It’s sexy as fuck.

      It’s another reason why I’ve lost complete control over the situation, and why I’m watching the Rockies game at Ryan’s apartment next to a stale bowl of popcorn rather than sitting at Rory’s dining room table, asking her about her day.

      The door to the apartment opens and not even turning my head, I say, “Hey Ryan.”

      “Hey Stryder. Did you eat dinner?”

      “Nah, you?”

      “Nope, thankfully Rory brought some.”

      Rory?

      And there goes my peace.

      Sitting up straight, I turn my head in time to see Rory carrying in a casserole dish and a bag of groceries. I rush to her side as quickly as humanly possible and take the bag from her.

      “You shouldn’t be lifting things.” I take the casserole dish as well.

      When I take her in, I catch the roll of her eyes before she turns to shut the door. “I can carry things, Stryder. It’s not like I had a hernia.”

      I take the food to the kitchen, setting the warm dish on the counter and peeking in the bag to see salad fixings, which I stick in the fridge.

      “I’m going to go change real quick,” Ryan calls out, tossing her purse to the floor and flipping her shoes off her feet during her rush down the hall to her room.

      Rory is wearing denim shorts and a black T-shirt that says “I’m the cat’s meow.” Her hair is pulled back, exposing her neck, and a light amount of makeup decorates her eyes, making the green pop. She’s so fucking beautiful. I’ve missed seeing her so much.

      She looks so damn good, and just like that, air is stolen from my lungs once again.

      We haven’t talked since Monday morning when I was getting ready for work, and it feels like an eternity rather than two and a half days. Four hugs . . . I’ve missed those too, and yet I doubt she’ll hug me here.

      Bringing the attention to the living room, her brow crinkles when she says, “You’re watching the Rockies game?”

      “Yeah,” I drag out. “Is that okay?”

      “Of course, you just . . . I don’t know. You never watch it at my place.”

      Because I’d rather talk to you than watch TV. Because I’d rather spend my time learning more about you, not wasting it staring at a TV.

      “Wasn’t sure if you got the channel,” I lie. Because I fucking can’t tell her that I’m hopelessly in love with her and would do just about anything to hear her soft voice for hours on end.

      “I do,” she answers, fiddling with the casserole dish.

      “Okay,” I say awkwardly, the tension between us building and not in a good way.

      We don’t feel natural right now. I knew I fucked things up the other night by letting myself get too handsy, and we’re feeling it now. She’s uncomfortable around me, and I fucking hate that.

      “You know, I should let you and Ryan have some time together. I’ll, uh, I’ll go out.” I head to the entryway to put on my shoes when Ryan comes barreling down the hallway, throwing her hair up in a ponytail.

      “Where are you going?” she asks, eyeing me.

      “I was going to go out, give you and Rory some time together.”

      “What? No, she made tuna noodle casserole. You have to stay and eat.”

      “Nah, it’s okay. You guys have fun.”

      Ryan comes up to me, looking like a little spitfire in short pink shorts and matching tank top. The girl has no problem showing off skin. “Don’t be ridiculous. Take your damn shoes off. You’re eating with us.”

      She swats my shoes away and pulls my arm, dragging me through the kitchen to the little dining set in the corner. It’s bigger than Rory’s with four chairs compared to Rory’s two. Personally, I like the two because it’s perfect for us. God, I’m so hopeless.

      Sitting me in the chair, she points her finger at me in a commanding manner and says, “Stay.”

      Knowing Ryan, there is no fighting her, so I do what she says and watch Rory work her way around the kitchen. But what I see makes me swallow hard. Her shoulders look deflated, and her head is bent forward.

      Shit, did I upset her?

      Wanting to make sure she doesn’t think it’s about her food, I say, “Tuna noodle casserole sounds good. Never had it, but it smells amazing.”

      Ryan pulls plates from the cupboard and stacks them next to Rory, who starts heaping servings onto them, along with the salad from the fridge. “Gah, Stryder, it’s amazing. She crunches Doritos on top, giving it the perfect crust. You’re going to become addicted.” Moving to the fridge, she asks, “Would you like a soda?”

      “Sure,” I answer, surprised at how fluently Ryan moves around the kitchen. I’m usually the one serving us.

      Rory brings me over a plate and sets it in front of me, when she glances up at me, I say, “Thank you, looks amazing.”

      She politely nods and moves back to the other plates where she puts them together. She’s too . . . silent. At home, we’d be chatting about our days . . . At home.

      Once we’re seated, Ryan holds her fork up and says, “Dig in.” Not even wasting a second, she scoops up a huge bite and plops it in her mouth, moaning as she chews. “So good. You’ve really outdone yourself, Rory. Thank you.”

      “Oh sure, not a problem. Glad you like it.”

      I take a bite as well, unsure of the whole tuna, noodle, peas, and Doritos combination, but with the first bite I’m pleasantly surprised. It’s really good.

      “Yeah, this is delicious, Rory.”

      Glancing in my direction, she shyly says, “Thank you.”

      This is not good. This isn’t the normal, easygoing Rory I’ve come to know. She seems stiff, unsure, and . . . quiet.

      What the hell did I do?
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        * * *

      

      “Why!” Ryan moans, holding her card to the air. “Why do I always get paid shit with this game?” She tosses her salary card onto the game board and scoffs at it. “I’m not asking for much here, but more than twenty thousand a year would be awesome. Fucking game.” She takes a pull from her beer bottle and sulks.

      It was Ryan’s decision to play Life after dinner, excited that there was more than one other person to play with, but I’m guessing her excitement is short-lived after the card she just pulled.

      “Let me guess, I’m going to have twins and then get a divorce? Happens to me every time. I should really stop playing this godforsaken game.”

      Just then, her phone rings and when she sees the caller ID, a big smile spreads across her face. “It’s Brad, so I’m going to take this in my room. You guys can keep playing, or not, do what you want, but I’m taking this phone call.”

      Hopping up from her chair, she answers her phone and skips toward her bedroom, leaving me alone with Rory.

      Twisting her lips to the side, she eyes the game board and then takes a look at the time. “I should probably get going.” Because she doesn’t want to be alone with me, I know that’s how this works. I made things awkward so she’s bailing.

      “Do you really have to go?” I ask, hating that she’s going to leave.

      “Yeah, I have some laundry to fold and little things to do around the apartment. I uh, washed your sheets for you. I’ll make your bed. That is, unless you plan on not coming back.”

      “What? Of course I’m coming back.”

      “Okay, I mean, you don’t have to, but if you decide you want to, I can make your bed for you.” She stands from the table and goes to the kitchen where she starts gathering her things.

      Standing as well, I follow closely behind her. “Rory, are you upset with me?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I guess I was just surprised that you left, that’s all. I didn’t know if it was something I did or said.”

      “Rory.” I tilt her chin up so she’s forced to look me in the eyes. “I was giving you space. I didn’t want you to get sick of me.”

      “I wasn’t.” Her answer is direct. There is no bouncing around the problem; she gets straight to the point. I like that about her.

      “Okay, well . . . that’s good to know.”

      Christ.

      Her face once again falls flat, and I hate that I’m not good at this shit. I don’t know what to tell her without revealing my true feelings, without telling her that there is nothing I want to do more than go home to her apartment—to our comfortable sanctuary—and take her in my arms, spread her beautiful legs out on the bed, and bury myself deep inside her. And never leave.

      I want to hear my name fall off her lips, while my hips thrust in and out of her.

      I want to know what it feels like to have her trapped beneath my body, her passionate moans urging me to move faster, to drive harder.

      I want to know what it feels like to have her come apart on my tongue, on my cock, to feel her tighten around me.

      But I can’t.

      I’ll never know.

      Because she’s not mine, and she’ll never feel that way toward me.

      Silence falls between us while she searches my eyes for a few beats before sighing and turning away, pulling her casserole dish from the fridge with the rest of her salad.

      “Here, let me help you,” I offer, coming up behind her.

      “I got it, Stryder.” There is a bite in her tone, and for the first time since I’ve reconnected with Rory, I’m nervous things have shifted badly.

      She walks toward the entryway, slips on her sandals, and opens the door. Without turning around, she says, “Will you say bye to Ryan for me?” She doesn’t wait for an answer as she lets the door shut behind her, the click a finality to our conversation.

      Shit.

      Knowing I shouldn’t, but unable to let her leave like this, I slip on my shoes and hurry down the stairs to the parking lot where I catch Rory placing her items in the car.

      “Wait,” I call out, jogging up to her.

      Shocked, Rory straightens up next to her small VW Bug and watches me. Wary. When I reach her, I’m not really sure what I’m going to say, but I know one thing: she’s not leaving here like this . . . upset.

      Taking her by the waist, I pull her into a hug, my arms wrapping around her back, holding her close to my body.

      “I don’t know why things are weird between us,” I say honestly. “But I don’t want you to be upset. I don’t want you to see me and not give me a hug. I don’t want you to feel awkward around me.”

      “I don’t want that either,” she says softly, her voice just about breaking me with the heaviness laced through each word.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pressing my hand into her hair, loving how the soft strands feel falling through my fingers.

      Looking at me, she asks, “Why are you sorry?”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea, just that I’m sorry that there has been a shift in our relationship. I don’t like not talking to you. I hate seeing us struggle to find words for each other, or to see you walk out the door without giving me a hug goodbye. That just about killed me. So, I’m sorry if I drove you to do that.”

      “You didn’t.” She shakes her head. “I just . . .” She shakes her head again. “Forget it. It’s really stupid, and I’d rather you not think of me as stupid right now.”

      “Bet you I won’t. Lay it on me.”

      “No.” She laughs. “It’s really, really stupid and the more I think about it, the more I’m embarrassed the thought even crossed my mind.”

      I twist a lock of her hair around my finger and smile. “Now you have to tell me.”

      “Never.”

      “What?” I squeeze her. “Come on, just tell me.”

      “No, because you’ll judge me, and I don’t want you to judge me.”

      I tug on the strand of hair I’ve been twisting. “How about I promise I won’t judge you? Just tell me.”

      She sighs, turning her eyes away from me for a brief moment before she points her fingers at me and says, “Okay, but you promised not to judge.”

      “Promise.” And in this moment, as I wait for Rory to confess her truth, the corners of my lips turn up. This, right here, this is the us I’ve come to love. The joking, the teasing, the honesty, and it’s why I’m so in love with this woman. With Rory, what you see is what you get. She wears her heart on her sleeve, her pride on her chest, and her humor in her eyes.

      She’s brilliantly perfect in every way.

      Pulling away, she leans against her car and plays with the hem of her shirt when she mumbles something.

      “What?” I ask, stepping forward, placing my hands on her hips. It’s automatic, my hands needing to touch her, needing to be near her. I should keep my distance, but my body isn’t listening to my brain. It’s letting my heart take charge, once again bordering dangerous territories. “You’re going to have to talk a little louder than that.”

      Letting out a heavy exhale, she meets my eyes and says, “I thought that maybe you liked staying with Ryan better.” Before I can debunk that thought, she says, “I know, I know I’m stupid, but your departure was so abrupt the other night, and then when I walked in, you looked so relaxed, more relaxed than when you’re at my place, that I thought maybe you liked it better there. And not that it should matter, but it just, I don’t know, made me feel weird.” She buries her head in her hands and shakes it. “God, I hate that I just told you that.”

      More relaxed at Ryan’s? Yeah, probably, but that’s only because when I’m at Rory’s, I’m doing my fucking hardest to keep myself under control when I’m around her, to not lose control and give in to my feelings. I’m holding back because if I do relax, then I know what will happen. I’ll lose everything I have with Rory by taking what I want.

      And that’s exactly what I can’t fucking have.

      God, I hate that I hurt her. Made her doubt herself.

      Wanting to ease her embarrassment, I go with the partial truth. Removing her hands from her face so she’s forced to look at me, I say, “Do you really think I like staying at Ryan’s apartment, having to dodge undergarments all the time? Picking up after her? Getting two minutes in the bathroom in the morning because she takes over an hour to get ready?” I shake my head. “No, staying with you is better than staying with Ryan. I left because I thought you might want some time to yourself. Believe me when I say I look forward to the weekends when I get to hang out with you.”

      That brings a smile to her face; a beautiful, all-consuming smile.

      Unable to hold back, I push a stray lock of hair behind her ear, loving how her cheek leans into my touch and the way her eyes flutter shut for a brief second. Is she . . . it almost makes me . . . does she have feelings for me?

      The keyword being almost.

      No reason to get my hopes up over a brief moment.

      “Okay, well, I should let you get going.” I don’t mean what I say. What I really want is to hop in her car and go to her place where I can pull her onto my lap on the couch, sift my hand through her hair, and slowly explore her lips with mine, memorizing the way she feels and tastes on my tongue. “Thank you for dinner. It was really good.”

      “Of course, glad you liked it.” Biting on her lower lip, she asks, “So, see you Friday?”

      I nod. “Yeah, see you Friday.”

      “Okay.” Stepping in closer, she gives me one of her infamous hugs and then steps away, pushing more hair behind her hair. “See you Friday, Stryder.”

      I watch intently as she gets in her car, starts it up, and slowly backs away. Friday, just two days away, but as she drives away, it feels like a lifetime.
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        RORY

      

      

      “If you keep biting on your lip like that, you’re going to worry a hole through it,” my mom says when she sets down her menu. Dad is with Bryan, having a guys’ night, so my mom asked me out to dinner.

      The distraction is much needed, especially since my mind has been focused on one thing and one thing only lately: Stryder.

      I can’t get him out of my head, and I can’t seem to get the feeling of his hand passing through my hair out of my head either. It’s like his hand is permanently there, stroking, threading, twirling, yanking.

      “Hey.” My mom pokes me with her fork. “I’m talking to you.”

      “What?” I shake my head, clearing my mind, trying to focus.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, my mom leans back on her side of the booth in her our favorite Mexican restaurant, Salsa Brava, and says, “Spill. What has you so distracted?”

      And just like that, the emotions hit me once again, but there is no holding them back this time. My throat closes in on me, my eyes start to well with tears, and my entire body begins to shake as I try to squeeze the words out past my mouth.

      “Mom . . .” I say on a short breath.

      Her hand finds mine, worry immediately etching her features. “What’s wrong?”

      “I . . . I . . . think I might like Stryder.”

      The truth falls out of my mouth, allowing myself to accept what my heart has been trying to tell me.

      “Oh.” My mom blinks her eyes a few times. “You like Stryder?”

      I nod, tears falling down my cheeks. “Like, really like him.” I wipe away a stray tear.

      “And are you afraid he might not like you?”

      “No . . . I mean . . . maybe. But that’s not what’s really making me lose my mind. I mean, I’m so emotional lately, Mom. When I’m around him, I’m either so incredibly happy that I think I might burst, or I’m so full of guilt that it starts to eat me alive.”

      “Guilt? Why? Because of Colby?” I nod, more tears streaming down my cheeks. “Honey, you shouldn’t feel guilty about Colby. It’s been months since you broke up. You’re allowed to move on.”

      “But with his best friend?” I shake my head. “It’s not . . . right.”

      “Says who?”

      A little shocked and caught off guard from my mom’s blasé attitude, I say, “Well, I mean . . . society.”

      My mom quirks an eyebrow at me in question. “Society?”

      “Yeah, you know, there is that unspoken rule about not dating your ex’s friends, especially their best friend.”

      “Tell me this.” My mom places her hand on mine. “If Stryder wasn’t Colby’s friend and you met him randomly, then would you go for it?”

      I bite my bottom lip and think about it, considering what it would have been like if I met Stryder without Colby, if I met him first. I would have been intimidated, because where Colby is handsome, Stryder is striking. And where Colby was mysterious, Stryder has a heavy dose of swagger that would have been difficult for me to get past.

      But I do think I would have talked to him, and no doubt in my mind, I would have been swept up into his little world, curious as to who the real Stryder is, what’s beneath his strong façade.

      “You would, wouldn’t you?” my mom answers for me. I slowly nod, admitting the truth. “So don’t let the friendship Stryder has with Colby interfere. You said they don’t even really talk anymore, right?”

      “Yeah, they don’t talk at all.”

      Patting my hand again, my mom says, “Honey, people drift apart when they enter new chapters of their lives. Colby and Stryder went their opposite ways. It’s sad to see, but you can’t base your life off a relationship from the past. They’ve moved on, and I think you should too.”

      I shake my head. “But he hasn’t moved on.”

      “Who?”

      I reach into my purse and pull out another letter from Colby that I’ve yet to open. Eyeing the envelope, my mom sighs, shoulders slumping in what seems like disappointment. “Have you read it?” I shake my head.

      “Don’t.”

      “Don’t?” I ask.

      “No, because what good is it going to do?” I shrug my shoulders, and she continues. “Tell me this, will Colby ever change his profession?”

      He offered to, but I knew that was wrong. “He belongs in the sky,” I answer, knowing how much he truly does.

      “Then what’s the point of reading his words again? He can’t be near you, so you’re just hurting yourself over and over again, ripping open a wound, never letting it heal. It’s like you’re punishing yourself for a very brave and loving decision. I loved Colby, he was the sweetest boy, but he has to realize that your lives are going in separate directions now.”

      I play with my fork and voice a thought I’ve had forming in my head for a little while. “I’m also confused at him.”

      “At who? Colby?” I nod. “Why?”

      “Because,” I flick the letter, “he’s made time to send me these letters, but didn’t call his best friend. I know a friendship goes both ways, but Colby knew Stryder was hurting. Just doesn’t seem like him.”

      “Oh honey, you can’t get in the middle of their friendship. You can’t control what they do. All you can think about is if Stryder is worth it.”

      “So . . . you think I should see where my feelings for Stryder take me?”

      “I think if you feel strongly for him, it would be a shame for you not to see where it goes. Love is a funny thing, honey, because it can come in all different kinds of packages. But until you spend the time unwrapping them, looking for your forever, you’ll never truly find it.”

      I put my head in my hands and hold back the scream that wants to pop out of me. “Why do I have to like him, Mom?”

      “Despite what people try to think, the brain doesn’t control the heart. Your heart controls your brain. Stryder has a piece of it, and if I know that boy like I think I do, you have a huge piece of his. There are not many men out there your brother gets along with, or men who would sit by your bedside after an appendectomy, or who would wait on you hand and foot afterward, making sure you’re taken care of. He likes you, Rory. You need to give him a chance.”

      Taken aback, I look at my mom dumbfounded. “I’m kind of shocked that you’re pulling for Stryder. When I first told you about him staying with me, you were against it, against him.”

      Taking a sip of her water, my mom smiles at me. “It’s not very hard to win me over, Rory. Love my babies, and I love you. He adores Bryan and treats him as an equal. And where you’re concerned, there’s such a strong connection. It’s hard not to like a man who looks at your daughter the way he looks at you.”

      A blush creeps over my cheeks, heating my face. “He looks at me a certain way?” I might have caught it a few times, but then again, I thought I was imagining it. And then he left so suddenly the other night . . .

      “Oh, honey. When you’re around, his face softens, his body language leans toward you and only you, and his voice holds a different tone, almost like when you’re around . . . he feels at peace.”

      Butterflies erupt in my stomach, fluttering frantically, causing a smile. I try to think back to the many interactions we’ve had together, but the one sticking in my brain is the concert, where he sang to me sweetly and held my hand for the rest of the night. I should have known then . . . things were different between us.

      I should have seen it in his eyes.

      I should have felt it in the way he holds me.

      I should have reciprocated, because I want more with him. I want him to hold my hand. I want him to be in my apartment every night, not just on the weekends.

      I want him to hold me every night—through the night—not just for the ten seconds when we hug good night.

      I just hope I’m not too late.

      I’m going to take a chance, because my heart and soul are just as tuned to him as his are to me.

      No more missed cues.

      No more missed opportunities.
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        * * *

      

      Stryder: Leaving work now.

      That was twenty minutes ago. Stryder should be here any minute. After staying the week with Ryan, I almost feel like it’s been forever since I’ve seen him—talked to him—and I couldn’t be more excited about seeing him tonight, for him to stay with me.

      I need to make sure I don’t bombard him, though. That my excitement doesn’t jump the gun, and I don’t try to make out with him right away, despite what my body wants. I need to take this slow, to make sure it’s something he wants.

      I check my hair in the bathroom mirror, making sure the soft waves are pinned back in place. I loosely curled my hair and pulled back the front, leaving the back down and wavy. I put on a little bit of makeup and decked out my eyelashes with black mascara, making my eyes pop. Unsure of what to wear, I decided might as well go all out. I put on a royal-blue cotton sundress that is cinched under my breasts and then flows to just above my knees. It’s cute but also casual, nothing too fancy, just a step up from the normal pajama shorts and shirt Stryder sees me in.

      The apartment is clean, dinner is in the oven—lemon chicken and broccoli—and his bed is made and ready. Wanting to seem casual when he comes in, not like I’ve been impatiently waiting for him to open the door, I hop on my bed, pull out my iPad, and start scrolling through my social media feed, mindlessly taking in statuses and pictures, checking the clock every two seconds.

      Where is he?

      Maybe traffic was bad. Should I text him, see how far away he is?

      No, that would be obvious.

      The sound of a car door shutting echoes up to my open windows, alerting me that he might be home.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I wait to hear the creak of the stairs.

      I wait, impatiently, wondering if that was him.

      And then, someone starts climbing the apartment stairs, getting closer and closer until the handle on the door starts to twist open.

      Oh God, he’s here.

      Be cool, Rory.

      The door opens and Stryder enters, spotting me immediately on the bed. Bag in hand, wearing his desert camo uniform, pants tucked into his boots, sleeves of his jacket rolled up, his cap resting low on his brow, he looks like a soldier returning home on leave—sexy and sinful with the smirk that’s currently spread across his face.

      My breath catches in my throat as he shuts the door with his foot, closing off the rest of the world, leaving it just us. My body itches to jump into his arms, to see what it feels like to press my mouth against his, to give in to this pulsing yearning that’s constantly roaring through me when he’s around.

      “Hey you.” He takes his cap off, hanging it up along with his jacket, before walking over to his bed and setting his bag down. He sits on the mattress and starts to take off his boots when I hop off my bed and head toward him.

      I watch in fascination as his eyes slowly travel up my legs, to the hem of my dress, to my breasts, and then to my face. Sitting back, boot half untied, he says, “Shit, Rory, you look . . .” He pauses, catching himself, and swallows, going back to his shoes. Pushing the laces inside, he sets the heavy boots at the base of his bed and stands, untucking his shirt, lifting it high enough for me to catch a patch of his skin before he covers it back up. “Uh, you look beautiful.” Seeming unsure, he says, “Do you have a date or something tonight?”

      I shake my head, so damn nervous that I almost feel like I want to cry. This shouldn’t be a big deal. This is Stryder, one of my best friends. He knows you in and out, so this should be exciting. Natural.

      “Just wanted to look nice today.”

      He exhales, almost as if he was holding his breath, waiting to hear if I had a date. “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Stepping in closer, I hesitate for a second before hugging him, unsure if I should, but before I can decide if I should, he pulls me in the rest of the way. One of his hands goes to the back of my neck, and the other wraps around my waist.

      “I’ve missed you,” he murmurs softly in my ear. And at that moment right there, the press of his fingers into my skin and the feel of his large hand against my neck, combined with his signature scent consuming me, I’m a goner. There is no turning back after tonight.

      I squeeze him back. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      Stryder shifts his hand to my cheek when he pulls back, looking intently at me, his eyes searching mine. His thumb rubs over my skin, the air between us heavy with unspoken words. Sparks fly between us, our breath sinking, our souls connecting.

      Blinking a few times, he clears his throat and drops his hands to his side, only to look around the apartment and say, “Uh, dinner . . . it smells good.”

      Shit. Have I read this all wrong? Does he not want me like I want him? Deflated from the obvious avoidance, I try to hide the slouch in my shoulders as I walk to the kitchen to check on dinner.

      I have no idea how I’m going to go about doing this without laying all my feelings on the table.

      What if he doesn’t like me?

      What if he just wants to be friends?

      What if I’ve made everything up in my head and he truly was just being polite?

      I will be mortified. And extremely heartbroken.
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        STRYDER

      

      

      I don’t . . .

      I can’t . . .

      Fuck.

      Fucking hell.

      I should have stayed at Ryan’s place.

      I thought coming to Rory’s apartment would be easy. We eat dinner together, we talk about our days, we go to bed.

      Hell, was I wrong.

      It all started with the look she gave me the minute I walked through the door, as if she’s been waiting all day to see me. And then she walks toward me in that dress, exposing her toned and smooth legs, showing off her fucking tits like some goddamn neon sign pointing at her chest, directing all my attention to them.

      She wanted to look nice today.

      Does she realize her “nice” is nowhere near the tame description of nice? No, it’s drop-dead gorgeous, because of the way she styled her hair, leaving it half up, half down, showing off her stunning eyes, and the length of her dress, dancing at her thighs, twisting and turning with her every movement.

      It’s goddamn torture being near her, unable to curb my craving.

      Rory is in the kitchen, moving things around on the counter, making herself busy as I stand in front of my bed, unsure what to do. We shared this amazing moment, she told me she missed me, I had her in my arms, and then when I realized I was inches away from kissing her, I backed away, needing a moment to collect myself.

      And now I think I made it awkward for both of us.

      Wanting to get back to our friendly banter, I say, “So, how was your day?”

      The sound of my voice breaks through the silence as she pulls plates down from the cabinet. Quickly I walk up behind her and take the plates in my hand. “Here, I can set the table.”

      My chest to her back, towering over her, one hand on her hip holding her in place, the other trying to take the plates from her, her body stiffens. Swallowing hard, dying a slow death inside from how beautiful she is, I gently take the plates from her. “Sit. Want me to get you something to drink?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m good. I, uh, I need to go to the bathroom.”

      “Okay.” Smiling I nod behind me. “It’s open.”

      She chuckles quietly and takes off, her hair brushing over my forearm in her retreat, teasing me, reminding me what a pathetic motherfucker I am.

      I turn my back to the bathroom, set the plates down, and grip the counter. My body is so fucking tense, I can feel a headache at the base of my neck developing. Head bent forward, eyes closed, I force myself to push down my feelings, to tamp the need I have for her. Because if this is going to work for the next few days, I need to compartmentalize.

      She’s a friend.

      She’s one of my best friends.

      You don’t want to lose that, so get your shit together.

      I can fucking do this.

      Gripping the plates, I turn around to find Rory standing at the bathroom door, watching me.

      Shit, what is she thinking? Say something. Don’t let her believe she has such a strong effect on you.

      “Getting a headache,” I announce, the truth pounding at the base of my skull now.

      Her brow pulls together with concern. “Oh no, do you want any pain relievers?”

      “Sure.” Not sure it will help, but it keeps her busy while I set the table. Going to the fridge, she opens a can of Coke Zero for me and hands me three pills along with the soda.

      “Caffeine always helps me when I have a headache.”

      “Thank you.”

      We stare at each other for a few beats too long, just as the buzzer for the oven goes off. Spinning around quickly, her dress flaring up, Rory puts on a pink oven mitt and pulls out a dish of chicken and broccoli.

      Smells like heaven.

      She looks like heaven.

      I down my pills, put the can of soda on the table, and move to the silverware drawer where I grab forks and knives for us while Rory puts the meal on a serving platter.

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Water is great,” she answers softly. I drag my hand over my face when I turn away from her, hating every tense moment. Even her voice is tight and clipped, and I have no idea why. Did I do something wrong? Did I offend her?

      Was it because I called her beautiful?

      Fuck, what if I crossed a line back there? I know she saw me take in her entire outfit, because I wasn’t shy about my perusal. I took my time, moving my way up her legs, to her perfect tits, to her beautiful face. I wasn’t bashful, and I sure as hell would do it again if I had the chance.

      But did I offend her? We’re friends, and I quite possibly could have just crossed a line, which terrifies me. I can’t lose her. I don’t want my slip up to be the reason she’s so chilly with me right now.

      I fill up a glass of water for her and grab two napkins just as she sets the serving platter on the table and takes a seat.

      Sitting across from her, I hand her the cup of water and a napkin as well. There are three pieces of chicken on the platter and a pile of broccoli. She knows me too well at this point, providing me with twice the protein.

      I hold out my plate and she serves me. Wanting to break the tension resting heavily between us, I say the only thing that comes to mind. “The Thunderbirds flew into the base today.” The Thunderbirds are the USAF demonstration squadron. They perform insane tricks in the air and are present during the Air Force Academy’s graduation.

      “Really?” She perks up, most likely surprised from my mention of work. I never talk about it. “That’s exciting. What were they doing there?”

      “Training. One of the guys my brother went to the Academy with is now part of the squadron. We caught up a bit.”

      Cutting her chicken, but keeping her eyes intently on me, she asks, “Must have been nice to catch up.”

      I shrug my shoulders, unsure why I brought up the topic. Rory is treading lightly with me. “It was cool. I’m, uh, I’m part of Air Force Operations, which means I help manage the runways on base. I cleared them for takeoff and landing. We don’t get many jets on base, so when their engines fired up, it was fucking awesome to see and hear.”

      Slowly, Rory’s face starts to light up, that beautiful smile I’ve grown to know peeking past the purse of her lips. She takes a bite of her chicken and says, “What kind of planes do you normally have landing and taking off at Peterson?”

      “Heavies, meaning cargo-type planes, military transport planes, things like that. They’re fucking huge when you stand next to one.”

      “Heavies, is that the term everyone uses?”

      I nod. “There are three types of aircraft you can fly in the Air Force: heavies, fighters, and helos, meaning helicopters.”

      “That’s what Hardie is flying, right?”

      “Yeah, and killing it.” In all honesty, I say, “I’m happy for him.”

      She takes a bite of her chicken, chewing slowly, looking me up and down, her gaze searing me in half before she speaks.

      “You’re a good friend, Stryder.” Ha, if only she knew. Good friends don’t lust after their best friend’s ex-girlfriends, nor do they fall hopelessly in love with them.

      We spend the rest of the meal making small talk, discussing plans for the weekend, how Rory has been feeling all week, and the upcoming State Games Bryan will be participating in. It’s nice, not as uncomfortable as the beginning of our dinner, and for the first time since not making flight school, I was able to briefly talk about my job without wanting to reach for a bottle of scotch. It almost felt normal.

      It doesn’t mean I’m not bitter about the Academy’s decision or that I actually enjoy my job, but I’m not about to throw a chair against the wall and find the closest bar when the Air Force is mentioned, and that’s progress.

      “Thank you for dinner,” I say, when I exit the bathroom after changing out of my work clothes.

      Dishes are done, leftovers are put away, and Rory is sitting on the couch in her blue dress, flipping through the channels. When she lands on the Rockies game, she stops and sets the remote down.

      Fuck, she’s adorable.

      Wearing a thin T-shirt that clings to my arms and a pair of shorts, I sit next to Rory on the tiny loveseat. There isn’t much room on the small space, so I’m used to sitting mere inches from her.

      “We don’t have to watch the Rockies game if you don’t want to. We can watch something else,” I offer as my favorite player steps up to the plate.

      “Why would I want to do that when I love watching the games as well? Come on, Bryan and my dad had me watching games all the time.”

      “Ahh, yes, Bryan is a mega fan. Didn’t know if it transferred over to his sister though.”

      “I might not know all the players, but I sure know how to shout, ‘go baseball!’”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “You’re ridiculous.” She shrugs her shoulders—so cute.

      Not really in the mood for baseball, I ask her, “Do you want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure. Mind if I change?”

      I give her a once-over and playfully say, “Yeah, I do mind. I like that dress.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s chilly.” She goes to stand, but the stupid part of me takes over and instead of letting her pass by, I pull her back onto the couch and drape my arm over her.

      “Just snuggle under a blanket with me and you’ll be fine.” Reaching forward, I snag one of the throw blankets she keeps on the little shelf of the coffee table and drape it over us. I situate her against my body. “There, that work?”

      She nods her head against my chest.

      I take the remote from the coffee table and switch the TV to Netflix. “In the mood for anything in particular?”

      “Nothing super violent,” she says, her hair brushing the underside of my chin.

      “How about comedy?”

      “Or romance.” There is a joking tone to her suggestion, but little does she know, I dabble in romance every now and then.

      Knowing exactly what I want to watch, I type it into the search and when it comes up, I press play.

      Pushing off me, she looks me in the eyes and asks, “Really?”

      “What?” I smirk. “You don’t want to watch that?” The movie starts to play in the background.

      “Top Gun?”

      “There’s romance.”

      “It’s the Navy,” she points out.

      “All the more reason to watch it. Means I won’t be salty when Tom Cruise pretends to fly through the air. Come on.” I snuggle her back down into position. “If I start to cry, you can comfort me.”

      Exhaling with a laugh, she gives in and snuggles in closer just as the song “Danger Zone” starts to play. This is all I need: Rory pressed against me, a movie playing in the background; my sole focus the smooth inhale and exhale passing through her lungs.

      This night may have gotten off to a rough start, but we’re back to normal. We’re back to us.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” I nudge Rory who’s tightly curled against me, sleeping. I stroke her head and whisper softly, not wanting to startle her. The TV is off, movie’s over, and with the usually bright moon covered by clouds tonight, it’s dark in the apartment. “Rory, wake up.”

      Halfway through the movie, Rory changed into her pajamas, and we both brushed our teeth in case we fell asleep.

      “The movie is over.”

      “Mmm,” she groans, moving in closer, clinging to my shirt.

      She’ll get a kink in her neck if she stays in this position, so I decide to take matters into my own hands . . . or arms. I pick her up, cradling her to my chest, and take her to her bed. I pull the covers back and then set her down.

      When I go to lift away, she stops me. “Please don’t go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Just headed to bed.”

      Eyes sleepy, she shakes her head. “No, don’t go to your bed. Keep me warm.”

      My heart stutters in my chest, my body going numb from head to toe, stunned. What the fuck do I do now?

      I pull on the back of my neck. “I don’t know if that’s—”

      “Please.” She tugs on my arm, pulling me close to the mattress. “Just lie next to me, Stryder.”

      Just lie next to her. As if it’s that easy. To her, maybe, to me, it will fulfill a fantasy I’ve had since I met her. To her it would just be another night, to me it would be monumental. It would break down the walls I’ve tried to keep plastered together every moment I’m around her.

      It would weaken me, give me false hope, make me believe that this woman who’s stolen my heart actually belongs with me.

      My brain is telling me all the right things, reminding me to back off; and yet, my heart is controlling the movement of my body as I climb into her bed.

      I lie there, stiffly on my back, staring at the ceiling, unable to move, not trusting myself. I will admit this, her mattress is a welcome cushion compared to the air mattress and pullout sofa I’ve been sleeping on. My back melts into the foam top, and I think this could work if I lie here like this, but when Rory backs into me, I think she has different plans.

      Reaching behind her, she grabs my arm and pulls it over her body, causing me to shift so I’m spooning her.

      “Yes, perfect,” she murmurs, yanking on my arm even more so I scoot in closer.

      Fuck. Her ass presses against my crotch, her hair tickles my chin, and she drapes my hand over her small waist where her shirt is lifted what I can imagine is only an inch. The only way I know is because my thumb lands on the small exposed patch of skin.

      I suck in a sharp breath and will myself to think of anything but my dream girl snuggling in close to me, but it doesn’t work. Nothing comes to my mind. Instead, I inhale the honey scent of her shampoo, I notice how she fits perfectly against me, and I marvel in the feel of her breath synchronizing with mine.

      In and out.

      In and out.

      This is perfect.

      Everything about this moment is perfect.

      The world around us fades, all my worries and walls drift away, leaving me alone with Rory. I’ve thought of moments like this before, what it would feel like to be the man who ends the day with her, the man who protects her at night, the man who wakes with her in the morning. I’ve imagined it over and over again, and even though I tried to play it out several times, it never compared to this.

      Being a greedy bastard with no will to stop, I move my thumb over that small patch of skin. When she doesn’t move, I repeat the stroke, reveling in her smooth skin.

      She shifts against me, and I pause my thumb as her hand glides down my arm to my hand where she lifts it off her body.

      Shit. Embarrassment fills me just as she moves my hand up and under her shirt so it’s splayed over her stomach.

      I still.

      My skin prickling with awareness, my mind whirling a mile a minute, I try to understand what she wants, try to comprehend my next move. My heart beats so erratically that I truly think I might have a heart attack.

      This is the girl who stole my heart, the girl I never thought would look at me as anything other than another man’s friend. And yet, here I am, pressed against her, my hand firmly planted on her stomach, my nose slowly rubbing the back of her head.

      She presses her ass into my growing erection. Unable to hold back any longer, intimacy takes over, igniting a flame within me.

      Moving my mouth so it’s near her ear, I begin moving my thumb over her skin. She hums from the touch and moves her hand to the back of my neck where she grips me tightly.

      Shit. Is this real right now? Is this really happening?

      Wanting to make sure she’s awake and I’m not taking advantage of a sleeping woman, I quietly whisper, “What’s going on, Rory?”

      She shifts her body against my erection, her ass rubbing the tip in just the right spot to make me clench my jaw down hard, my hand moving up her stomach to her ribcage.

      “Rory,” I grit out, a light sheen of sweat spreading across my body.

      Beneath me, she spins to her back so I’m looking down at her wide-open and heady eyes.

      The air catches in my lungs when I get a good look at her, a turn up in her mouth, fluttering eyelashes, wet lips.

      “Stryder.”

      “Wh-what?” My voice catches in my throat, the electricity between us so real I feel unsure of anything right now.

      Is she going to tell me to leave? Was she partially asleep during this and now realizes what just happened?

      I try to read her expression, try to gauge where this is coming from, but the room is too dark to fully understand what she might be feeling. Why is she so silent, just staring up at me?

      Fuck.

      I crossed that line . . . again, but this time, I went too goddamn far.

      Feeling like a giant jackass, I back away, off the bed, spinning away from her, gripping the back of my head with both hands. I take a deep breath and squeeze my eyes shut.

      There is no way I can fucking stay here. Not after what just happened. I shouldn’t have stayed here in the first place. This is Colby’s girl, not mine. She’s never belonged to me; she’s only been a fictional thought in my head.

      A what if . . .

      What if I went after her?

      What if I didn’t step aside when I saw Colby’s eyes on her?

      What if I fucking fought for her?

      Chest constricting, heart beating at a dangerous rate, I make my way to my duffel bag and start stuffing it. I need to get the fuck out of here. I can’t stay the night, not with her a few feet away, breathing in the same air as me. It’s too dangerous.

      I’m too dangerous around her, willing to push her to her limits.

      Hugging.

      Holding her hand.

      Stroking her soft skin.

      It’s all too much. I went too far and fucked everything up.

      It’s what I’m good at. I fuck everything up. I’ll just tack it onto the list.

      Desperate, I leave my toothbrush in the bathroom and zip up my bag. I’ll get a hotel room for the night and figure out what to do after that. I have enough saved up now where I can find a place somewhere. I might not have furniture, but I’ll at least be as far away from Rory as I can be, not corrupting her, not forcing myself into her arms. Into her bed.

      Slinging the duffel over my shoulder, I lean down to get my boots when I hear Rory’s bed creak through the silent night.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her voice worried.

      Not even bothering to look at her, I say, “I have to get out of here.”

      “Stryder.”

      I shake my head. “No. I need to fucking leave.” I pocket my phone and make my way toward the front door where I snag my hat, jacket, and keys. Reaching for the door, I’m stopped by Rory’s body, blocking my way out, leaning against the door.

      “You can’t leave.”

      Gritting out, I say, “I have to fucking leave. There is no choice in the matter. Move, Rory.”

      “No.”

      Exhaling heavily, I try not to get angry, but it’s hard because I’m fucking embarrassed. I’m mad at myself, and I’m so goddamn in love this woman that I hate every damn breath I take . . . because I can’t be with her.

      Shoulders proud, a determined look on her face, she’s not backing down.

      “Rory, I’m not kidding. Move.”

      “Neither am I.”

      Growing angrier by the second, I say, “Move out of the way.”

      “No. I’m not letting you walk out that door when . . .”

      My heart pauses in my chest, as she bites her bottom lip, her chest heaving, the look of indecision crossing her eyes.

      “When . . . what?” I ask, holding my breath, calming my overactive imagination and tamping down any insane thoughts of what I wish would come out of her mouth.

      “When,” She twists her hands together, her eyes drifting away for a second but then she fixes them back on mine. “When I want you.”

      When she . . . wants me?

      I blink a few times, the words not quite registering in my mind. She wants me.

      The girl of I’ve dreamt for well over a year, wants me.

      Still gripping my items tightly, I’m dumbfounded, struck to my goddamn soul with an arrow straight from her quiver.

      She wants me.

      Did I hear that right?

      “Say something,” Rory says, looking more nervous than ever. But I have no clue what to fucking say. Do I tell her I love her? Do I tell her I saw her first, that I stepped aside, despite wanting her more than anything? Do I tell her that she is not only my best friend, but the woman of my dreams? Do I tell her that every fucking night since the day I met her, I’ve thought of her, I’ve dreamt of holding her until she’s drifted to sleep?

      Do I ask her if she’s sure? Because I swear to Christ if this is some kind of sick joke, I won’t be able to make it through this. My heart won’t take rejection from her. My pride . . . my soul would be broken for eternity.

      “Stryder.” Her eyes search mine, and when I don’t move or say anything, her bottom lip trembles. “Forget it.” She waves me off. “That was stupid of me to say. Maybe you should leave.” She steps aside and tries to open the door behind her to let me out.

      My need for her stutters in my chest, as I watch my opportunity slowly start to slip away.

      This is it. I can either be all in, or I can walk out that door, honoring the unspoken bro-code I share with Colby, walking down the path of the broken and miserable.

      Or I can take a step toward a future I’ve dreamt of, a future that holds promise for me, that gives me something to live for, something to cherish, something to take care of. A life that gives me fucking purpose.

      Purpose.

      That’s all I want, a reason to exist beyond myself, and that reason is Rory.

      “Please, leave,” Rory says, head tilted down, shielding her eyes from me.

      Without a second thought, realization hitting me hard in the chest, I drop everything to the floor, my bag hitting the hardwood with a loud clunk, echoing against the silence. Stepping forward, closing the space between us, I cup both her cheeks, tilt her mouth up, and take what I’ve wanted for so long, marking her as mine.

      My mouth descends to hers, pressing my lips into her softness. Eyes close, body melts, worries are erased. Instead . . . I feel.

      The gentle feel of her curious mouth against mine.

      The tentative grip of her hands on my forearms.

      The subtle lift onto her toes to get closer.

      Heart hammering.

      A low moan.

      A sweep of her tongue.

      A sweep of mine.

      A tangle of fingers and then . . . I crash into her, pressing her against the door, blocking her from escape. Mine.

      Her hands glide up my arms to the back of my neck, looping, securing our connection, urging me to realize this isn’t a dream. I’m not the only one harboring feelings. The looks and glances I’ve received over the last few weeks haven’t been my imagination. She wants me.

      Our mouths fuse, mold, melt together, as our tongues seek more, tangling together in an epic connection, changing my entire perspective on life forever. In the darkness of this summer night, with Rory’s lips demanding more from me, I can feel the grey hues of my life start to morph into something of importance, like this kiss is the beginning of the most important chapter of my life.

      With each pass of her lips over mine, colors pop into my mind, bright vibrant colors that I feel like I haven’t seen in such a long time.

      Needing more, I bring one of my hands to her hair, threading my fingers through the soft strands until I slowly tip her head back, pulling ever so gently, but just enough to let her know I want this, that I need this. Her.

      Her mouth falls open even more and I dive in further, gripping her jaw, moving my tongue across hers, our lips syncing, our breaths tangling together, panting and labored.

      A low moan erupts from her mouth as my hips press against hers, my cock so fucking hard and aroused seeking her heat. Not giving it a second thought, she wraps one leg around mine, hooking her into place, her center perfectly aligned with my erection.

      She moves her hips, rubbing against my cock.

      Another thrust.

      And another.

      Eyes squeezed shut, breath caught in my chest, I carefully bite on her lower lip when she thrusts one more time.

      “Rory,” I groan.

      “Stryder,” she returns, rubbing herself against me, her head falling back against the door, exposing her neck to my lips.

      Fuck. I can’t stop myself.

      Picking up her other leg, I wrap it around my waist and hoist her against the wall, pressing my cock against her.

      A long groan falls from her beautiful mouth before she starts to move her hips against mine. Concerned about her scar, I whisper into her ear as my lips travel up her neck. “Don’t move, Rory.”

      “I have to.”

      “Your scar, don’t move. Let. Me,” I grit out through clenched teeth, bringing my mouth back to her neck and pressing one of my hands against her rib cage, just below her breast. Needing release just as much as her, I gently move my hips up, the friction between us so goddamn incredible that with one move, my balls start to tighten.

      Fuck, I’m going to embarrass myself.

      She grips my head tightly and presses into me, bringing my lips to just below her ear. I lick. I suck. I tease. I thrust.

      “Oh God,” she cries, warming up my entire fucking body.

      This is a goddamn dream; it has to be. Rory is close to orgasm, rubbing up and down on my cock, crying out because of me.

      Needing more, needing to make sure I stay in this moment, I move my lips along her jaw and back to her lips where I claim them, pressing hard. Teeth knocking, lips wet, tongues clashing, we feed off each other as my hips move up and down her slick heat, our clothes providing the only barrier between us. God, I want inside her.

      Thrust after glorious thrust, she tightens around me, her legs a viselike grip around my waist, her arms clenching me, her body stilling, her hips riding mine.

      “Oh God, Stryder,” she calls out, as she pumps relentlessly against my cock, her orgasm hitting her hard, the friction rubbing against the head of my cock in just the right spot.

      I grunt out, pressing my forehead against hers, my hips pulsing wildly against her, as I come, release smacking me in the chest into a land of euphoria.

      Slowing down, trying to catch my breath, my cock still throbbing between her legs, I take a deep breath and link her hands with mine only to press them against the door behind her.

      “Fuck,” I say on a heavy breath, my forehead still pressed against hers.

      As our bodies start to recover, air filling our lungs again, I start to worry what’s going to happen next, what she might say.

      But when her fingers grip mine, squeezing hard, and when she presses a soft kiss against my lips, the nerves twisting my stomach into knots eases.

      Pressing another sweet kiss to my lips, she quietly says, “I think we might need to change.”

      A chuckle rumbles out of me. “Uh, I need to for sure.”

      “Change and then go to bed?” She kisses my lips again, this one a little deeper.

      I kiss her back, my lips lingering longer. “My bed or yours?”

      This time, she chuckles. “Mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Hands behind my head, covers pulled up to my waist, I watch for Rory to appear out of the bathroom. Being the sweet girl that she is, she let me use the bathroom first, but now I wish she’d gone first, because the anticipation is killing me. I want to hold her again.

      The door cracks open as the light turns off. Across the room, she’s a dark silhouette, approaching me, curvy and beautiful.

      As she draws closer, I can see her eyes scanning my bare chest, appreciation in her gaze. It’s as if she’s finally giving herself permission to look. To admire. To want.

      “Tell me what side to be on.” I scoot up on the bed, ready to move when she goes to the other side.

      “Don’t move. You’re perfect there.” Slipping under the sheets, she scoots in close and rests her head on one of the pillows, turning toward me.

      Flipping to my side as well, I place my hand on her hip and my other hand under my pillow. I can’t stop the smile when I look into Rory’s eyes this intimately, this close.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, hoping I didn’t hurt her healing scar.

      “I’m perfect,” she murmurs, drawing a line across my chest with her finger.

      I have so many questions, so many things running through my mind, but I don’t want to ask any. I want to enjoy this moment being close to her. I’m absolutely terrified that if I do or say the wrong thing, she’s going to tell me this was a mistake, and that’s one phrase I don’t think I could live through.

      Drawing circles now, she says, “Can I ask you something?”

      Swallowing hard, nervous what might come next, I say, “Anything.”

      “What happened back there, did it change anything between us?”

      I run my tongue along my teeth, trying to hide the worry blooming inside me. This is it. I can either fight for what I want, or I can step aside. Again.

      When I look into her hopeful eyes, there is no way I’ll ever step aside, not after getting a taste of her, not after hearing her moan my name as her climax pummeled into her. No, I’m too desperate to experience the real thing, too needy to be a part of her life, to be the man she deserves. To take what should have been mine.

      And there is no way I can go back to being just her friend from here. I can’t hide my feelings from her, pretend this was just a slip up, because it wasn’t. This was pent-up yearning finding its release. There is only one way to move forward from here, and it’s with her holding my hand, walking next to me down this complicated path.

      Gliding my thumb over her hip bone, I gently say, “It changed everything, Rory.”

      I put the words out there, holding my breath, waiting for her response, never expecting her to smile, but she does.

      “Everything?” Her hand glides down the middle of my chest, sending a wave of arousal straight to my cock.

      Nodding, I answer, “Everything.”

      “Tell me what’s going to change.” Her index finger trails over my abs, playing in the divot between the muscles seductively.

      Pushing her so she’s on her back, I move so my chest hovers over her, my elbow propping me up, my other hand going to her cheek where I caress her soft skin, taking in the way her eyes look up at me, completely relaxed and sated.

      “For one, I’m not sleeping on that fucking blowup mattress anymore.” She chuckles, the sound so beautiful to my ears. “And these lips right here,” I pass the pad of my thumb over her plump mouth. “These are meant for me and I plan on claiming them every chance I get.” She practically purrs beneath me. “And instead of sitting back and admiring you from afar, I’m going to let it be known every time you knock me to my knees with your beauty, every time you take my breath away with your smile, and every time you steal my attention when you’re in the same room as me.”

      Curving her hand around the back of my neck, her fingers float through the small strands at my hairline, bringing me closer to her mouth where she gently presses a sweet, sultry kiss across my lips.

      Pulling away but staying close, I say, “But there are two things that won’t change.”

      “What are those?”

      “This bond we have, this friendship, will never go away. You will always be my best friend, Rory, and that title will remain untouched.”

      She smiles, lighting up the dark room. “What’s the second thing?”

      “Our living arrangement. I might sleep in this bed when I’m here, but I’m still going to stay with Ryan.”

      “What?” Her brow creases, clearly unhappy with my last statement. “Why would you stay with Ryan?”

      I stroke her cheek with my thumb, still in fucking shock that I can be intimate with her. “Because I want to make sure we do this right, that’s why. I don’t want to jump into things too soon and then have you grow sick of me.”

      “Not possible.” She shakes her head.

      “Still,” I press a gentle kiss against her lips, “this is important to me, Rory. You’ve quickly become a permanent fixture in my life, and I’ll be damned if I screw this up like everything else in my life.”

      “Stryder.” Her hand moves to my cheek where I lean into her touch, eyes closed, thanking whoever wants to listen for this chance. “You do not screw everything up.”

      Not wanting to get into that part of my life, I say, “Please, Rory. Please allow me to date you, to show you the kind of man I can be for you, to give you everything you deserve and more.”

      Not answering right away, she takes a few deep breaths before nodding. “I’ll hate that you’re over there when you can be with me, but okay.”

      Smiling, I lean down and place a soft kiss against her lips.

      Fuck, I’m so happy right now, happier than I think I’ve ever been. When I first saw Rory across the deck playing pool, I knew there was something special about her, I could see it in her kind eyes, but never did I think I would be a recipient of those eyes staring at me with such adoration.

      Even though I’m a happy-as-shit motherfucker right now, I do need to know something, and I can’t hold my tongue. “Can I ask you something?”

      She shifts below me and nods. “Anything.”

      “Why me? Why now?”

      Keeping close, hoping the connection of our bodies reminds her how great we are together, I wait.

      Biting on her lower lip, she considers her answer. “It just happened over time. There were small moments that brought me closer and closer to you, and then it was like it just hit me. This crush I had turned into something so much more than I could comprehend. I knew if I didn’t at least try to see where it would go, I would regret it.” She chews on the side of her mouth and then says, “I dressed up for you tonight hoping you would make a move. I was so nervous and afraid that maybe you didn’t see me the same way I saw you. See you. It was why I was so hot and cold with you. I don’t think I’ve ever been this shy with a guy before.”

      Shy? Rory didn’t think I felt the same way? Well, fuck, I guess I did a better job at hiding my feelings than I thought, because at times, I could feel myself pressing too hard, demanding too much from her.

      Not wanting to give away everything, because I don’t want to scare her away, I simply say, “You had nothing to worry about. The feeling is completely mutual. And you didn’t have to dress up for me. I like you in a dress and in your sweats, and both turn me on.”

      Her eyes widen and then a sinister smile crosses her face as she starts to move her hand down my body. I catch it before it can do any real damage.

      “Don’t even think about it. I said I want to date you, so that means keeping your hands to yourself.” You are a fucking moron. That’s my cock telling me off, because it has been a very long time since he’s seen any action. Fucking moron.

      She lifts a quizzical eyebrow at me. “Stryder, we just dry-humped to climax against the apartment door, so I’m pretty sure we’re past the whole keep your hands to yourself routine.”

      That door will never look the same to me ever again. If she ever moves, I’m taking that door with me.

      Shaking my head, I say, “Momentary lapse of judgment. Plus your scar still needs to heal. Think of it as a chance to get to know me better.”

      “Are you telling me you’re going to hold out on me?”

      I kiss the tip of her nose and fall to the mattress, cuddling her close to my chest. Whispering in her ear, I say, “Believe me, this will be much harder on me than it will be on you.”

      “You don’t have to be a gentleman with me, Stryder.”

      I’m not dumb, I know she is aware of my reputation, of the man I was when she met me, of the man I was when she was dating Colby. But with her, I’m different, and I want different things. I don’t want her body alone; I want her mind and her soul.

      I kiss the side of her head and whisper, “For the first time in my life, Rory, I want to be the gentleman you deserve.”

      “What if you’re already what I think I deserve? What if you already check off every box on my list?” She turns into me, hand to my chest. “You don’t have to prove anything to me, Stryder. I like you for who you are, not for who you can be, or who you’re striving to be. I like the layers that made you into the man you are, lying next to me, gorgeous and battered with a side of baggage locked up tight. I like that you are rough around the edges, a little jagged, and gruff at times, because I know, deep in my heart, under all the bravado and scars, there is a beautiful man who cares so deeply about not only me, but my family and friends, and that’s what matters to me. I don’t need to be courted. I like you . . . for you.” She pats my chest, right above my wildly beating heart.

      If I weren’t already madly in love with this woman, I would be now. She makes me feel whole, worth something, a contradiction to everything my father has ever said to me.

      And when the time comes that I can tell her that, when I can tell her I’ve been in love with her for a long time, I’m going to make it my mission to show her she’s the reason I’ve been able to remember what breathing feels like. She’s the reason I see the vibrancy of the world around me.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do you have that smile on your face?” Rory asks, coming out of the bathroom looking so goddamn good in a pair of leggings and black shirt with a picture of a taco on it that I want to forget my plans for this morning and toss her back on the bed.

      I motion with my finger for her to come to me. She smiles wickedly, hangs up her towel she was scrunching her hair with and closes the space between us where she sits on my lap, her arms instinctively wrapping around my neck.

      “Can you blame me for having a smile on my face?” I press a chaste kiss across her lips. “You laid down a Bridget Jones line on me last night.”

      She raises a brow, a smile playing at her lips. “Care to explain?”

      “You like me for who I am,” I note the famous line from the movie.

      She shakes her head. “No, care to explain why you know that movie, let alone the lines in it.”

      I chuckle. “You have so much to learn about me.” I wiggle my eyebrows and pat her ass. “Come on, I’m taking you out on our first official date.”

      Her eyes widen. “Really? First official date, in the morning?”

      I shrug and scoot her off my lap as I stand, but link my hand with hers so as not to lose our connection. “I’m unconventional. Plus I’ve been wanting to take you here ever since I told you about it.”

      “And where is that exactly?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I pocket my wallet in my jeans, grab the keys to my Jeep, lock up, and lead her down the stairway, in complete awe that I’m taking Rory out on a date, that I get to hold her hand, that I get to kiss her when I want to. It’s all still trying to sink in.

      Not sure it ever will.

      Once in the car and on the road, Rory fiddles with the radio until she finds a song she likes. She rolls down the window, lets the wind whip through her hair, and starts belting out “Versace on the Floor”. Snapping her finger, she really gets into the song, bringing a giant smile to my face.

      Chuckling, I say, “You’re so much better than Bruno Mars.”

      “You think?”

      “Oh one hundred percent. His voice doesn’t crack like yours, the song is much better off pitch.”

      Her mouth falls open, humor playing across her eyes as she leans over the center console and pinches my side. “You jerk!”

      “Hey, watch it, I’m driving.” I laugh, swatting her away.

      “I can’t believe you said I’m a bad singer.”

      I shake my head. “No, I said I liked it.”

      “It was a back-handed compliment, Stryder Sheppard.”

      Laughing even more, I turn the music off and say, “This is how much I like your singing, I want you to sing the song acapella to me.”

      “Oh nooo you don’t. No way in hell I’m singing in front of you again.”

      “Come on, I’ll sing with you.”

      She folds her arms across her chest. “Just so you can rub it in that you have a better voice?”

      I cock an eyebrow in her direction. “You think I have a good voice?”

      She rolls her eyes, “How did this turn into an insult for me, a compliment for you.”

      “I said I liked your voice.” I laugh as she tries to pinch me again.
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        * * *

      

      I make a left turn into a parking lot and briefly watch Rory as her eyes light up and a smile falls across her lips. She turns toward me, excited as I park in front of a very familiar, white, orange, and pink building.

      “You brought me to Amy’s Donuts.”

      I sure as hell did.

      I take the key out of the ignition and turn toward her where I cup her cheek. “It’s been a place where I go when I want to be alone, when I need to think. I don’t want it to be about that anymore. I want it to be more than my solace, I want it to be filled with happy memories too, so I figured bringing you here for our first date would make some of the best memories.”

      She leans her cheek into my hand and says, “I could not be happier right now. With you, here, opening up to me. You make me happy, Stryder.”

      If only she knew how goddamn happy she makes me by just being in the same room as me.

      “You make me happy, too.” I press a soft kiss on her lips, lingering for a few seconds, my tongue parting her mouth. She groans and reaches around me for more but I stop her. “If we begin that, we’ll never make it inside.”

      “Making out is better than donuts.”

      “Agreed, but remember, I’m wooing you.”

      She groans in frustration. “Fine.” She playfully smiles. “Woo me.”

      We exit the car and when we reach the shop, I open the door for her, letting the smell of freshly fried donuts hit us square in the chest. The smell familiar and comforting.

      I take in the glass case full of different flavors from traditional to wildly original. Heavy toppings like Twix and Snickers grace the tops of some donuts while some are just simply glazed. It’s a donut lover’s paradise in here and the place I used to call my second home, especially when my dad was on a war path.

      I lean over and whisper in her ear, “Want the Stryder special?”

      “I really do.” She links her hand with mine and leans into my body as I order a half dozen donuts; two Elvis donuts, two Fruity Pebbles and two German chocolate glaze. We grab two milks and head over to the corner table, thankfully it’s open. I lay out napkins for the both of us and pop open the box.

      I swear it almost feels like light flies out of the box while angels sing above us. That’s how good these donuts are.

      Cutely, she rubs her hands together and asks, “Where do we get started?”

      “Fruity Pebbles, it’s always the first.” I pick one up and hand it to her and then grab mine.

      I go to take a bite when she stops me. “Hold on a second. We should cheers our donuts. It’s our first date after all.”

      A smirk pulls at my lips as my heart thuds in my chest for this woman. She’s so adorably sweet and beautiful. I don’t know how it happened, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt luckier.

      And even though there is a small voice in the back of my head telling me this is wrong, that I shouldn’t be this fucking happy with my best friend’s ex-girl, but I can’t stop myself from falling further and further in love with her.

      I straighten up, “Okay, let’s cheers.” I hold my donut out to her and she clinks mine with hers. “To . . .” I draw a blank.

      “To the start of something great,” she finishes for me with a wink and then adds, “And may you not hold out on me for too long.”

      I laugh out loud as she takes a bite of her donut, eyes closing, complete ecstasy crossing over her face. Her look of pleasure just about killing me as she sinks down in her chair.

      Christ, this is a first for me, a hard on in Amy’s donuts.

      “I think I’m in trouble.” She talks to the donut, savoring every bite.

      Yeah, I think I’m in trouble too, but for entirely different reasons.
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      I practically sprint up the stairs, desperate to see him, desperate to capture another one of his kisses, desperate to hear his voice rumble over my body.

      It’s been a month of playing it by Stryder’s rules, and I’m about to lose my mind. I hate that he’s still staying with Ryan for the entire week. He doesn’t come over on Thursday or leave Tuesday. No, he’s stuck to his normal schedule, and it’s driving me crazy. And FaceTime? Forget about it, because he won’t do it. He won’t even text. It’s like he’s trying to torture me. He leaves our conversations to nighttime phone calls—phone calls that last a few hours and consist of me lying on my bed, letting his seductive voice wash over me, sending tingles up and down my spine every time.

      I’m at the end of my tether. I need something more than just kissing, and make no mistake; I plan on getting something more than his perfect mouth on mine tonight.

      Opening the door, I am greeted by Ryan and her new guy of the month . . . uh, Chad . . . I think? It was Brad and now it’s Chad. Which has been super fun. Stryder called him Brad once by accident and the guy has been a dick to him ever since. It’s not Stryder’s fault. It’s Ryan’s, she needs to find men whose names don’t rhyme. We are bound to make mistakes.

      “Hey you. Chinese is on its way. Got you the lettuce wraps, so I hope that’s okay.”

      I set my purse down in the entryway and look around for Stryder. “Lettuce wraps are great.”

      “Chad paid for everyone.”

      Giving them my attention since we’re already on thin ice with Chad, I say, “Thank you so much. Do you want me to chip in anything?”

      He waves his hand at me. “No, I have money to spend. I know you don’t.”

      Hmm . . . I wonder why we don’t get along with Chad. It’s just so strange to me.

      Ignoring the pompous ass, I look down the hallway just in time to see Stryder pop out of the bathroom carrying his folded uniform and dressed in a casual pair of khaki shorts and a plain white T-shirt. His hair is wet from a shower, and his face is covered in a light five o’clock shadow making him look absolutely sexy and sinister.

      When he spots me, a large smile takes over his entire face, and I can’t help it. I run to him and leap into his arms. With one hand, he catches me, cupping my ass and holding me against him, not letting go. I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, and I kiss him, hard, threading my hands through his hair.

      He groans into my mouth and then pulls away, eyes heady, lips tilted up. And then that voice . . .

      “Hey baby.”

      I can’t even describe what my heart feels like in my chest when I hear him call me baby. It’s an unreal feeling, like someone is trying to jump-start my heart every time, skyrocketing my pulse into overdrive.

      “Hey.” I kiss him again and then slide down his body, letting him drop his clothes off by his bag. When he returns, he immediately links my hand with his and nods toward the balcony off the main living room. It’s our routine whenever I come over mid-week. The balcony grants us some privacy from Ryan and her man, who, by the way, is less than thrilled that Ryan has a boy staying with her. Don’t worry, Chad. I’m less than thrilled too.

      Settling into a lounge chair, I sit on Stryder’s lap, straddling his legs and facing him. I play with the hem of his crisp white shirt and watch as the fabric pulls tightly over his bulky muscles.

      “How was your day?” I ask as he gently rubs my thighs with his palms.

      “It’s better now. I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too. This living in two different places is really stupid, you know.”

      He shakes his head. “Nah, it’s good for our hearts, makes the time we spend together more meaningful.”

      “But think about all the things we could do if you lived with me.”

      Raising a brow in question, he asks, “Let me hear them.”

      Still playing with the hem of his shirt, slipping my fingers under the fabric, I quirk my lips to the side. “Well, there’s all the couples’ coupon cutting we’re missing out on. Not to mention the copious amounts of swing dancing we could be doing.” I dance my fingers across his abs causing him to suck in a sharp breath.

      “Swing dancing and coupons?” he asks, his voice short and crisp.

      “Yup, what a tragedy, huh? Think of all the savings you’re missing out on. Think of all the sex we could be having.”

      He laughs, his head falling back to the chair, the sound coating my skin in a sheen of pleasure. So sexy. “And there it is, the real reason. Poor coupons were just a veil for you.”

      “Not true. I like coupons and I’m sure cutting them out with you would be fun. But come on, let’s be serious for a second. It’s been a month, Stryder.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He reaches up and twists a strand of my hair in his finger, lightly tugging on it.

      I love it when he plays with my hair. “So you’ve been counting every day then? Every sexless day?”

      “More like every minute.” He smiles wickedly.

      “Then what’s the holdup? I told you, you don’t have to prove anything to me. I want you, Stryder.” And that’s the God’s honest truth.  He is a man I want by my side, a man I want in my bed, a man I want to cherish daily.

      He’s not only become a certified coach with Special Olympics so he can coach Bryan, but he’s also spent countless hours with the other athletes. He’s dedicated his weekends to me. He’s made me dinner multiple times, and he’s even cleaned the apartment. And those are just non-essential things. They have nothing to do with the way he makes me feel as a woman. The way his gaze rakes over me whenever I enter a room, or the way he unabashedly and intimately touches me, as if he’s in awe every time I allow his caress. As if I wouldn’t. His touch slays me.

      He’s consumed me and there is no doubt in my mind that I want to take the next step with him. Why is he holding back?

      Stroking his thumbs over my inner thigh, he drops his gaze to my lap when he says, “I want you too, Rory, but it’s . . . it’s not that simple.”

      “What do you mean?” I lift his chin so those devastating eyes are forced to find me. “Why isn’t it simple?”

      “Because,” he lets out a deep breath and drags one of his large hands over his face, “I feel guilty. It’s consuming me.”

      “Guilt? Guilt for what?”

      Scratching the side of his jaw, he says, “Colby.”

      “Stryder—”

      Shaking his head, he says, “He was my best friend, Rory. We went through basic together, we leaned on each other during our four years at the Academy. He became my brother, and now . . .” He shifts on the chair and gently sets me down on the side as he turns so his legs are hanging off the lounger. “Now I’m betraying that bond.”

      The thought of what Colby might think has crossed my mind, multiple times, but I always refer back to what my mom said. He’s in his own world now, and he’s doing his own thing. I can’t put my life on hold because of a relationship I’ve put in my past.

      And Stryder can’t do that either.

      Sitting next to him, I loop my arm through his and clasp our hands together. “Can I ask you a question, Stryder?”

      “Of course.” He exhales, leaning into my touch.

      “This passion between us, this relationship. Do you see it more as lust, or can you see a future here?”

      Turning toward me, head slightly tilted to the side, a pinch in his brow. “Just lust?” He shakes his head. “Rory, if this was only lust to me, I would have fucked you a few times and then left. This isn’t just lust to me. This is so much more . . . more than you will ever understand, and that’s what terrifies me, because I don’t have the best track record when it comes to relationships, both with women and with family. I don’t want to fuck this up.” Turning toward me, he takes both my hands in his and looks me in the eyes. “But no matter how hard I try, I can’t stay away. I need you, Rory.”

      “Stryder,” I bring his knuckles to my mouth where I place a gentle kiss, “you’re not going to screw this up. You just need to talk to me, and as long as you keep talking, then we’re going to be okay. But you can’t hide, you can’t spiral. You have to keep me in the loop with your feelings. Will you do that for me?”

      He nods and scoops me onto his lap where he pushes my hair behind my ear. “This thing that’s happening between us, it’s so fucking important to me, Rory. I don’t want to lose it. I don’t want to lose you.”

      I lean in and place a soft kiss on his lips. “You won’t.”

      “Because I don’t want anyone else, only you.”

      “I only want you, Stryder.”

      The sliding glass door opens and Ryan pops her head out. “Dinner is here, lovebirds.”

      “Be right there,” I tell her, turning my attention back to Stryder. “Are you okay?”

      He nods and wraps his arms around me, bringing me into a hug, strong and protective, what I’ve come to expect from Stryder. “I’m perfect.”

      As I sit on his lap, his arms encasing me, his head buried in my neck, his back muscles shifting under my touch, I think about how much this man has changed since the day we found him in the bar. Unlike Colby, I could see in his eyes the desperation to please. The pleading to be loved. For someone, anyone to care for him. Unlike Colby, Stryder is lost and finding his way. Unlike Colby, Stryder doesn’t seem to live and breathe the Air Force. He’d once been itching to get in the skies like Colby, but from what we’ve talked about, and how he’s loved working with the Special Olympic athletes, he wants something different. He’s finding his way outside of his family’s long-held and stringent expectations. He was measured against every Sheppard male before him and found lacking. So, so wrong. I can see a future with Stryder, a long one. Where he’ll willingly stay, because it’s his dream too.

      I can relate to Stryder on a level I’m not sure many people can.

      Taking my hand in his, he leads me through the sliding glass door and into the kitchen where Chad and Ryan are already serving up plates for themselves. Stryder loops his arm around my waist and pulls my back against his chest, his lips near my ear where he takes a few nibbles. I sigh into him.

      I turn my head and keep my voice at a whisper when I say, “Kind of wish your bedroom wasn’t the living room right about now.” He bites down on my earlobe. “Scratch that. I wish we were at my place instead.” He chuckles in my ear, making goose bumps erupt all over my skin.

      He places a kiss at the base of my neck and then moves past me, looking back for a second to send me a devastating wink. If torturing me is a technique he’s using to drive me crazy, it’s working.

      “What are you guys doing tonight?” Ryan asks, biting down on an eggroll.

      “Probably going to hang out on the balcony, play some cards,” I answer as Stryder hands me a plate.

      “Such an old married couple. Chad and I are heading to my bedroom, the living room is all yours.”

      Great. Can’t wait to hear what Ryan has planned for Chad. Last time, it sounded like they were in some kind of sexual wrestling match. So much grunting, and I’m pretty sure it was Chad making all the noise.

      It was extremely awkward. Stryder and I ended up leaving and getting ice cream.

      We fill our plates and go our separate ways, Ryan and Chad to the bedroom, Colby and I to the balcony. We share a lounger and eat our food, every once in a while sneaking glances at each other.

      It feels like I’m in high school, sharing a meal with my crush. Stryder isn’t shy about staring. When I catch him staring, he just shrugs his shoulders as if he can’t help himself. And then there are the special moments, like right now where he’s holding my hand as we’re sharing our meal. As I look into his eyes, all I can see is pure awe, like he’s surprised that I’m actually holding his hand.

      It’s sweet and makes me feel important and cared for.

      Hating that we spend so much time apart, I devise a little plan in my head. I think it’s time we get over this little bump in our relationship of not having sex, because I’m ready.

      I am so freaking ready.

      The most we’ve done since we started dating is kiss.

      Kiss!

      There haven’t even been any wandering hands. We had our one dry-humping session against my apartment door, which God, was amazing. I can still feel the thickness of his cock rubbing me in the best way possible. I’ve never come like that before, with just the friction of a man’s body. If he was able to make me come that hard with our clothes on, I’m desperate to find out what he can do when there’s no barrier between us.

      I want so much more with him.

      I tug on his hand and say, “What are you doing tomorrow night?”

      He pops a piece of General Tso’s chicken into his mouth. “Uh, probably sucking in nail polish fumes while Ryan does her nails.” He scrunches his nose. “Is it weird that I know when she paints her nails?”

      “Just a little.” I chuckle. “I was hoping maybe you could come over to the apartment tomorrow.” He raises his eyebrow at me so I quickly say, “Because the sink in the bathroom has been leaking, and it’s driving me nuts.”

      First of all, I would like it to be known that I know how to fix a leaky faucet. I would also like it to be known that I know how to make it leaky when I have ulterior motives.

      “Really? It wasn’t leaking on Sunday, was it?”

      He’s too observant.

      “No, just started yesterday. It drips in the night and is slowly eating away at my sanity. Would you be able to fix it? I have tools.”

      He eyes me suspiciously and forks another piece of chicken in his mouth. “Why do I feel like I’m being played here?”

      “You’re not. The sink is all drippy. Please, Stryder? Be my knight in shining armor?”

      He leans over the side of the lounger and picks up his drink. Taking a sip, he eyes me over the glass and says, “You know I can’t say no to you.”

      “Not true. You’ve said no plenty of times. Too many actually.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Is it always about sex with you?”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s about connecting with you on a deeper level.”

      Still eyeing me, he sets his drink down and says, “So you wouldn’t mind if I didn’t bring an overnight bag with me, but instead came over to fix your faucet and then came back here for the night?”

      Damn him! He can see right through me.

      I swallow my pride, though, and don’t give into his prodding. “If that’s what you want to do, that’s fine with me.”

      He sits back on the lounger and studies me. “Okay, I’ll come help my girl, but only if you make me dinner.”

      “What do you want?”

      A slow, lazy grin spreads across his face. And I’m meant to survive that smile without getting turned on? “I want meatloaf with that special sauce you put on top.”

      I made meatloaf for him a few weeks ago, and he’s been begging for it again ever since. It’s not that I don’t like making it, it’s just that it takes forever to cook. But in this situation, forever is what I need, because I have plans to seduce Stryder tomorrow, and the more time I have, the better.

      “Meatloaf it is. Come over after work.”

      “Can’t wait.” He squeezes my hand and sets our plates to the side to pull me into his chest. Looks like cards might off the table tonight in favor of snuggling. I’m okay with that.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, you don’t have to knock. You have a key.”

      Stryder removes his cap and takes a step into my apartment. Hooking his finger under my chin, he lifts my lips to his and places a gentle kiss across my mouth. He doesn’t linger, doesn’t dive deep at all, just a sweet innocent kiss, and it rocks my freaking world.

      He hangs his hat and takes off his jacket as well as his boots. Standing tall in his sand T-shirt and desert ABU pants, he smiles down at me, handsome as ever. “Hey you.”

      “Hey,” I respond softly and pull him into a hug. The gentle scent of laundry detergent floats past me as I squeeze him tight. “Thank you for coming over.”

      He places a kiss on the top of my head. “Of course.” He takes in a deep breath. “No meatloaf tonight?”

      “I’m just about to put it in the oven.” I give him one more squeeze and saunter toward the kitchen, catching his perusal of my outfit as I walk away. When I get to the kitchen, I ask, “Do you like my dress?”

      He scratches the side of his smooth jaw, the smallest of five o’clock shadows visible. He lets his facial hair grow out on the weekends. I love it. He looks dark and sinister with the thick, course stubble gracing his jaw.

      Clearing his throat, he says, “You look beautiful, Rory. You always do.”

      I blush and put the meatloaf in the oven, his gaze unwavering as he stands in the entryway observing me. When I shut the oven, I turn toward him and say, “Are you just going to stand there and stare at me, or are you going to fix the sink?”

      He rocks on his heels, hands in pockets. “I’m going to fucking stare.” He bites on his bottom lip, his eyes a laser of heat scanning my body.

      I knew this dress was going to do the trick. A low-cut sundress, it provides Stryder a good dose of my cleavage. It’s phase one of getting Stryder to finally give in. I know he wants to. I’ve felt that he’s wanted to give in many times during our little make-out sessions, but I’m over it. It’s time we went all in. I am ready to do that with him.

      I nod to the bathroom. “Tools are in the bathroom. Get to work.”

      Sighing, he scratches the back of his head and takes off toward the bathroom, his shoulders tense and an irritated look on his face. Smiling to myself, I wash the dishes.

      Drive him to the brink of no longer being able to hold back, that’s my plan.

      We need this, this final push, because even though I feel incredibly close to Stryder—without a doubt, he’s my best friend—there is a big roadblock standing in the way of us truly being together.

      While Stryder fixes the sink I made drip this afternoon, I fiddle around in the kitchen, getting everything else ready to start cooking once the meatloaf is almost done. It takes Stryder all but five minutes to fix the sink and once he does, he comes strolling into the kitchen area, a huge smile on his face.

      “All fixed for you, little lady.”

      I set aside my knife and turn toward him, my back to the counter. “Thank you.”

      Hands in his pockets, he nods toward the couch and says, “Want to hang out while the meatloaf cooks?”

      “Would love to.” Quickly I wipe my hands and then head on over to the couch where Stryder is already sitting. Instead of taking the seat next to him, I sit on his lap and lean against the arm of the couch. The hand that isn’t stretched across the back of the couch, playing with my hair, grips my knee as he looks at me lovingly.

      “How was your day?” he asks, playfully tugging on a strand of my hair. I love when he does that. It’s gentle and sweet, reminding me that he always needs to have his hands on me.

      “It was good. Only had two classes this morning, no massage appointments, relaxed a bit, thought of you.”

      “Me?” He draws circles on my knee with his thumb. “What did you think about?”

      This is it. Make your move.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “I thought about how happy I’ve been for a while now with you in my life. How much I like you.” My eyes are tilted down as I say the words, too shy to admit it to his face.

      He tilts my chin up, those eyes of his searing into me. “I don’t think I can come close to describing how happy you make me, Rory.” His voice is soft and heartfelt, pulling me in.

      Shifting on his lap, I straddle him and grip his cheeks. I pause and search his eyes right before I lean forward and press a kiss against his lips.

      At first I keep it soft. Little nips, warming him up, until I swipe my tongue along the seal of his lips, searching for entrance.

      He doesn’t hold out on me, opening his mouth just as his hands slide up my thighs, just barely under the fabric of my sundress. He groans against my lips when my hands slide to his chest where I press against the thickness of his pecs.

      So strong.

      So stable.

      My rock.

      I wiggle my hips on his lap, feeling his excitement start to grow. Diving my tongue into his mouth, I lower my hands a few more inches, my fingers grazing over his hardened nipples. His body is like stone, thanks to the countless hours in the gym, or on the floor doing pushups. Constantly. At first, he tried to hide them in the morning when he started staying here. But I figured it out after I got out of the shower, his face red, a light sheen of sweat on his forehead. Now he does them without hiding, and I just sit back and watch the amazing flex in his back work up and down.

      Mouths still connected, I shift back on his lap and move my hands to the belt of his pants. Sucking in a sharp bout of air, he grips my hands, halting them in their pursuit.

      “Rory,” he breathes out, his voice labored.

      “What?” I try to move again but he doesn’t let me, pinning me in place.

      “What are you doing?”

      Do I have to spell it out for him? “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “Rory . . . “

      Frustrated, I let out a sharp grunt and then move to the cushion, my body turned toward him, my mind igniting with irritation, frustration, and a whole lot of anger. “Why, Stryder? Why won’t you have sex with me?”

      “We’re taking things slow.” He drags a hand down his face.

      Taking things slow, yeah, I didn’t decide that. Wanting to get to the bottom of this, I decide to push his buttons. “Is it because you can’t bear the thought of seeing me naked? Am I that repulsive to you?”

      His eyes narrow in on me, like lasers, anger piercing his pupils. “You know that’s not the truth, Rory.”

      “Yeah? Seems like it. Every time I try to get more intimate with you, you’re always turning me away. Unless there is another reason, it’s the only thing I can come up with.” Getting really angry, I stand and grip the hem of my dress and pull it up and over my head, leaving me in nothing but my matching red lace bra and underwear.

      “Jesus Christ,” Stryder mutters, dragging both his hands over his face this time. “Rory, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Look at me, Stryder.”

      He takes a deep breath and peers up at me, slouched on the couch, legs spread, a pained look in his expression.

      “Tell me you don’t want me.”

      “I would never fucking say that, because it isn’t the truth. You know I want you . . . so fucking bad.”

      Moving in front of him, I bend at the waist, place my hands on his shoulders and watch as his eyes rake over my body, pupils dilated, strong jaw set in stone, lips thin. “Then take me, Stryder,” I whisper before sitting on his lap, my chest thrust forward, and my lace cheekies riding high on my ass.

      “Rory, please.”

      I grind on his lap, his erection aching to be freed from his pants, giving me an ample reminder of how big he is.

      I lean forward and place my lips on his neck, slowly nibbling and licking, making my way to his ear as his hands find my hips and slowly slide down to my ass. Strong, wide hands splay across my backside, his fingers indenting my skin, his control slipping with each press of my lips.

      Moving my hips again, I rub my center across his length, shooting a wave of pleasure up my spine. God, I want this man so bad.

      I reach behind me to undo my bra when Stryder quickly stops me and rests his forehead against mine. “We—” he pauses, catching his breath. “We can’t do this, Rory.”

      I lift up so I can really look him in the eyes. “Why the hell not?”

      Turning away, he quietly says, “We just can’t.”

      And that’s it. Sitting taller, I grip his chin and force him to look at me, truly look at me when I say, “Is this because of Colby?”

      His eyes squeeze shut, the tension on in his body rolling off in waves from the mention of Colby’s name.

      I have my answer.

      “You won’t have sex with me because of Colby?”

      “It’s not that simple, Rory.”

      “Yes, it is.” My voice rises. I place my hand under his shirt and run it up his chest as I say, “I want you, Stryder. I want all of you, not just pieces. Why are you letting Colby get in your head?”

      “Because,” he answers gruffly, arm thrown wide. “Because he was my best friend and I’m . . .” He shakes his head.

      “You’re what?”

      “I’m stealing his fucking girl,” Stryder shouts, sending me backward for a split second before my anger blooms into pure rage.

      There is no way I’m going to let Colby be the roadblock to the relationship I want to have with Stryder.

      No way in hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STRYDER

      

      

      Fuck.

      I can’t seem to look at her, not when I can feel the heat of her anger blazing into my skin. Not when her perfect body, toned and tight in all the right places is begging for my touch. Not when all I can think about is the friend I would be betraying, the man I’ve been betraying this entire time.

      From the moment I laid my lips on Rory and claimed her as mine, I’ve felt an overwhelming sense of guilt. How could I do this to Colby? I gave in to the temptation, and even though I would do it again and again just to taste Rory on my lips, I continue to have this overwhelming sense of having fucked up yet again.

      And I hate that feeling.

      I’ve been a fuck-up my entire life and this is just another thing to add to the list.

      Looking away, my confession hangs between us, heavy and unwanted. Turning my head with her finger, Rory makes me look into her eyes of green, understanding and sweet.

      “Stryder, do you see Colby here?”

      “Rory, come on—”

      “No.” She grips my face tightly with both hand. “Do you fucking see Colby here?”

      I swallow hard and say, “No.”

      “Colby isn’t here. Why are you letting him in your head? I’m the one who’s here, I’m the one practically begging for you to touch me, to kiss me, to fuck me.”

      I rub her bare sides with my large palms, hating this mental roadblock I’m suffering through. “I know, Rory. I just—”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “There is no reason why you should be thinking about him. This is about us, Stryder. You and me, no one else. Just us.” She leans her forehead against mine and quietly whispers, “What am I going to have to do to get you inside me?” She presses a light kiss across my lips. “Strip?”

      She wiggles on my lap, her hips starting to undulate back and forth, slowly, methodically, igniting a flame deep in my belly.

      Reaching behind her back, she unhooks her bra while placing another kiss on my lips. Her angry energy turns sensual, breaking my willpower with each rock of her hips.

      With purpose, Rory reaches her hands up to the straps of her red bra and deliberately lowers the fabric down her arms until the cups are barely pressed against her breasts.

      I clear my throat, trying to find my voice. “Rory.”

      She tosses the bra to the side, and for the love of God, I can’t look away. My eyes go straight to her chest, to her pert tits. Full, but not too big, puckered nipples begging for my tongue.

      Shit.

      My wall crumbles, brick by brick, my will snapping when she shifts on my lap again, her nipples grazing the T-shirt stretching across my chest.

      “Touch me, Stryder.”

      I bite my bottom lip, my hands starting to move up her ribs, my thumbs curling right below her breasts.

      “This is us.” She presses a kiss against the corner of my mouth. “This is between you and me only.” Another kiss to my jaw. “I want you.” Kiss to my chin. “I want you inside me.” Kiss on my lips where her tongue strokes across the seal of my mouth, opening my lips.

      My thumbs inch up, the heaviness of her breasts centimeters away.

      Moving her mouth over mine, she continues to pry my mouth open, greedy with her kisses, her hands gripping the back of my neck, pulling on the strands of my hair. She’s testing me, she’s cracking me, and she’s shooting a tingling sensation up the length of my back with every swipe of her tongue.

      Grinding on my lap, my cock rock-hard, she moans, her movement causing the tips of my thumbs to touch the bottom of her breasts.

      Fuck.

      She moans again, repeating the motion, that brief pass of my thumb setting her on fire. Her hips move faster, her mouth becomes more greedy, her fingers dig into my scalp right before one of her hands moves to mine. Covering the back of it, she lifts it to one of her breasts and I take her into my palm.

      Squeeze.

      Moan.

      Squeeze.

      Head falls back.

      Squeeze.

      Cock presses into the zipper of my pants.

      Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

      “Oh God,” she moans, mouth parted, wonder in her eyes, a catch in her breath, a grind of her hips. “Please,” she whispers, her voice pleading. “I’m so close. I’m throbbing for you, Stryder. I don’t want to come again unless you’re inside me. Please.”

      I can’t go another day, another fucking minute with Rory begging me to be inside her. I need to feel it. I need to know that the love I have for this woman defeats the betrayal of my best friend.

      Because with Rory ready to split apart on my lap, she’s clouding my brain, fogging it up with lust, with this unmistakable passion I have for her. A haze falls over my thoughts, and the only thing on my mind is Rory and the way her body feels captured by mine.

      “Take me, Stryder,” she whispers.

      Forehead pressed against hers, eyes squeezed shut, my heart opens up to her, and I snap.

      A guttural sound floats out of me from the pit of my stomach as I stand, her little body wrapped around mine, clinging, not wanting to let go.

      In three strides I make it to her bed, where I set her down and keep my eyes trained on her as I reach behind me and yank off my shirt, pulling it over my chest. Her face relaxes, her eyelashes flutter, inky black and thick, enticing me to come closer.

      While I take off my belt, I take every last inch of her in from her slender yet toned shoulders, to her perfect tits, round with hardened nipples, to her flat stomach, and red lace panties that reveal almost everything through the thin lace.

      I release my belt and say, “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Rory.”

      She props herself up on her elbows and watches as I unbuckle my pants and shuck them to the side with my socks, leaving me in nothing but my boxer briefs, my erection prominent. By the time I look up at her again, her legs are wide open. Nothing is left to my imagination, and nothing will stop me from now making her mine. Fuck. She’s so fucking hot.

      Leaning forward on the bed, I press her back into the mattress and move my mouth to hers, devouring her lips, a surge of passion erupting over my skin, burning up the blood boiling in my veins.

      When she lifts her arms above her head, giving me access to her entire body, it’s as if she released a wild beast from his cage. I need her . . . now.

      I glide my hands to her breasts where I take them both in my palms and squeeze hard.

      “Oh . . . shit,” she moans, arching off the bed. “Yes, Stryder.”

      God, hearing her say my name like that, it only spurs me on. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

      “Condoms are in the nightstand.”

      Turning toward the drawer, I take one out and quickly pull my briefs down only to sheathe myself. When I turn back around, I find Rory stretched across the bed, completely naked, legs spread wide, inviting me in.

      And in that moment, everything around me fades away, the only thing in my line of vision is Rory and her gorgeous body being offered up to me.

      I’ve dreamt of this. I’ve spent nights alone in my bed, wondering what it could be like to have Rory present herself like this to me. I’ve spent wasteful minutes trying to envision what it would be like if she was actually mine and now that my wildest fucking dream is coming true, I’m not going to let anything stand in my way.

      Not my fears.

      Not my list of fuck ups.

      And not the face of my best friend.

      I’m taking what I want, and I’m pushing past the last thing holding me back from fully being with Rory.

      She’s mine now.

      Pulling her hips to mine, I lower myself and place the head of my cock against her entrance where it slides along her slit. She clenches the sheets above her, spreads her legs even wider and bites on her bottom lip. Her eyes are pleading.

      Taking one last breath, I insert myself into her warmth. Sharp, erratic breaths escape me as I sink farther and deeper inside her. Bending at the waist, I place my hands on either side of her face, and lower my mouth to hers just as I push the last few inches. She groans past my lips, vibrating them with her pleasure.

      “You’re so . . . big,” she breathes out. “I don’t think I can last long.” I move my hips, adjusting myself. “Oh God, Stryder.” My name falls past her lips just as her hands come to the back of my neck, pulling me down closer to her lips, crashing our mouths together.

      I shift again, my cock widening her, motionless, letting her adjust to my girth.

      Her walls clench around me, spasming as she shifts. “I need you to move,” she whispers. “I’m going to come. Please.”

      “Not yet, baby.”

      “Stryder,” she moans, her body shifting again.

      “Wait for me,” I plead as she brings my mouth to hers again, our teeth clashing, our tongues swiping, our movements frenzied.

      There is no finesse about it. We’re clawing at each other. My hands palming her breasts, molding and plucking. Her hands run down the curves and divots of my muscles, scraping her fingernails over my nipples and then running back up to my neck where she grips my dangling dog tags and pulls them close to her chest, moving me in even closer.

      I lower myself to my elbows, bringing my mouth closer to hers, our noses touching, our connection frenzied as my hips rock into her, my cock pounding into her center at an alarming rate.

      In and out.

      In and out.

      Slamming hard, my need to claim her is overwhelming. There is nothing beautiful about the way I’m making love to her. It’s raw and animalistic and uncoordinated as we both claw at each other, searching for that connection, finding it deep within each other.

      “Need to be deeper,” I grunt, pulling myself out of her.

      She gasps right before I flip her to her stomach and pull her hips up, only to thrust inside her without a hitch in my movements. “Ohhh . . . fuck,” she groans as I slam into her.

      She presses her forehead to the mattress, giving me an incredible angle that I take advantage of.

      I rock us back and forth, my cock burying so far inside her I’m afraid I won’t come back up, not when I hit the hilt of her center, making her buck erratically against me.

      Feral sounds escape her mouth, echoing through the small space. One of her hands snakes under her and her fingers graze my balls. I still, fully inside her as she rolls my balls between her fingers.

      I press into her hips, my eyes rolling into the back of my head. That feels so fucking good.

      “Baby,” I groan. “Fuck, baby I’m going to come.”

      “Good.” She removes her hand and rests her cheek on the mattress, angling her ass up. “Make me yours, Stryder.”

      Leaning forward, my chest to her back, I bite down on her shoulder as my hips fly into hers, my cock penetrating her at a relentless pace, my teeth making their mark.

      She stiffens underneath me, and then cries out when I move my hand to her clit, pushing down, swirling my finger.

      Her tight pussy clenches around me, my name rolling off her tongue in waves as she comes apart beneath me. The sounds she makes from the orgasm rocking through her body sets me off.

      A shot of pleasure flies up my legs as my balls tighten. My cock pulses inside her, my orgasm hitting me hard at the base of my spine and then working its way all the way up, sending my body into a sated state as my hips slow, and I ride the wave of my orgasm until there is nothing left inside me.

      Breathing heavily, I collapse on top of her and kiss her shoulder, soothing the sore spot where I left small teeth marks.

      My mind is on overdrive as I try to comprehend what just happened.

      Rory and I just had sex for the first time, and it was beyond anything I could have ever imagined. She felt perfect in my arms, like she was made for me. The way she reacted to my body, to my length, to my every move, matching me touch for touch, stroke for stroke. It was as if we’d been doing this for years rather than spending our first night together.

      I roll to the side and take care of my condom where I throw it into the trashcan. When I return, I scoop Rory into my arms and under the covers where we face each other.

      For a moment, I take her in. Hair a mess, a satisfied look in her eyes, a tilt of her lips in the corner. She’s happy, and that makes me so fucking happy. How long have I wanted to be the one who put that look on her face? Joy. Ecstasy.

      Just as she blinks, those long black lashes fluttering, I feel an overwhelming sense of peace, a sense of peace I’ve never felt before.

      My past washes away, all the abuse and berating I suffered, my father’s assholery a distant memory. The guilt I suffer simmers in the pit of my stomach but never truly reaches my threshold of concern, not after what we just did. Not when she’s lying next to me, completely naked—completely sated—with the most endearing smile on her face while she stares at me.

      Hands clasped together and tucked under her cheek, she gazes up at me. “Hi.”

      I chuckle and push her hair behind her ear. “Hi, baby.” I stroke her cheek, her soft skin smooth under my touch, and as I look into her beautifully mossy green eyes, I feel the last of my wall crumble to the ground.

      I have to tell her.

      I need to tell her.

      The words are heavy on my tongue, ready to be unleashed.

      I don’t think I can go another minute without confessing how I really feel.

      With a deep breath, I fix my eyes on hers, nerves icing my veins. With one last breath, I say, “I . . . I love you, Rory.” Her eyes widen for a split second before softening, her body shifting closer to mine. “I’ve loved you for so fucking long. So goddamned long.”

      One of her hands goes to my chest and plays with my dog tags, the almost silent clanging of them filling in the silence. “What do you mean?”

      “The party,” I say, playing with a strand of her hair, “where you met Colby for the first time. I was completely enamored with you. I saw you from across the deck before he did, I lusted after you before he did, and I wanted you before he did.”

      Shifting so she’s propped up on an elbow, staring down at me, her brow crinkles together in confusion. “You’ve liked me since . . . since the party?” Her voice stutters, total disbelief in her words.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because when I saw the way Colby looked at you, it was one of the first times I’d ever seen the stoic look in his eyes falter. I knew he liked you and he—” my voice catches in my throat, a golf-ball-sized lump forming, “—he’s my brother. I would have done anything for him, even if it meant stepping aside.”

      “And after that? Did you still have feelings?”

      I tug on a strand of her hair, looking back and forth between her eyes, knowing this is the moment where I let everything out. “Every goddamned day. And at the moment, I wasn’t sure you and Colby were going to be anything, so I offered my help to get in touch with Colby because to me, it was just another day I got to see you, another time I got to hear your voice. I couldn’t have you, but what I did have were little stolen moments with the woman I loved.”

      “Stryder,” she says on a whisper and a shake of her head. “But . . . you never . . . why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because, you were with my best friend, and just because I loved every inch of you, didn’t mean I had to try destroy what you had with Colby. I loved your from afar, and even though it was fucking painful, it was all I could have.”

      She shifts on top of my body, as I smooth my hand around her neck, her pulse rocketing into my palm. Her eyes are jumping back and forth, her mind clearly thinking a mile a minute, scaring me.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m just, I’m recounting every interaction I ever had with you.” She smooths her hands over my face, caressing my cheeks. “Colby’s birthday, New Year’s Eve, bowling . . . skydiving. You loved me? You loved me then too?”

      “Bowling, fuck yes, I wanted to be near you. The letters you sent to Colby, I so desperately wanted to pretend they were for me. Helping you with Colby’s birthday? I did it because I was able to spend a few moments alone with you. I was able to have all your attention, and even though it was for a few minutes, it was worth it to me. It eased the ache in my chest. And when we went skydiving,” I shake my head. “I was on the verge of walking out of there. I had no idea how was I going to be around you and not touch you. But then I saw the fear in your eyes, and I knew that even if I wasn’t the one who could hold you and care for you, at least I could be there.”

      Her mouth falls open as I watch the wheels in her head turn, connecting all the dots.

      I press my fingers through her hair, pulling her a little closer. “I was the guy behind the scenes, wanting you so goddamned bad, but stepping aside so you could be happy. I saw the way you looked at him, the way you wanted him, and to hell if I was going to get in the way of your happiness, even if it tortured me.”

      She’s quiet, thinking, making me question everything I just confessed as a lonely tear slips past her beautiful eye and down her cheek. I quickly wipe it away. “Baby, don’t cry.”

      She shakes her head and leans in even closer, pressing her forehead against mine, gripping my cheek tightly as she speaks. “You love me.”

      “More than anything, Rory. You’re my life.” I lightly kiss her, lending my lips to her, which she takes, entwining both her hands into my hair, gripping tightly.

      Lifting her mouth from mine, she says on a whisper, “I love you, Stryder.”

      She loves me.

      Her confession rolls over me, seeping into my bones, molding and morphing me into a different man. I can feel it, the way her words change me, right then and there.

      Love.

      An emotion I’ve never truly experienced until she came along. I’ve heard about it, I’ve watched it happen in front of me, I’ve read about it, but never once experienced it. Nor have I experienced the reciprocation of love.

      And yet, here I am, lying in bed with the only woman I’ve ever truly cared about, nothing between us beside our beating hearts, and she’s confessing her love for me.

      I could die a happy fucking man right now.

      Not only does Rory, the girl of my dreams, love me, but for the first time since I met her, I can finally call her mine.
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        RORY

      

      

      I don’t think I can catch my breath as my heart beats erratically, my entire body buzzing with butterflies floating through my veins.

      He loves me.

      He’s loved me for so long.

      He’s wanted me ever since that first day.

      Secretly he’s tried to make me happy, even if it wasn’t with him, he wanted me to be happy.

      I can’t stop thinking about all the interactions we’ve had in the past, they’re on constant replay in my head.

      The looks.

      The glances.

      The brief hugs.

      The lingering touches.

      The way he so easily told me how pretty I was.

      They never truly hit me until just now. They just washed over me. I’d chalked them up to Stryder just being Stryder, never once did I ever think he had feelings for me.

      But he so desperately did.

      He loved me when I was with his best friend.

      God, I can see it so vividly now, like a reel of memories floating past me. All the times he glanced at my hand holding Colby’s, the pained expression in his face when Colby would wrap his arm around my waist and kiss me on the head, the way he turned around when I would jump into Colby’s arms. He was tortured, being around us, yet wanting to catch any moment he had with me.

      The thought kills me, splits me in half, makes me mourn for the man who so desperately wanted me but couldn’t have me. It must have hurt so badly.

      I need to ease the ache in his soul, to steal away the pain of not being able to have me.

      Shifting on his body, I push up a few inches, my tight nipples grazing across his chest, my dark hair a veil hanging over us. “I need you, Stryder.”

      “Take me, baby. I’m yours.”

      Reaching up, I cup his cheek, the start of his five o’clock shadow like sandpaper across my fingers as I lower my head and gently press my lips against his. It’s a soft kiss, lips closed, just feeling each other. His hands go to my back where they slide down, dipping, gripping. I slip my tongue over the seal of his lips, parting them, opening them wide until our tongues connect. Unlike our first kiss, this isn’t frenzied or hurried. It’s slow, it’s sensual, it’s giving us the opportunity to fully explore each other.

      Beneath me, I can feel his erection start to get harder.

      I need to feel him grow, so I slip the hand that isn’t cupping his cheek down his side, grazing past his chest and rib cage, to the juncture between his thighs. I move to the side and bring my hand to his cock, and when I feel it, I groan, loving how thick he is.

      I wrap my fingers around him and start to gently pump him up and down. His legs fall open more, his lips parting, and a low groan slips past his lips when my hand grazes the tip of his length.

      Continuing to tangle my tongue with his, our lips locked, our breaths mixing, I glide my hand lower down his arousal until I reach his balls. Gently, I roll them in my hand, back and forth, front and back, dragging my fingers over the sensitive skin, causing him to shift in place.

      “Fuck,” he breathes out, breaking our mouths apart. “Feels so good, Rory.”

      Wanting to see how much more I can please him, I place a kiss on his lips, his jaw, his neck, his collarbone, and then slowly start to move down his body. I nip at his chest, press my lips across his nipples where he growls, a low rumble erupting deep within him. Satisfied, I work my way down his stomach, kissing each and every abdominal muscle until I reach the spot above his hardened length.

      Glancing up, I catch the heady look in his eyes, need and love mixing together. So handsome.

      All mine.

      Lowering my head, I peek my tongue past my lips and lick the tip. Immediately his hands grip the sheets, crumpling them in his strong grasp, his chest flexing, his neck muscles pulsing trying not to lose control.

      Satisfied, I continue, bringing my tongue down the underside of his cock and back up, swirling it around the head only to bring it back down again.

      I repeat the process.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times until he’s breathing heavily, his eyes are squeezed shut, his skin is breaking out in a beautiful sweat.

      A surge of female pride erupts in me, knowing I am able to melt this powerful and beautiful man into a puddle of need, his control slipping with each pass of my tongue. And I feel like we’ve won a victory. We’ve finally won each other and my heart is full. We fit. We’re so right for each other. Our love is forever.

      Circling, pumping, rolling, I work his erection and balls as he continues gripping the sheets beneath him, neck straining, chest erupting in heavy pants, eyes squeezed shut in pleasure.

      “Fu-fuck,” he shouts when I press my finger into the spot just below his balls, his cock jutting up into my mouth. I open wide and take him in until he hits the back of my throat.

      So large, so thick in my mouth, I have to breathe carefully through my nose as I continue to roll his balls in my hand.

      He shifts beneath me and groans, every single muscle rippling as he falls into a euphoric state. Bringing my tongue up the underside of his cock, I graze my teeth along the head, causing his entire body to spasm.

      Sitting up abruptly, eyes crazed, he says, “Baby, I’m going to come if you don’t stop.”

      “Mmm,” I hum against his cock.

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” He falls back to the bed and brings his hands to his face where he mumbles something under his palms.

      Not wanting him to come just yet, I release my grip on him and move away from his fully erect cock, letting it lay hard and ready on his stomach.

      Giving myself a second, I take him in. Broad shoulders, hands behind his head, perfectly carved body from his strong pecs to the deep V in his hips, to the thickness of his perfect penis. And then that smile, the one that’s reserved for me, wide and toothy, handsome beyond anything I’ve ever seen.

      Straddling his legs, I press my arousal against the length of his hard cock, letting my wetness coat him as I glide my hips over him, rubbing but never penetrating. I place one hand on his flexed abdomen and push the other through my long hair, my hips in a constant movement.

      I watch as his face morphs.

      Bites on his bottom lip.

      Mouth parts.

      Neck strains.

      Long strangled exhale.

      Hands to my hips, guiding me faster, bringing me closer to climax, my clit throbbing, begging for more.

      “Fuck, baby. You’re so goddamn beautiful.”

      His words send my hips into an undulating frenzy. My breasts flow with my hips, my hair falling over my shoulders, my stomach tightening with each pulse of my clit.

      I tilt my head back and allow myself to be in this moment, feeling the length of his cock between the valley of my legs, smooth yet hard, igniting my impeding orgasm. I need more.

      I need him inside me.

      Reaching between us, I lift up on my knees and place his cock at my entrance. His eyes fall soft as awareness washes over him. I rub his tip along my slit and bite down on my bottom lip . . . the feeling of him so exposed between us, heavy and perfect.

      “I want all of you, Stryder, nothing in between us.” I rub him again, moving his cock slower this time.

      A hiss escapes past his lips. “Take me, baby.”

      “I’m on the pill,” I say, moving him across my slit again. I’m so wet, so he slips over my clit with ease.

      “I don’t give a fuck. Just put me inside of you.” He shifts my hips and pulls down on them, urging me.

      Loving how much he’s lost control, I lower myself, his cock stretching me out with every inch I take.

      I pause, giving myself a second to breathe, to adjust to his thickness. “So big,” I mutter, moving farther down on his length.

      Once I’m fully seated, I press my hands against his chest, leaning forward slightly for support, and stare into his passionate eyes. Lifting his hand to my cheek, he pushes my hair behind my shoulder and then cups my face. His thumb rubs across my cheekbone as he encourages me to lower even more, bringing my lips to his.

      Sweetly, he kisses me, our hips still, and we experience the connection. Taking control of the moment, turning alpha on me, he rolls us to the side so I’m on my back, looking up at him. Cradling my head, he starts to ever so fucking slowly move his hips in and out of me. I glide my hands up his arms feeling the flex of his triceps, the bulge in his shoulders, and the tension in his back as he tries to keep up his agonizing pace.

      He kisses my lips, a light whisper of a press. “I don’t think you’ll ever realize how special you are to me.” His voice drips with sincerity, and in this incredibly moving moment I don’t need to sift through the many snapshots of our interactions over the last few months. It’s all there in his eyes. Love. “This right here, this connection between us,” he kisses my lips again, his tongue passing softly, “I’ve dreamt of this for so long, believing it would never come true, that I would never be able to have this deep connection with you.” He picks up the pace of his hips. “I never thought I’d hear you say those three little words to me.” He runs his nose along my jaw, sending goose bumps up and down my arms. “To hear you say I love you . . . Fuck, Rory.” He kisses my jaw and moves to my ear where he whispers, “You own me. Every beat of my heart. Every thought in my mind. Each breath of my soul. Every last inch of my body, you fucking own. You own it all. I'm yours, Rory. Yours.”

      Out of breath, my mind whirling with how sweet and amazing he is, I arch my back, begging for more, needing release, needing to feel how phenomenal we are together.

      “There will never be anyone more special to me—” he thrusts into me, “—more beautiful inside and out—” another thrust, this one harder, “—more fucking perfect for me.” Another thrust, so deep, causing me to hum in pleasure.

      His large calloused hands wrap under my ass, gripping my flesh tightly as he pushes harder and harder into me, my body inching toward the headboard, my stomach starting to flutter with the apex of my pleasure approaching.

      “I love you so fucking much, Rory,” he groans, his chest muscles rippling, straining as his hips move faster.

      With each thrust, he goes deeper and deeper, angling my hips up until he hits me in just the right spot.

      My eyes fly open, my back arches even more, and I let out a long, surprised moan as he continues to pulse into me. How is he doing this to me? So intense. So exceptional.

      “Oh Stryder, yes. Oh my God, yes, right there.”

      I push against the headboard, hands trying to keep my head from hitting the wood. Our lovemaking was slow at first, steady and sensual, but now it’s ravenous, greedy. With each thrust he brings us both closer and closer to the brink until finally he grunts and stills inside of me. Eyes squeezed tight, the sexiest expression I’ve ever seen on a man crosses his features, while his groans toss me over the edge as well.

      I come all over his cock, pulsing and vibrating around him, my walls clenching, spurring on his orgasm even further until we’re both breathing erratically, our skin molding together, our hearts beating as one.

      We catch our breaths, our foreheads connected, our noses kissing. I sigh, still trying to gain feeling back into my limbs, but enjoying the weight of his hot and heavy body on top of mine. When he tries to move away I stop him.

      “Stay,” I whisper. “I want to feel you, every part of you, right now.”

      He sighs into me and presses a kiss across my forehead. “I won’t move all night if you don’t want me to.”

      Just then the oven beeps, indicating the meatloaf is done. He chuckles and looks over his shoulder. “Uh, maybe I have to move for a second. Don’t want to burn down the apartment.”

      Knowing he’s right, I release my tight grip and say, “Can you take the meatloaf out but come right back here?”

      He kisses my nose and nods. Stripping the blanket from his backside, he hops out of bed and walks toward the kitchen, and I enjoy watching his pure male form retreating. His backside is sculpted and molded like a Greek god, carved in all the right places.

      His broad shoulders taper to his waist and his high, tight ass. Propping myself up on the bed with my elbows, I watch intently as he takes the meatloaf out of the oven, turns it off, and then goes to the bathroom where he brings a wet washcloth to me. When he sees my eyes focused on his every movement, a lopsided grin pulls at the corners of his mouth. He stands in front of the bed and tilts his head to the side.

      “Are you checking me out?”

      “Yup.” My teeth rake over my bottom lip. I have no shame. It feels like I’ve been waiting forever to see him like this. Not just naked physically, but emotionally too.

      “Like what you see?”

      “Love what I see.” I sit up and pull on his arm so he’s sitting on the bed. Growing serious, I drag the tip of my finger over his stubble and ask, “Are you fully and truly with me now?”

      His brow pinches together. “What do you mean?”

      I scoot even closer, wanting him to feel the love and need I have for him. “No more roadblocks stopping us from moving forward. This is it; you and me, right?”

      “It’s always been you, Rory,” he answers, placing his hand on my thigh and leaning in toward me.

      “But nothing is standing in our way anymore, right?” I grip his cheeks so he is forced to look at me. “Because I love you, Stryder.” Emphasizing each word, I repeat. “I. Love. You.”

      He squeezes his eyes shut briefly and nods. “I love you, Rory.”

      “That’s all we need.” I link one of my hands with his. “You’re who I want, no one else. You’re it for me.”

      He lets out a heavy, relieved sigh and leans me back on the bed, his body hovering over mine. “I want you to know one thing.” He kisses my lips, nipping at them. “This connection between us, it’s so goddamn real to me, and I will never take it for granted. I realize the gift you’ve given me, I realize how fucking lucky I am, and I will never take that for granted. I’ve never been in a relationship before or been showered with love like the way you love me. But I can guarantee you this. I won’t ever say I don’t know what love is.” He kisses me again. “Because I do know what love is, Rory. You showed me over time that the empty shell inside me, the black heart I possess, is capable of the most important human emotion. Without even knowing it, you showed me the kind of man I can be, the kind of man I want to be.” He tangles his fingers through my hair, gripping me tightly. “I want to be your everything, your rock, your protector, your lover, your best friend. I want all the titles.”

      I stroke his cheek, my fingers grazing over his bottom pouty and swollen lip. Smiling at him, I say, “Don’t worry, Stryder, you already own all of those titles and so much more.”

      Bringing his head to mine, I show him how much he is the keeper of those titles. And I can't ever see that changing. Life will throw us curveballs; he might be reassigned, yet I don't feel that same ache of abandonment that I felt with Colby. I don't feel as though I'm reaching for something I can't have. Something elusive. I don't feel that immediate pain of loneliness, and I think it's because of Stryder. He hasn't guarded his heart and soul so fervently. He's gifted it. He's already proven he understands what love is. He took a huge risk in encouraging Colby to be with me, but our hearts found each other in the end, which makes me know we were destined to be together. Stryder's heart isn't continually lifting toward the skies for fulfillment, so even though there still will be moments when I can't crawl into his warm and comforting arms after the hard days, I don't feel as . . . hopeless. Alone. And that gives me peace. We are right together.

      He wants to be my everything? Well, he already is.
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        STRYDER

      

      

      Why am I so goddamn nervous?

      We’ve been dating for months now, I’ve moved into her apartment, we spend every waking moment together when we’re not at work, and yet, here I stand, two tickets in hand and a nervous jitter shaking my bones.

      For a moment, I think about not asking her, about just tossing the tickets in the garbage, acting as if I never even got them. But then again, I’m desperate to see what she would wear, how she would feel on my arm, being escorted under a salute of swords.

      With a deep breath, I walk into our apartment and find Rory wearing an apron while tending to some steaming pots on the stove. When she turns to greet me, a giant smile crosses her beautiful lips, her entire face lighting up. God, I fucking love that look. I would go to work again just to come home to that face once more.

      “You’re home,” she beams, setting a wooden spoon on the counter and coming to me. She wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me toward her for a toe-curling kiss. Her little body presses into mine as she takes my breath away. “I don’t like it when you work late.” She gently plays with my hair, running her fingers through it.

      “I know,” I sigh, kissing her on the lips. “I hate working late too, but I do like the welcome home.” I play with the tie on her apron. “But what have I told you about this apron? It’s only supposed to be worn with nothing underneath.”

      She giggles into my chest and pushes away, shaking her head. “And how many times have I told you I’m not cooking naked?” She rolls her eyes and walks back to the kitchen. I do my usual dressing down to my pants and T-shirt, keeping the tickets to the Air Force Ball in my back pocket.

      I walk up behind her and look over her shoulder, into the pots. “Smells really good, baby.” I kiss her cheek and wrap my arms around her waist. “What are you making?”

      “Beef stew and there’s cornbread muffins in the oven.”

      I rub my stomach, so ready for dinner. “You spoil me.”

      Turning in my arms, she rests her hands on my shoulders and lifts up onto her toes, looking for a kiss. I deliver. “I just like to make my man happy.”

      I caress her cheek. “You do that with just your smile.”

      Sighing into me, she slides her hands around my back and down to my ass where her hand rubs against the tickets. “What’s that?” she asks, just as my eyes squeeze tightly shut. Lifting them from my back pocket, she brings them into view and examines them. “What are these, Stryder?”

      I pluck the tickets from her hand and nervously shift in place. “Uh, they are tickets.”

      “Tickets for what?”

      “Tickets for—” I swallow hard “—for the Air Force Ball.”

      Her beautiful eyes widen in surprise. “The Air Force Ball?”

      “Yeah.” I rub the back of my neck, nervous as fuck. “I, uh, was kind of hoping that maybe you would want to go with me. But if it’s not your thing, we don’t have to go. Just thought maybe it would be nice to take you out.”

      She presses her hands against my chest and slides them up around my neck, the corners of her lips curved up. “I would love to go with you.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course.” She stands on her toes and presses a kiss to my jaw. “Why would you think I’d say no?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. My mom always dreaded going with my dad, so I wasn’t sure if it was something you would enjoy.” Although now I wonder if she hated going because she would  be wondering which women there my dad had had affairs with. The bastard. He probably took her just to make her feel uncomfortable. “There are a lot of speeches and shit, but after all that, there is dancing and food, and you get to dress up.” I circle my finger around a strand of her hair. “In all honesty, I really want to see you in a gown, dressed up just for me.”

      Her fingers play with my hair. “Are you going to wear something fancy?”

      I rake my teeth over my bottom lip and nod. “We’re required to wear our mess dress uniforms.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows cutely. “Ooo, looks like I’m the one lucking out here. When is it?”

      “This weekend.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up, her hands pausing in my hair. “And you’re just telling me about it now? Stryder, don’t you know the kind of stuff a girl has to go through in order to get herself ready for such an event? You lived with Ryan; you should know.”

      I cup her jaw and lower my lips just a whisper above hers. “You can go like this and be the most gorgeous woman in the room. You don’t need any of that pampering shit.”

      “What if I want it?”

      That surprises me. I press a kiss across her lips and say, “Then do whatever you‘d like, it’s on me.”

      “Stryder, I’m not going to have you pay for things.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because . . . it’s weird?”

      I pull away, a pinch in my brow. “Why is it weird?”

      She looks away and shrugs. “I don’t know. Just seems weird to spend your money.”

      I bring her eyes back to mine. “Are you my girlfriend?” She nods, adding in an impressive eye-roll. “Then that means I get to spoil you any way I want. If I want to spend my money on you, then I will. When are you going to let me take care of you? Truly take care of you?”

      “You do take care of me.” Taking my hand, she leads me to the bed where she pushes me back onto the mattress and undoes her apron, letting it fall to the ground. Left in a pair of shorts and a tank top, she then crosses her arms in front of her and snags the hem of her shirt, pulling it up and over her head, revealing her bare breasts.

      God, she’s so goddamned beautiful. There’s no way in hell I’ll ever tire of looking at her.

      She climbs on top of my lap, settles her hands on my chest and slides them down to my shoulders, dragging her body with her. “You take care of me in other ways,” she whispers, pressing a kiss across my jaw.

      I roll her to her back and pin her against the mattress. Growing serious, I say, “I want to take care of you more than in the bedroom.”

      Realization passes across her features and her eyes soften. “Stryder.” Her fingers run over my cheek. “Do you realize how important you are to me?” Her breasts press against my chest as she leans in even closer. “You take care of me every day with your love, with the way you so easily pull me into your body, and the gentle words you speak to me. This isn’t just physical for me, Stryder. I need you, just like you need me. You’ve become my world.”

      I stroke her hair behind her shoulder. “Then let me at least buy your dress for you for the ball?”

      “Is it important to you?”

      I nod. “Yes. You’ve given me so much, and I want to be able to give you some things as well.”

      “What have I given you?”

      I press my palm into her chest. “Your heart first of all. You’ve given me a loving home, a retreat I’ve never had before—”

      “Besides Amy’s Donuts,” she teases, making me laugh.

      “Besides Amy’s Donuts. You’ve given me hope that there is so much more beyond what I thought I could ever have.”

      “What makes you think I don’t feel the same about you?”

      Because I know I’m not good enough. For her. I constantly wonder what the hell Rory is doing with me. She gave up Colby because she hated knowing he would always leave her because of his job, but he was the better man. And my job means I might also have to relocate after three years if I continue in the Air Force. So, why would she settle for me?

      I want to answer her, but really, what could I say? I don’t know how the fuck she could ever feel the same about me that I feel about her.

      “I . . . I’m not—”

      “I love you, Stryder. You. Just you. Never underestimate how happy I am with you. I would be honored to go to the ball with you . . . in a dress you bought me.”

      “Yeah?” I smile wildly.

      “Yeah.” Reaching down between us, she starts to undo my pants, her hands grazing my aching cock.

      “What about the stew?” I ask on a strangled breath, her hand slipping inside my pants.

      She grips me tightly. “It’s simmering.” Among other things now.
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        * * *

      

      Ever since our first kiss—the moment Rory kissed me back—I knew I was the luckiest motherfucker to ever walk this planet. I knew she could have any man she wanted, but she chose to be with me. My luck definitely doesn’t go unnoticed, especially tonight.

      Draped in a red floor-length, flowy gown is my drop-dead gorgeous girlfriend. Her hair is loose around her shoulders, curled in pretty waves, and she has matching red lipstick on her lips, glossy and drawing my attention. I remember the first time I saw her wear red lipstick. I watched from a distance as she smiled at Colby, joked around with him, licked her lips. It was fucking torture, desperately wanting to have those lips on mine.

      And now I do. And often. And on other places besides my lips.

      My hand presses against her lower back as we make our way around the room. Airmen and airwomen are decked out in their finest, chest candy polished and in line, blue silk ties formed perfectly around strong necks, and not a single hair is out of place. For a brief moment, I forget about my failures and take pride in being a part of the blue line.

      “It’s gorgeous in here,” Rory coos next to me, taking in the grand ballroom at The Broadmoor, Colorado Springs’s finest hotel and resort. When I heard the ball would be at The Broadmoor, it solidified my idea of attending because the venue is romantic. It’s the perfect place to take a walk along the lake while holding Rory’s hand. “Thank you for bringing me.” She grips my hand tighter and bashfully says, “Kind of feel like Cinderella or something.”

      She’s so fucking adorable.

      “Do you know anyone here?” she continues, looking around.

      “A few guys from work brought their wives.”

      “Are you going to introduce me?”

      I kiss the side of her head. “If we run into them, sure.”

      The last thing I want to do is talk to anyone other than Rory. The guys at work are okay, but they aren’t my favorite people. Maybe it’s because I’m a bitter asshole who hasn’t taken the time to get to know them, or maybe it’s because I’m Lt. Colonel Sheppard’s son. Could be the latter.

      “Dance with me.”

      I pull Rory onto the dance floor and we merge ourselves into the other couples slow-dancing to Blue Steel, one of the Air Force Academy’s bands. Hearing songs from the past reminds me of the night we went to the concert in the park.

      I bring Rory close to me, grasping her hand to my chest, while I press my other hand against her lower back, keeping her close to me.

      She peers up at me, a sparkle in her eye. She’s happy, and that’s all I can ask for.

      “Did I mention how handsome you look tonight?”

      “You did.” I place a kiss on her forehead.

      “Well, in case you forgot, you look incredibly handsome tonight, Stryder. When you came out of the bathroom, you took my breath away.”

      I don’t know how she does it, but even after months of dating, she still makes my heart race and my stomach twist in knots.

      Unsure of what to say, I lower my head and press the faintest of kisses across her lips, lingering for a few seconds before saying, “I can say the same about you. Pretty damn sure I’m the luckiest fucking guy in this building right now. You look stunning, baby.”

      “Does that mean I’m going to get lucky tonight?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Fuck yeah, it does.” I let out a low chuckle. “If you’re lucky I might even do a little striptease like you’ve been asking for.”

      “Don’t you dare even joke around with me.” She tightly tugs on the lapel of my mess dress jacket. “I’ve been asking for a genuine strip show from you for a while now.” And she’s not lying. She wants me to get in uniform and perform a Magic Mike-level strip dance.

      I’m all for taking clothes off, but undulating on the floor, dry-humping air—I’m not sure I have the talent for it, or the ability to not look like an idiot while doing it.

      But hell, I’ll give it a go for Rory.

      “I’ve been practicing,” I admit.

      She playfully whacks my chest. “No, you have not.”

      Bringing my lips to her ear, I say, “I have, in the shower, against the wall.”

      True statement.

      She pulls her head back. “No, you haven’t.” I nod, widening her eyes even more. “You’re serious? You’ve been practicing a striptease dance for me in the shower?”

      “Maybe.” I smirk.

      “Stryder Sheppard, do not tease me.”

      I lean in again and say, “You’ll just have to wait and—”

      “Stryder.”

      I freeze.

      My feet stop moving, my grip on Rory tightens, and a cold chill bursts through my veins. That voice.

      Jaw clenched, I turn and come face to face with my father. Instinctively, standing tall, staring into his harsh eyes, I shield Rory from him. Beside him, my mom, wearing a gold dress and her hair twisted up into a knot, holds a glass of wine looking more dazed than I’ve seen her before. Is she even coherent? She barely makes eye contact with me, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s because she’s too damn ashamed to look me in the eye, or because she’s so dazed on pills and alcohol that she doesn’t even know where she is.

      Doesn’t matter to my dad; she’s perfect arm candy for an event like this.

      An event I never even considered I would see my dad at.

      He hasn’t been to an Air Force Ball in years, calling them a waste of time. So why the fuck is he here tonight?

      “Dad,” I say. My girl squeezes my hand, letting me know she’s here for me. “Didn’t think you would be here tonight.”

      Stuffing a hand into his pocket, the other wraps around my mom’s waist, and he says, “Thought I would treat your mother to a special night out. Also heard that one of my sons would be attending. Since you’re the only one not flying a plane right now, I knew it would be you. Wanted to make sure you didn’t embarrass the family name any more than you already have.”

      I run my tongue along my teeth, trying to hold back the anger starting to simmer deep within me. Didn’t even last a minute without throwing a dig. Why am I not surprised?

      Leaning to the side, my father eyes Rory and says, “Who did you bring with you tonight?”

      I’m about to say that who I brought was none of his concern when Rory scoots from behind me and holds out her hand. “Rory Oaks, sir. It’s nice to meet you.”

      I grind the back of my teeth together as my father takes Rory’s hand in his and eyes her up and down, assessing her, his eyes stuttering when they scan over her breasts. An overwhelming rage takes over me, and my fists clench to my sides as my chest puffs, ready to explode.

      “Rory, pleasure.” My dad doesn’t even offer my mom the decency to introduce her. “Are you friends, or did my son pay you to come with him tonight?”

      Putting on a good face, Rory shakes her head. “I’m his girlfriend.”

      Still assessing her, my father’s head tilts to the side, and I see the moment familiarity passes through his eyes. And fuck if he didn’t just recognize Rory. She was at the pool house many times visiting Colby when they dated. I’m sure he saw her with Colby.

      “Girlfriend. Did I hear that right?”

      “We should go.” I start to direct Rory in the opposite direction when my dad presses a hand to my chest stopping me. Not wanting to make a scene, I halt in my effort to leave.

      “Not so fast.” Stepping in even closer, he gives Rory one more once-over. “I’ve seen you before, but not with my son. You were with Colby Brooks, weren’t you?”

      Her eyes dart to mine, begging for help. I watch her shrink on the spot, and I’ve never wanted to take down my dad so badly in my entire life. Pick on me, but don’t fucking pick on Rory.

      “We’re leaving.”

      My dad pauses me again, edging his head forward to get a good look at me. “I’m right. She was dating your best friend.”

      I drag my hand over my face and grit my teeth. “It doesn’t fucking matter. Unless you want a scene at the Air Force Ball, I suggest you drop your hand. . . now.”

      It’s never that simple with my father. A maniacal laugh pops out of him when he says, “I outrank you. Lay a finger on me in front of all these officers. I fucking dare you.”

      Goddamn it. He’s right. There is no way in hell I could get away with taking out a Lieutenant Colonel.

      Trying to “reason” with my dad, I say, “She has nothing to do with our shared animosity, so leave her out of this.”

      “But she seems to have a lot to do with the animosity you have toward your best friend.”

      “What?” From behind, I feel Rory grip my sides protectively.

      Stepping in even closer, my father unnecessarily adjusts one of the ribbons on my chest, snorting at the lack of wings, I’m sure. He dusts off my shoulder and then hisses through his teeth, “You couldn’t stand to see your best friend go to flight school without you. I saw the way you looked at him when he was accepted and you weren’t. With hatred and jealousy.”

      “I was happy for him,” I grit out, hating that my dad is getting to me, that he’s hitting a soft spot not only in front of Rory, but in the middle of the dance floor of the ball.

      “Don’t fucking lie to me. Everyone saw the hatred you had for him.”

      I didn’t. I didn’t fucking hate him.

      “And instead of taking your failure like a man, you stepped in on the only thing you could take from him: his girl.”

      Fuck, I hate this man.

      My fist itches at my side, my pulse hammers, tempting my pent-up anger to billow over and take out this vile man in front of me.

      “With all due respect, sir,” Rory says, coming from behind me. “It wasn’t like that at all.”

      “Rory, don’t,” I say from the side of my mouth.

      “Watch out, Miss Oaks. Seems like that apple doesn’t fall far from the tree where temper is concerned. He’s positively brimming with fury right now. I’ll admit my temper has gotten the best of me, and it seems like your boy Stryder here might have the same issue.”

      “I am nothing like you,” I grit out.

      Adjusting my bow tie, plastering on a fake smile for all onlookers, my dad pulls me into a hug and whispers into my ear. “You’re right, you’re nothing like me. You’re not even a quarter of the man I am. You are a waste of the family name, a massive disappointment to the men who’ve come before you, and I’m embarrassed to even pretend to tolerate you in front of all these people.” He grips my shoulder tightly. “No matter what you think, the girl will always think of Brooks. His value is far beyond yours. It’s in her eyes, the doubt of choosing you while he’s in flight school. There will come a time soon, when she realizes she chose the lesser man. And then, she WILL leave you. You’ll never amount to anything. Never provide for her like Brooks would. You’re a disappointment to her. Be a man for once and know when it’s time to give up something beyond you.”

      Pulling away, he pats my shoulder as if he didn’t just vocalize every fear I’ve held since reconnecting with Rory. “Have a good night.” And with that, he grips my mom by the elbow and escorts her toward a table.

      I stare at them, my eyes fixated on my dad’s back, the slightly balding patch on the back of his head, and the pompous way he holds his shoulders back, as if everyone in the room is blessed to have him in their presence.

      “Hey.” Rory tugs on my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Far from it. Fucking far from fine. I swallow hard. “I’m going to get a drink. Do you want anything?”

      “I’ll go with you,” she answers softly, linking her hand with mine.

      Trying to put on a good face, I escort Rory toward the bar despite the inner turmoil racing through my head.

      You are a waste of the family name.

      The girl will always think of Brooks.

      She knows his value is far beyond yours.

      She choose the lesser man.

      She WILL leave you.

      Never provide for her like Brooks would.

      You’re a disappointment to her.

      Know when it’s time to give up something that’s beyond you.

      Like a record, his words play on repeat over and over again, shucking the rose-colored glasses off my face and tossing me right back into reality. Why? Because I have a heavy fucking feeling he’s right.
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      I pick at my salad, the wilted lettuce from the dressing doing nothing for my appetite as Ryan yammers on about her latest conquest.

      Brad is gone.

      Chad is gone.

      Now, we’re on to Kyle.

      Kyle with the perfectly coiffed hair and bodybuilder abs. She met him at a bar, couldn’t resist giving him her number, and has been infatuated ever since. At least that’s what she’s telling me, but I can see in her eyes that it’s not the case.

      She’s not happy, just as I’m not happy. But unlike Ryan, I don’t tend to mask it with something else. I’m straight up ornery right now.

      “Did you hear me? I said he can lift me above his head with one arm.”

      “Like a cheerleader?” I ask, pushing my salad toward the middle of the table, uninterested in nutrition.

      “Yeah, lifted me up right by the butt and spun me around, only to toss me into the bed and do me from behind.”

      Christ.

      “Don’t need to know all the details, Ryan.” I hold up my hand, envisioning some guy with no neck and quads so big he can only wear spandex shorts tossing my friend around. It’s not what I want to be thinking about right now.

      I want to focus on Stryder and the way he’s been so incredibly off lately.

      Ever since the ball.

      Ever since he ran into his father.

      “What’s wrong? You’ve been moody ever since we got here. I told you we could have gone to Uncle Sam’s for some pancakes but you insisted on coming to Adam’s Mountain Café for a salad.”

      Because they have the best salad with pears in it. Although it’s doing nothing for my sour mood right now.

      “I know.” I push my unused spoon around on the table. “I’m sorry, I’m just . . . worried.”

      “Worried? Why? Did something happen with Stryder?”

      “Sort of.” I sigh and lean back in my chair, the wood digging into my spine. I welcome the pain. “Remember how we went to the ball a few days ago?”

      “Yes, and you wore that killer red dress he bought for you. I remember you saying his mouth hit the floor when he saw you.”

      It’s true, it did. He had the most perfect reaction I could have ever conjured up in my head when he saw me in the dress he picked out. If I didn’t already know he loved me, I would have known in that moment, because the way his eyes sparkled when he looked me up and down, and the way he smiled from ear to ear, a smile only I’m privy to, it was so beyond perfect. It set the mood to ultra-romantic for the rest of the night.

      Until his dad showed up . . .

      “It was such a good night, up until a point.”

      “Uh oh, what happened?” Ryan takes a sip of her iced tea and leans forward, stirring her straw around.

      “His dad was there.”

      “Oh shit, really?”

      “Yup.” I shake my head recalling the moment I felt Stryder turn into someone else. “He was such an asshole, Ryan. Cutting Stryder down every chance he got, and his mom was no help whatsoever. She just stood there, looking around the room, taking sips of her wine.”

      “What did his dad say to him?”

      I fidget with the spoon in front of me. “Made a jab at him for not being in flight school, and when I introduced myself, he recognized me from when I used to hang out with Colby in their pool house.”

      “Oh hell, I’m sure that didn’t go over well.”

      “Not in the slightest. Of course his dad used that against him. I’m not sure exactly what his dad said to him because he spoke quietly into his ear, but when he was done, Stryder was completely different. It reminded me of the Stryder we saw drunk off his ass at the bar. A shield over his eyes, protecting his soul from anyone who comes near it, and he’s . . . he’s been drinking more again.”

      “No, really?”

      I nod. “He comes home, barely says anything to me, and opens up a bottle of Scotch. I’ve been too nervous to say anything, because I know he’s pretty upset over what his dad said to him, but he won’t even look at me, Ryan. He won’t touch me. He barely even comes near me, and when we go to sleep, he turns away from me.” I bite my bottom lip, trying to stop it from trembling. “I don’t know what to do. I can see him spiraling again, and I have no clue how to catch him.” I don’t even know if he loves me anymore.

      “Have you tried talking to him?”

      I shake my head. “Every time I try to say something, he shuts me down, says he’s too tired or goes on a walk. I know where he’s walking to. He comes home smelling like alcohol. I’m scared, Ryan. I’m afraid—” My throat chokes up on me as I try to voice my ever-present fear. She reaches out her hand and squeezes mine. “I’m afraid he’s going to break up with me, that whatever his dad said to him is spinning around and taking root in his mind. I can see it. Every time he looks at me, he’s convincing himself of something, like we shouldn’t be together.”

      “You need to talk to him, Rory. After spending a lot of time with Stryder, I think we both recognize that behind the façade of a strong man is a broken and shattered boy, unsure of himself and desperate to be a part of something. He needs you to help him through this.”

      But how can I help him when he keeps turning away from me?

      “I know. I just wish I knew how to get to him.”

      “Just be honest with him. Tell him your fears and knock a little sense into him. Be tough but understanding, like you always are.”

      I take a sip of my water, trying to determine what I’m going to say to him as fear prickles the back of my neck. “Do you . . . do you think we’re going to be okay?”

      Without skipping a beat, Ryan says, “I know you will.”

      If only I could feel that confident. My heart is breaking.
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        * * *

      

      It’s eight-thirty, and I’ve yet to hear from Stryder. I made some mac and cheese for us both, ate alone, and put the leftovers in the fridge. I’ve sent him three texts, asking when he’ll be home, and I’m now pacing back and forth in our apartment, trying to figure out what the hell I’m going to say to him when he does get home.

      And the worst part about all of this is that his car is parked on the street. I saw him park, but instead of coming upstairs to me, he walked in the opposite direction.

      I can see it in his eyes, his self-worth diminishing with each passing day, and I don’t know how to stop it.

      Where the hell is he?

      I reach for my phone to text him when I hear someone walking up the apartment stairs.

      Finally.

      I quickly go to the bed where I sit cross-legged and wait for him.

      The door handle twists slowly and he walks in, head down, hand gripping his cap, his boots scuffing the floor.

      He looks up and starts shedding his uniform, his movements rigid but not sloppy. Makes me think that maybe he isn’t drunk. Hopefully.

      My throat feels dry, when I say, “Hey.”

      He presses his hand against the wall, balancing himself as he takes his boots off by the heel. “Hey baby,” he answers, keeping his eyes focused on his shoes. Once his shoes are discarded, he walks toward the bathroom without sparing me a glance. I listen intently as he goes to the toilet, washes his hands, and brushes his teeth. Going to bed already? Did he even eat dinner?

      My stomach turns and twists into knots as I wait for him to emerge, my mind running rampant as I try to figure out what to say. I want to be sensitive, because I know he’s probably beating himself up mentally to be in such a state, but I’m also mad at him. This is us. Without even talking to me, he’s throwing it away because of something his dad said.

      I want him to talk to me rather than run away, and I think that’s what I’m going to try to convey to him.

      Hands resting in my lap, I wait impatiently for him to wrap up.

      The light switches off.

      The door opens.

      Stryder walks into the living room wearing nothing but boxer briefs, his muscular body rippling as he comes toward me. I miss him so much. I miss touching him and kissing him and making love with him. I miss his sexy laugh in my ear when we’re intimate. I miss his commanding voice, telling me how he wants me. I miss the graze of his five o’clock shadow against my inner thighs. And I miss him, my best friend, the guy I can talk to about anything, the guy who loves nothing more than to turn off the TV and play a card game with me.

      When he reaches the bed, he looks me up and down, eyeing my tank top with no bra, and licks his lips. Leaning forward, he grips my chin and places a soft kiss against my lips. It’s so sweet, so like the man he was a week ago, that the small amount of contact brings tears to my eyes.

      Concern laces his brow when he pulls away and sees a tear drip down my cheek. Immediately his face falls and he scoops me into his arms, bringing me onto his lap as he rests against the headboard of the bed.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, wiping away my tears.

      “Where were you tonight?” Where have you been this last week?

      He grips my hips and holds me in place tightly, his body heat putting me at ease. “I went for a walk.”

      “Why didn’t you ask me to go with you?”

      His thumbs rub over my skin. “Needed some alone time.”

      “From me?”

      “No, not from you, Rory.” His voice is so deflated; it’s killing me. “I just needed time to think.”

      Time to think is never a good thing. Time to think means he’s considering leaving me. It happens any time someone in a relationship begins to “think.” I will not let his dad ruin us, ruin what we have, or ruin Stryder.

      “To think about what?” I scoot in a little closer and place my hands on his shoulders. “Think about us?” He doesn’t answer, but tilts his head down instead, sending my heart into a plummeting spiral. “What is there to think about?” I ask in a panic. “There should be nothing to think about. I love you, Stryder. You love me. That is it.”

      He leans his head against the headboard, the corded muscles in his neck flexing with his prominent Adam’s apple. Studying the ceiling, he sighs before he starts talking. “All my life I’ve never been good enough, Rory. I’ve never been the man my dad dreamed of me becoming. He’s vocalized his disappointment every chance he’s been given. All throughout high school, he berated and bullied me. When I was at the Academy, I finally had periods of time away from him, and I felt like I could breathe. But now”—he shakes his head—“he’ll do just about anything to crucify me.”

      “What did he say to you?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He swallows hard. “But I’ve never been good enough for him, never been good enough for myself. But then I met you.” He lifts his head and pins me with those blue eyes of his. “You came around and changed everything I thought of myself. I'd never believed anyone would want to know me for me. I'd felt as though I lived in my brothers' shadows, in my dad's shadow all my life. You offered such genuine friendship, which I still find hard to accept. Living with you, spending these last few months loving you side by side, had started to rebuild the darker parts of me. I started to believe I could be a man you deserve to hold on to.”

      “You are.” I grip onto him tightly. “You are everything I could have ever hoped for in a best friend, a partner and a lover.”

      “But. There is always a but.”

      “There is no but here. What I said is true.”

      “But,” he continues, “no matter how hard I try to block out my dad’s words, they still hit me hard, as if I’m a teenager looking for his approval. I can’t stand that I crave it, that I need his approval to be fucking happy.”

      Gritting down and wanting to be honest, I say, “You know he’ll never give it to you, Stryder. Even if you did make flight school there would have been something you were doing wrong. He’s a pathetic man who preys on his family because he’s not a happy individual. He could have all the medals in the world decorating his chest, but what he doesn’t have is the respect of his family, and that right there defines him. Not the wings on his jacket, or his career. What defines him is his soul, and his soul is ugly.” I move my hands to his cheeks. “Don’t let an ugly soul define who you are, Stryder, because you are so much more of a man than him.”

      He shakes his head, but I stop him and force him to look me in the eyes. “You are.” I press my hand against his heart. “This right here, this heart is so beautiful. It’s sweet and caring and thoughtful. I couldn’t care less if you’re working in the air or on the ground. It doesn’t matter. What impresses me is the way you treat people, the way you take care of me so effortlessly, as if you were built to do it. What matters to me are the kind words you speak, and your willingness to share your soul with me. Nothing more.” He moves his hands up my back, dragging my shirt with him, the feel of his palms against my skin sending chills up my spine. “I love you, Stryder, and that’s never going to change.”

      His fingers dig into my back, bringing me only inches away from him where he places his forehead against mine. “I need you so goddamn bad, Rory. You breathe life into my lungs, but I’m terrified I’m going to lose you, that one day you’re going to wake up and realize you picked the wrong guy.”

      My beautiful man. Up until now, I hadn’t realized how much it must have crushed him that I was attracted to Colby first. God, I hate that I hurt him. "Stryder, I can't take back choosing Colby that first night, but I have thought long and hard about that choice. About why it was him then. But I noticed you too, that night. In fact, I remember thinking that you were exciting, the life of the party, someone I could see myself with. But my heart reached out to Colby's discomfort. Did I love him? Yes, I did. He became precious to me. But I know now that a lot of that love was because I wanted to rescue him. To know that he'd lost so much so young spoke to the fixer in me. I sensed his reticence though. He never truly gave me everything, because his everything revolved around his dream of flying. And I didn't fit there. Did it hurt me to break up with him? Yes. But as the months went on, I knew I'd done the right thing. I felt free knowing I had let him go so he could fully focus on flying. It was the best decision. For him. For me. And then for us."

      He looks deeply into my eyes, and I can see him wrestling with what I'm telling him. I need him to know that he wasn't the second-best choice for me. He is the choice. The best choice.

      I kiss him gently on his forehead, knowing how much I love it when he does that to me. "Look at me, Stryder." He lifts his gaze. "You're not going to lose me. Even if you try to push me away. You are my right choice. You. It's me who doesn't feel enough at times, because just like you did that first night I met you, you impress me. Drive me to be the best version of myself."

      "I just want you to be happy."

      "Well, don't. Because being happy isn't enough. My life is magnificent because of you. I am more than happy. I'm content and full because you also breathe life into me. And that's the sort of life I want to live. And it's only possible with you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STRYDER

      

      

      It took a week for Rory and me to get back to better footing. I had to think hard and long about her words, about how her choice to love me was the most natural choice for her. How I wasn’t second best to Colby. “My life is magnificent because of you. I am more than happy. I'm content and full because you also breathe life into me. And that's the sort of life I want to live. And it's only possible with you."

      I am determined to retrain my mind. To stop believing my dad’s opinion defines me. My dad is an asshole. To everyone, except those he likes. In contrast, I get on really well with Rory’s dad. In fact, he has called me on occasion to go have a beer with him or to watch baseball with him and Bryan.

      But Rory and I are closer now than ever after several months of dating. She owns me. And my heart is hers forever.

      And then came Hardie’s phone call. The devastating news of Colby’s grandpa’s passing. Hardie begged me to go to the funeral, to represent our group of friends, even though I haven’t talked to Colby in over a year. And I almost didn’t attend. I was very insistent about not going, but Rory told me I would regret it if I didn’t.

      She was right.

      I had to say my goodbyes to Gramps, and I had to come face to face with Colby.

      And then he begged me to meet him afterwards. I should have said no.

      I drum my fingers across the wooden bar, looking toward the front door, waiting.

      Fucking waiting.

      I down another shot and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

      I should have called him when he first got to Colorado Springs. I should have texted him after his squadron touched down at Peterson. I watched him land, watched him maneuver his F-16 with such ease around the tarmac, and I heard him from down the hall, talking about how he was glad to get temporary duty in Colorado Springs.

      I stayed away. I didn’t greet him, I didn’t text him, I didn’t want to go near him because I was fucking terrified as to what I would say to him, but then Gramps passed.

      He deserves to know the truth after all this time. I’m just unsure of how the fuck I’m going to tell him. Especially on the night he buried his gramps. I feel like such a tool.

      The door to the small bar opens, and I don’t even have to turn my head to know Colby just walked in. From the mirror behind the bar I can see his broad shoulders and sharp features.

      His text was short, almost terse. Jack Quinn’s, nine o’clock.

      I replied with an even shorter text. Okay.

      Without saying a word, he takes the seat next to me. His body vibrates with tension. From the corner of my eye I can see the grinding of his jaw as he tosses two fingers in the air and orders a rum and Coke. Not his typical drink, one I’ve never seen him consume actually, but then again tastes and friendships can change over the span of a year.

      We sit in silence, both our heads cast forward, our forearms propped on the polished wooden bar top. The bartender places Colby’s drink in front of him. With three fingers, he pinches the glass and brings it to his mouth where he takes a long swig.

      When he sets it down, his voice is low, almost inaudible when he says, “How long?”

      Dread washes over me like a cold shower.

      He knows.

      But how?

      Does it really matter at this point? All that matters is how I handle myself in the next couple minutes.

      I wet my lips, take a sip of my drink and say, “How long have I had feelings for her or how long have we been together?”

      “Is there a fucking difference?” he grits out.

      “Yeah,” I exhale, bowing my head. “There is.”

      Turning toward me, he props one arm on the bar and the other on the back of his chair. “How long have you had feelings for her?”

      Letting out a long exhale, I rub my hand over my forehead and say, “Since the moment I first saw her, at the party, before I pointed her and Ryan out to you.”

      I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction, unable to look him in the eyes like a real man. I’m so fucking pathetic.

      “Since that first night? What the fuck?” He shoves my shoulder back, forcing me to look at him. “You had feelings for her from the very beginning?”

      Finally looking up, I meet his angry gaze, dark eyes fixing on mine, sharp eyebrows tilted into the air, a pissed-off expression I’ve never seen from Colby.

      He seems older. In just a year, the wealth of experience he’s gained has morphed him into a different, more mature person.

      I swallow hard. “I did, but then I saw the way—”

      Colby’s fist sends my head back, and I tumble off my stool to the floor. Pain ricochets through my head, my face on fire, throbbing.

      Through the ringing in my head, I hear the bartender yell at Colby, telling us both to leave the establishment in the next five seconds. Scrambling to my feet, I follow Colby out the front door where he starts to pace the sidewalk, gripping his head, looking like he’s about to plow another fist into my face. Fuck, this hurts. I’ve been hit plenty of times, but he’s got a fucking hard punch.

      I know I can take him, as I have about ten more pounds of muscle on him, but I won’t fight him. I have no excuse to fight. I actually welcome his angry fists, because if I were him, I’d feel the same damn way. Probably react the same way too.

      My eye starts to swell, blocking out a part of my vision, but I keep my eyes trained on Colby, waiting for his next move, putting up no defense.

      Finally he stops pacing and turns toward me, the sidewalk empty thankfully. “You fucking liked her and still shoved her on me. Why?”

      “Because,” I keep my voice steady, “I saw the way you looked at her, the goddamn interest in your eyes. She wanted to know you, too. I thought she’d help you see there was more to life than flying.”

      “You knew I didn’t want any distractions. If you fucking felt something for her, why did you have to throw her into my life? Why didn’t you just take her for yourself?”

      “Because,” I swallow hard, the truth kicking me square in the nuts, “because she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at you, and for the life of me, I couldn’t watch you ignore her. Not give her a chance. I liked her, man, but I wanted you to be happy. Thought that maybe, with you two together . . . I’d get to know her too. As a friend.”

      He stands straight and stares at me blankly. “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” He steps forward, malice dripping from his every word. “You realize how broken I was when she broke up with me, right? You remember that? I could have saved myself the hassle of ever going through that pain if you’d just let me live my goddamn life and not interfered with it.”

      “You needed someone, Colby. You were a fucking hermit.” I raise my voice. “She was the one to get you out of your shell.”

      “And then you turn around and fuck her behind my back?” He matches my tone.

      “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t run to her the first chance I got. I never wanted to betray you—”

      “And yet you did,” he scoffs.

      I let out a long breath. “I tried, man. I tried to keep my distance, and I did, but she needed help—”

      “And that help should have come from me.” He takes another step closer. “I was the one she depended on. I was the one who was supposed to be there for her. I would have given up everything for her, and I tried to.”

      “She knew you were giving up too much.”

      “Don’t.” He shakes his head. “Don’t fucking talk for her.” Frustrated, he drives his hand through his hair and exhales loudly. “Fuck!” He spins around, hands on hips, and casts his eyes toward the ground. “I hate that you fucking know her, that you feel like you know her better than me. That you think you are the one for her.” He turns around again. “I’m still in love with her, and you, my best fucking friend, stepped in and took over.”

      “I tried.” Drowned myself with bottles and bottles of scotch. “I tried so fucking hard to say no, to back away, but I couldn’t. I needed her, but don’t doubt for a second that I didn’t feel guilty every damn day.”

      “Oh, thank fuck,” he says sarcastically, “because the guilt you suffered through is really going to make this better.”

      “Colby,” I choke on my words. “I’m sorry.”

      “Fuck you,” he spits. “Is that why you didn’t text or call me? Is that why you left without a goodbye or a good luck, because you were just waiting for the perfect time to swoop in and steal my girl?”

      “No.”

      “Were you planning my exit, counting down the minutes until I was gone?”

      “No,” I repeat.

      “Then what? Why couldn’t you pick up the phone?”

      “Because I was so goddamn jealous,” I yell, fed up with this situation. “I couldn’t bear to talk to you, knowing you were living out my dream, a dream I’d never taste. And yeah, I might have been fucking jealous, but I was also so proud.”

      “Bullshit. You can’t fucking stand there and tell me you were proud of me. The minute you found out you weren’t going to flight school was the minute you began turning your back on me. You could have called—”

      “The phone goes both ways, Colby. You could have picked up the phone and called.”

      “You left without saying goodbye. I had no one after graduation.”

      “You had no one?” I raise a brow at him. “No one? Really? Because you had Gramps—” I start ticking people off my fingers “—and, Colby, I’m really sorry you lost him. But back then you had him, Hardie and Joey, and the guys you went to flight school with. Want to talk about having no one? Everyone fucking left town and I was stuck here, with my dad, living a goddamn pathetic life, watching everyone else take off into the sky while I was grounded. Want to talk about having no one? The only thing I fucking had was a bag full of self-loathing and a bottle of scotch.”

      He’s silent for a second, and I think maybe he gets me, but then he shakes his head and points his finger at me. “You crossed an unspoken line. You knew she was mine.”

      “Yeah, I know. But I loved her and stepped back. I tried to walk away—”

      “Right.”

      I think back to all my interactions with Rory, the restraint, donning the mask of indifference that hid my true feelings from her. I spent so much energy trying to hide my true self and in the end, I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “I did.”

      “You didn’t try hard enough.” He starts pacing again. “Fuck!” He stops, turns toward me, head tilted. “Did you . . . have you fucked her?”

      I don’t say anything. I can’t say anything as my mind goes blank. No, I haven’t fucked her. I’ve made love to her, so many times I can’t even fucking count. Does she love me? Yeah, for some unknown reason, she does.

      I'm content and full because you also breathe life into me.

      My unspoken answer stretches between us, the silence speaking for itself.

      His chest grows with each intake of air, his fists clench at his sides, and anger vibrates off him as he says, “You’re dead to me.”

      “Colby.”

      He steps up to me so we’re nose to nose. “Let’s lay down the facts real quick. I didn’t want her, but you forced her upon me. She was a distraction, someone I couldn’t forget, and someone I couldn’t help but love. And she loved me, but she chose her life here over me, breaking my goddamn heart. And then you stepped in and took my girl. A brother doesn’t do that. She was mine, Stryder, and the fact you pissed on that makes me believe you were never truly my brother.”

      My throat tightens as he pushes me away.

      “I thought we’d formed a bond that was fucking unbreakable, a bond that lasts a lifetime. But you threw that out the window. What the fuck did you think would happen when I found out? Did you think I’d shake your goddamned hand and wish you a lifetime of happiness? Or did you think you’d never see me again so you didn’t have to worry about it?” I feel ripped to shreds, and unlike when my father attacks me, Colby’s words are all true.

      “Neither,” I admit honestly. “Every time I thought about telling you, I felt sick.”

      Colby slow claps for me and starts to walk away. “Poor fucking Stryder. Can’t fly, so fucks his best friend’s girl. You’re not a brother. A true brother would never do what you did. You’re fucking dead to me.”

      Fishing his keys from his pocket, he walks away from me without another word, leaving me in a wake of regret.

      You’re not a brother. You’re fucking dead to me.
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        RORY

      

      

      The slow creak of the steps echoing in the hall wakes me from my sleep.

      Stryder is home. Finally.

      I’ve been a nervous wreck ever since he went to meet with Colby. Despite our talk a month ago, he’s still been off, and ever since Hardie called to let him know about Gramps, he’s been cold and distant. When he told me about Colby wanting to meet with him, he was apprehensive. But deep in my bones, I knew he had to talk to Colby to truly give himself to me. I think it’s the thing that’s been holding him back from committing his entire soul to me.

      The lock on the door turns and quietly Stryder steps in, not turning on any lights, just shuffling through the apartment, not bothering to take off his shoes. Sitting up in bed, I switch the nightstand light on and illuminate the small space, highlighting his sunken in features and the hard edge around his jaw.

      His shoulders are slumped, his posture defeated, and his hair is a wild mess from being twisted and pulled in all different directions. My stomach drops just from the sight of him. His conversation didn’t go well, that much is clear.

      “Hey,” I say, trying to be as gentle as possible.

      He goes to the closet where he rummages around. I’m about to ask him what he’s doing when he tosses his rucksack to the ground. It lands in the center of the room, crumpled and used, a harsh reminder of where it’s been and what it’s been through.

      What it’s about to go through.

      Heart seizing in my chest, I eye the bag on the floor, and then look at him, lip trembling. “Stryder, wh-what are you doing?”

      He goes to the dresser and starts pulling clothes from the drawer, his movements swift, like if he stays in this apartment more than a few minutes he’ll turn to dust.

      He works his way to the rucksack and shoves a pile of clothes inside, not even looking in my direction.

      I hop out of bed and go to him, gripping the bag and ripping it from his hands. I toss it to the side and step into his space, forcing him to look at me.

      His eyes are bloodshot, almost as if he’s been crying—one of them black and blue—and there is a feeling of dread rolling off him, like what he’s about to do is life changing. And it’s going to hurt.

      “Stryder, what happened?” I gingerly touch his eye and he flinches, going back to the dresser.

      I follow him, giving him zero space.

      “Stop it.” I pull his hands from the drawer. “Talk to me. You promised you would talk to me, that you wouldn’t do this again. Don’t shut me out. What’s going on?”

      With both his hands, he pulls on the back of his neck and looks toward the ceiling. I hate seeing him in so much pain. I hate that the two men who should support him most in his life cause this sort of reaction within him. I wish he’d let me comfort him. Love him.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “What do you think happened?” Stryder snaps at me, sending me backward in shock. I’ve heard him angry before, I’ve heard him upset, but I’ve never heard that tone of voice before, so bitter and heated.

      “I don’t know, that’s why you have to tell me,” I shoot back.

      “There is no use hashing it out.” He shakes his head and then looks at me through those long eyelashes of his. His eyes water, and his face pales.

      My world stands still as I wait for his next move, for what he’s going to say. Dread fills me.

      He exhales sharply. “I . . .” He swallows hard. “We’re done, Rory.”

      Like a semitrailer coming at me in full speed, my breath is knocked from my lungs. “Wh-why?” I stutter, feeling the walls around me start to crumble.

      Anguish laces his eyes, directing his sharp movements as he goes to the bathroom. “Because you deserve someone who can give you everything. That’s not me.”

      “That’s not true, Stryder. You’re everything I need.”

      He pops out of the bathroom holding a few things in his hand and stuffs them in the bag. “You and I both know that’s not true. You know I’ve been holding back, that I can’t truly hand over my heart because of the guilt that’s eating me alive.” He bows his head. “So much goddamned guilt.”

      “We can get through that, Stryder. Together, we can work through it.” I step up to him but he takes a step back.

      Lifting his eyes to me, his head still tilted slightly down, his eyebrows framing the agony in his gaze, he says, “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” I answer, my voice breathy and strained.

      “Those letters you keep under our bed, the ones from Colby. How many times have you read them?”

      My face blanches as my stomach bottoms out on me. He knows about the letters? How? Has he read them? Embarrassment consumes me; my hands begin to fidget in front of me, Colby’s poetic words flashing through my mind. Does he think I still feel the same as Colby feels for me?

      “How many times, Rory?” Stryder repeats, sounding so horribly defeated.

      Lifting my chin, knowing I speak the truth, I say, “Once.”

      “Once?”

      I nod.

      “But why keep them?” He drags his hand through his hair. “Do you still love him, Rory?”

      “I love you, Stryder.” I step closer and place my hands on his chest, but again, he steps away, shaking his head. He gathers his bag and starts toward the door. “Stryder.” I pull on his arm as tears fall. “Don’t leave, please. We need to talk about this.”

      “There is nothing to talk about, Rory. I can’t be the man you need. I think we both realize that.”

      “Why can’t you? I don’t understand.” I’m grasping at anything, begging him to stop his run for the door.

      “I betrayed my best friend, Rory. The one guy who’s been there for me through thick and thin when my family wouldn’t even look at me.”

      “Where has he been the last year?” I shout, trying to knock Stryder out of the fog he’s in. “Where were all the texts and the phone calls? He should have known what you were going through, that it would have been harder for you to reach out. He should have seen your heartache, and yet he did nothing.”

      “He was going through his own damn pain of losing you, Rory,” Stryder snaps, pulling his arm away and taking a few more steps toward the door. “We were both going through the same pain . . . losing something we so desperately wanted. I could have been there for him, and he could have been there for me, but we weren’t. I’m not going to hold that against him, but what I’ll never forgive myself for is falling for you because . . .” He pauses and looks to the ceiling as if gathering strength. Directing his attention to me, he looks me dead in the eyes and says, “Loving you has been my greatest sin, and I’m fucking ashamed.” No. No. He can’t think that. We’re not a sin. We’re not.

      He tosses his bag over his shoulder and opens the door.

      “We are not a sin,” I shout. “Our love is not a fucking sin. It’s beautiful and raw and everything I’ve ever wanted. You came into my life and gave me something I didn’t think I needed at the time. You gave me someone to care for, someone to love, and you showed me there is life outside of my brother. Don’t you dare say what we have is a sin, because in my eyes, it’s the greatest blessing that’s ever come into my life. You’re the greatest blessing in my life.”

      Stepping outside, he keeps his body turned away from me as he says, “I might have been a blessing, but I’m sure as hell not the love of your life. I was just a Band-Aid to your broken heart.”

      Not even giving me one last glance, he runs down the stairs and out of my life. Tears spill down my face as I close the door and collapse to the floor, my heart breaking. I can barely breathe through the pain ripping through me.

      I’m sure as hell not the love of your life.

      How can he think that? The man is everything to me. Why won’t he believe me?

      Because he’s been told all his life that he’s not good enough. That he’ll never amount to anything.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      Stryder can’t hear words of praise . . . words of love.

      No matter how much I love Stryder, he’ll never believe it’s enough.

      Ever.
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        * * *

      

      There is a light knock on my door. My eyes are puffy, practically closed shut from crying so much, and I have a pounding thumping through my head that won’t go away even after a dose of Ibuprofen.

      Rolling to my side, sheets and comforter up to my chin, I say, “Door’s open.” The scratchiness to my voice just adds to the somber mood of my empty apartment.

      Well, not entirely empty, but it feels empty without him. Without his broad shoulders and toned frame walking around the small space. Without him sweeping me into his arms every chance he gets, tossing me on the bed only to hover over me with that gorgeous smile, laughing and joking around with me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as more tears fall while the door opens and closes. Soft footsteps fall across the battered and peeling hardwood floors. My back is to the door, so when I feel a dip in the mattress and the signature smell of pancakes, I know exactly who it is.

      “Did you flirt for bacon?” I sniff out.

      “I flirted so damn hard just for you, babe,” Ryan says, getting under the covers with me.

      I turn around, giving her an unfiltered look at my sorrow. Her face softens when she takes me in, wiping a tear from my cheek. She pulls me into her side, pushing the pancakes toward the nightstand and snuggling me close. Her hand passes over my head, smoothing down my erratic hair. More tears prickle my eyes as I’m reminded all over again why I’m here.

      “I’m so sorry, Rory.”

      “I just don’t get it.” I sniff. “I don’t understand why he can’t believe he’s good enough. No matter what I said or confessed, he wasn’t going to listen to it. He had it set in his head that he wasn’t good enough, and that I needed something different.”

      “He’s hurt, Rory. He’s been programmed to believe he will never be good enough for anything. The way his dad talks to him . . . the way he’s talked to him his entire life. Why would Stryder believe he’s good enough when that’s what he’s been fed since he can remember?”

      “But shouldn’t I be different? Shouldn’t the love we have for each other trump all of that?”

      “Not necessarily.” Ryan smooths her hand over my hair. “He met up with Colby?” I nod. “And I’m assuming that didn’t go well.”

      “You could say that. Something happened at the bar, but Stryder wouldn’t give me any details. He came home with a black eye and started packing.” I pause and think about our conversation. “And he asked me about Colby’s letters, how many times I’ve read them.”

      “He found the letters?”

      I nod while sitting up, letting the covers fall past my shoulders. I push my hair back and take a deep breath. “I don’t know why I haven’t thrown them away yet. I loved Colby, and I hated hurting him when we broke up. But it was the right thing to do. I read over them not long after he left, needing to reassure myself that my pain was understandable but wouldn’t last forever. I only read his more recent letters once. But not for me. For him. To show him . . . courtesy. Even though he never knew. Stryder must believe they mean more to me, and he’s been stewing over it instead of asking me about them.” I take a deep, shaky breath, wishing he’d just asked me about them rather than holding them over me, ready to use when he felt threatened. Shit. Why? “I guess, if I found letters from one of Stryder’s old girlfriends, I wouldn’t be feeling too hot either.” I let out a long, frustrated breath and open a take-out box of pancakes. Not even caring about the calorie intake, I smear the butter all over and then drench the pancakes in syrup. Perfect.

      Ryan follows right along with me.

      “Can I ask you something?” she asks while putting a big forkful of pancakes in her mouth.

      “Am I going to like what you’re going to ask me?”

      “Probably not, but I’m going to ask you anyway.”

      I prepare myself by snagging a piece of bacon. “Okay, ask.”

      “What was the difference between Colby and Stryder? I’m not trying to be a dick here, but it almost seems like you fell in love with them for the same reason. They needed someone to love, and you needed someone to love, to take care of. Was there a big difference between the two of them?”

      I take another bite of my pancakes and mull over my answer. There was a huge difference, at least in my eyes.

      “There was a difference. Colby was a challenge, an onion I had to peel away the layers of in order to find the heart of him. He was,” I pause and look toward the window, remembering him, “reserved and reluctant for so long, but once he let himself love, it was a beautiful thing. I slowly started to see him unfold and be the man beneath the tough exterior. There was something so . . . magical about being the person who helped him do that.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “But with Stryder . . . He wore his heart on his sleeve and only covered it with a thin jacket, and if you looked close enough, if you looked for all the signs, you could see right through that jacket. He wasn’t a challenge; he wasn’t someone I had to pick apart to find the man I knew he could be.

      “Yes, he was desperate for love . . . my love. He was protective, kind and caring, and would do just about anything to make me happy, including hook me up with his best friend. We shared a different kind of love. Where Colby and I learned about each other through distance and letters, a whimsical romance at best, Stryder and I got to know each other on a much deeper basis. We lived together. I saw him at his worst. And even at his worst, he was such a sweet and beautiful man.”

      I take a breath and will back the tears. “Our love wasn’t filled with a sweep you off your feet romance. It had major bumps. We found a way to live with each other, merge our lives together, appreciate one another for who we are, and not just an idea we had of one another. He knows everything about me. He knows what I look like in the morning after a rough night of cramps. He knows what I sound like when I get angry or frustrated with him. And he knows the smile I wear when I’m knee-deep in pure happiness while watching my brother thrive on his own.”

      “Your love with Stryder is real,” Ryan says. “It’s been ugly at times. There have been highs and lows, but it’s genuine, built on a foundation of appreciation for one another, a friendship.”

      Tears well up in my eyes again as I nod in agreement. “It was built on a friendship.”

      “And friendship is the strongest foundation for long-lasting love.”

      My lip trembles. “That’s what I thought.” Why is it Ryan can understand this, but the man I love with my whole heart, has no clue? How can he just throw us away? Throw me away . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “You look like shit.” Bent, my friend and squadron leader, pops through my hotel door, Cup of Noodles in one hand and a fork in the other. He takes a seat next to me on the small, uncomfortable couch and props his feet on the coffee table. “Want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      He pokes me with his fork. “You can’t pull that one-worded shit with me. You know it makes me more annoying. Spill.”

      “I don’t want to fucking talk about it.” I uncap my Gatorade, take a sip, and then cap it again.

      “Okay, well then you asked for it.” He slurps noodles into his mouth. Slurp. Slurp. Slurp. So goddamn loud. “I know it’s not your grandpa, because you were more sad about him.” Slurp. Slurp. Slurp. “And now you have this crease between your eyes the size of the Grand Canyon, which causes me to believe it has something to do with the friend you met up with last night.”

      I’m silent.

      “Silence does nothing but egg me on. So it’s about the friend. Good to know. I could tell by your eye twitch.”

      I feel like my eye has been twitching the moment I saw Rory and Stryder together.

      “And it has to do with him being with your girl, yeah?” Slurp. Slurp. Slurp. “That would put me down in the dumps as well. Doesn’t mean you have to be a dick up in the air. You snapped at Colt today, and he cried the rest of the afternoon.”

      “He did not.”

      “How would you know? You stormed away after the debrief. Colt cried for at least an hour after.”

      “Shut the fuck up.” The smallest of smirks pulls at the corner of my lip. Colt is the most sensitive out of the four of us, so I can only imagine what a cry fest would be like for him.

      Catching my smirk, Bent pokes my cheek with his fork. “Knew you couldn’t scowl that entire time. Now fucking talk to me, and don’t make me bend over backwards to get it out of you. We have an early fucking morning, and I have no time to sit here and babysit you. We need to be mentally clear in the sky, so get it the fuck out.”

      He’s right. I wasn’t completely focused today while flying, and that is dangerous. If there is one thing I’ve learned in flight school it is always be mentally tuned in. The minute you let your mind drift elsewhere, you’re not only putting yourself in danger, but you’re putting your entire squadron in danger.

      Succumbing, I give him a quick rundown of what happened last night, including the punch, the other punches I held back on, and the way it ended. It gutted me to tell Stryder he’s dead to me, but I can’t believe he’d betray me.

      It left such a bitter taste in my mouth. Even though I hadn’t talked to him in over a year, I didn’t expect to have to detach that part of my life yesterday. Haven’t I fucking lost enough?

      “Are you more upset about the girl or your friend?”

      I slouch and rest my head against the couch cushion, tossing the TV remote onto the coffee table. “I don’t know. I’m pretty fucked up over both.”

      “Do you still love her?”

      “Yeah. Despite everything, I think I do.” But obviously she doesn’t love me anymore. Fuck.

      Bent nods his head and tips back the Cup of Noodles cup into his mouth, drinking the broth. “And he’s like a brother to you?”

      I let out a sharp breath. “Yeah, he was. Kind of the other half of me, if that makes any sense.”

      He nods. “It does. Which means, you have to figure it out between them, because you won’t get past it if you don’t.”

      “Figure it out? That’s your advice?” I shake my head. “Fucking shitty-ass squadron leader.”

      He stands and pushes my legs out of the way to get past me. “Told you I wasn’t a babysitter. Figure it out, Flyer. This TDY is three months long. I’m not going to have you sulking in your hotel room and fucking up any practice time. Got it?” It isn’t very often Bent is so stern, but when he is, you know it’s fucking serious.

      “Yes, sir,” I reply, resting back on the couch.

      “And I mean now. Take care of it now,” he snaps just as the door shuts.

      Fucking hell.
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        * * *

      

      To say Mrs. Oaks was happy to see me very well might be a lie. She acted like it was good to see me when I knocked on her door this afternoon, all cheery with a smile that never reached her eyes, but I could see the trepidation, the curiosity, the don’t fuck my daughter over expression.

      Luckily, she kept to the same polite demeanor I remember from over a year ago and told me where I could find Rory. She might have eyed me up and down before telling me, a purse to her lips, and she might have paused before telling me . . . Nonetheless, I got the information, thanked her, and headed to the bowling alley on Interquest Parkway.

      I think back to that night at the bowling alley when Rory and Stryder ambushed me. Stryder so fucking demanding that I go cosmic bowling with him, Hardie, and Joey. I never would have gone had I known Rory and Ryan were going. That was the beginning of the end for me. That was when I first gave her more of me. I opened the door for her to step in and steal my goddamn heart.

      And Stryder was so insistent. Why? So he could see her again even though he couldn’t have her? I squeeze my eyes shut for a second and try to steady my breathing, tamping down my anger. Being angry is not going to do any good.

      This will be the first time I’ve talked to her since we broke up, and the last thing I want is to scare her away.

      Gathering myself, I walk through the doors of the bowling alley and look to the right side of the building. A group of Special Olympic athletes are having a hell of a time bowling, with a smiley and still gorgeous-as-ever Rory standing in the middle handing out high fives while keeping Bryan close to her side.

      Instead of walking up to her right away, I keep my distance, leaning against a pole. I observe her.

      Standing protectively next to Bryan, she claps and cheers for the other athletes around her, handing out fist bumps, hugs, and encouraging advice. She’s in her element. This is where she’s meant to be. It’s like she’s found her niche—the thing she’s supposed to do with her life if she can’t be a professional dancer—coaching these amazing athletes. She’s amazing with Bryan, and obviously that extends to the others around her. They all respond to her. All love her. Trust her.

      My heart swells as I feel intense pride for Rory. She’s happy and content, until she turns away from the athletes. I see her smile falter and the rise in her chest as she tries to catch her breath . . . and that’s when she spots me.

      Her hand goes to her chest, her eyes widen, and pure shock registers across her face. I don’t blame her. I don’t know if she saw me at the funeral or if she kept her distance, but I’m a different man now. My hair isn’t buzzed so close to my scalp anymore, and I have about ten more pounds of muscle on my frame, making me almost as big as Stryder.

      Hands in my pockets, I rock back on my heels, unsure what to do. I watch as she leans over to a man sitting next to Bryan and says something to him. The man looks toward me, and that’s when I recognize Mr. Oaks. He gives me a stern look but then nods at Rory. Scooting past athletes, she moves toward me. Her hair is shaped in loose curls, and she’s wearing a simple pair of jeans and a Special Olympics Coach shirt. She looks amazing.

      When she reaches me, she mimics my stance and is the first one to speak. “Colby, what are you doing here?”

      I’ve thought of this moment for so goddamn long. My dreams of being able to talk to her in person—see her again—became a reality when we were assigned temporary duty in Colorado Springs. I conjured up every type of conversation we could have, but not once did I ever think we’d talk about her dating Stryder. And even though she never returned my letters, I didn’t expect such a lukewarm greeting either.

      Not that I thought she’d jump me the minute she laid eyes on me, but I expected a little more than a “what are you doing here?”

      I clear my throat and nod toward an empty high-top table, just like the one we sat at so long ago, where I gave her three questions to ask me. “Do you have a second to sit?”

      She looks toward the bowling alleys and then nods. “Yeah, they’re just wrapping up, and my dad said he’d take Bryan home once everyone was done.”

      We make our way to the table and take a seat. For a brief second, I allow myself to soak her in again. The smell of her sweet perfume, her mannerisms, those addictive and expressive green eyes . . . memories that have taken over my mind every night since we broke up rush back to me.

      Feeling a little uncomfortable since I’m not really good at this talking shit, I say, “Looks like you were having fun over there.”

      She gives the group another look and then turns back toward me. “Yeah, Bryan’s really grown in the last year, trying different sports. I thought he was really into track and field until we introduced bowling to him. He loves it.”

      “Looks like it.” I smile, but my smile quickly fades when I turn to Rory who looks like she’s about to cry.

      She doesn’t skip a beat when she says, “What are you doing here, Colby?”

      Doesn’t seem like she’s into pleasantries. With me. “I need to talk to you.”

      “About Stryder?”

      I grind my teeth together and say, “Him and other things.”

      “What are the other things?”

      “Are we doing this? Just jumping right into this mess, in the middle of a bowling alley?”

      She shrugs. “Might as well.”

      Okay then. “Why didn’t you respond to my letters?”

      She sighs and leans back in her chair and that’s when I see it: the weakness in her shoulders, the bags under the eyes, and her pale complexion. Usually, Rory has a happy glow that’s contagious and can turn around anyone’s day. It almost feels like there is a dreary cloud hanging over her head.

      “It was over between us, Colby. I wasn’t going to lead you on by writing back.”

      “It wasn’t over for me, Rory.”

      She fiddles with her hands on her lap. “I know it wasn’t, but it had to be. I know enough about the Air Force now to know your job doesn’t allow any flexibility in where you are stationed. Why would I foster hope if I knew it wasn’t going to work out?”

      “I offered to stay and be there for you.”

      “And we both know that would have been a mistake, Colby. Don’t kid yourself. If you weren’t flying, you wouldn’t be happy, and you’d end up resenting me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      She gives me a get real look and shakes her head. “Colby, I know you, you would have been—”

      “I would have had you.” I try to control my anger, but I can’t seem to quell the urge to yell. “I would have had you, and that’s all that fucking mattered to me.”

      She puts her head in her hand and leans forward, her shoulders slumped. A light sniffle comes from her as she says, “I can’t do this right now, Colby. I really can’t. I can’t hash out a relationship that was never going to work in the long run.” She lifts her head and wipes away her tears. “I need to go.”

      “Wait.” I catch her arm before she can leave. “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” She wipes another tear. “Stryder left me. That’s what’s wrong.”

      She’s . . . devastated. She was putting on a good face for the athletes but sitting here now, she looks exhausted, like she has no energy left to give, and that’s very unlike her. Even though she’s trying desperately to stop her tears, they keep coming, dripping down her face in a stream of sorrow.

      I think back to Stryder. He didn’t fight me back. He just . . . collapsed in front of me, completely ruined.

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek. I think back to the day of the funeral, the way she leaned into his touch, as if she couldn’t have stood on her own. As if he meant everything to her . . .

      Feeling sick to my stomach but needing to know the truth, I ask, “Do you love him, Rory?”

      She nods, almost before I can finish my question. “I love him so much.” She takes in a shaky breath. “He’s my best friend.”

      Like a dagger straight to my heart, I’m knocked by the emotion and passion she has for a man I used to share everything with. Sitting back, I push my hand through my hair trying to comprehend what this means.

      Is this it?

      From the look of it, the answer is yes. Rory ended our relationship, something I foolishly and so desperately cherished and held onto.

      “You love him,” I state, still trying to understand.

      “I do.” She scoots closer on her seat and takes my hand in hers. I squeeze my eyes shut from the feel of her palm against mine, her delicate hand held in my large and calloused one. “Colby, none of this happened while you and I were together.”

      “But he loved you when we were together.” That much I know.

      “And never once acted on it. Ever. If anything, he pushed me away at times, and I thought that maybe he didn’t like me as a friend, especially toward the end.”

      “What changed?” I rub my thumb over the back of her hand, reveling in this small moment, in being able to hold her one more time, even if it’s while we talk about another man.

      She takes a deep breath. “You left. Hardie and Joey left. He had no one. You saw how he was before graduation, but it was one hundred times worse. He was lost and out of control. He was drunk and needed help, so he called Ryan.”

      “He called Ryan?” What the fuck?

      “He did, and since we were hanging out, I went with her.” Letting out a shaky sigh, she grips my hand tighter. “If you were there, Colby, you would have lost it on him. He was so drunk and looked like absolute shit. He was at rock-bottom and it scared me. I felt a sense of responsibility to take care of him because he was your best friend. I couldn’t leave him there, so Ryan and I got him away from the poison that is his father, and took him in. He stayed with me on the weekends and stayed with Ryan during the weekdays. His father was poisoning him with his words. He was torn apart watching his friends take off for flight school when he was stuck back in the Springs. And . . . and you weren’t there for him.”

      My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline. What the fuck? “Excuse me?”

      Growing a little taller in her seat, shoulders set back, Rory says, “He needed you, Colby.”

      “He was the one who left without saying a word, and I fucking needed him too. I lost the love of my goddamn life. You think that was easy on me?”

      She bites her bottom lip and shakes her head. “But he also lost everything, and he was in worse shape than you. You were concerned about him when we were together. You should have reached out.”

      I let go of her hand and flex my fists, anger starting to consume me. “Don’t put his problems on me. It’s not my fault he didn’t accomplish his dreams.”

      “It’s not,” she says back, her brow creased. “But you were his best friend, and you should have at least tried to help him through his heartache, just like I’m assuming he helped you when we broke up.”

      I grind my teeth together, thinking back to the nights we shared at the bar on the weekends. He sat there and listened, nodded his head occasionally, but he was there. And he listened to me talk about a girl he fucking loved, a girl he thought he’d never have.

      Fuck.

      Grunting in frustration, I push my hands through my hair, to the back of my neck. “He was there.”

      It’s three simple words. Three words that hit me harder than expected.

      He was there for me, and as much as I hate to admit it because I’m a stubborn ass at times—a stubborn ass with a broken heart—she’s right. I wasn’t there for him when he needed me.

      My timeline starts adding up in my head when Stryder started to take a turn, started to distance himself.

      We found out about flight school around the same time Rory and I officially got together. That’s when Stryder was distancing himself; when he started to pull away.

      Flight school and Rory—two things he desperately wanted but didn’t get.

      He wasn’t the same guy I’d first met. There was no humor left in him. It was almost as if life took away everything he ever cared about and left a shell of a man who only went through the motions.

      And I was so goddamn consumed with Rory that I didn’t catch his downfall until it was too late, until he was at a point of no return. And then I left.

      But when I did need him, when I was in desperate need for my best friend to walk me through one of the biggest heartaches of my life, he was there.

      He was fucking there.

      My throat closes up on me as I dip my head and brace it with my hands against the table. “Shit,” I mutter. Rory’s hand rubs my back, thoughtfully trying to soothe the ache forming inside me. Quietly, I say, “He was there.”

      “I’m not trying to make you feel bad, Colby. I just want you to be able to set aside your anger and see the situation from both sides. Do I think Stryder should have contacted you as well? Of course. You were both hurting at the time.”

      “How did you end up getting together?” I don’t really want to know, but a part of me believes that I have to hear it. In order to fully get over this, I need to know how they became a couple.

      “It isn’t what you might think, that we jumped each other the minute we had the chance.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that.” She tilts my chin up and raises a questionable brow toward me. I chuckle and admit, “Okay, maybe a part of me thought the minute I left, you two hooked up.”

      She rolls her eyes and sits back on her chair, and I’m actually grateful that the air between us is becoming less tense. This is the girl I fell in love with. Sassy. Intelligent. Thoughtful. “It was . . . gradual. We built a strong friendship, one that I relied upon more every day. He was there for me and I was there for him. He became a part of the Special Olympics coaching staff and,” she pauses, again looking tearful. “I’m pretty sure he saved my life.”

      What the hell? “What? How?”

      “My appendix ruptured. He found me in pain and rushed me to the hospital. The doctors said that if he hadn’t acted as quickly as he did, I could have been so much worse off.”

      Shit. Sounds just like Stryder. He was always good at not cracking under pressure.

      “From there, I started to grow feelings for him even though he kept trying to push me away over and over again. Even when we were finally together, he always kept his distance. I knew there was a missing piece. But I didn’t know for a while that you held that piece, Colby. He never wanted to betray you. You have to believe that. But he felt—”

      “Guilt,” I answer, letting that sink in. Hell, I’d feel the same damn way.

      “He couldn’t get over his betrayal, as he calls it, and it was our undoing.” Her lip trembles as her tears begin to fall again. “I truly hoped he would be able to get over it, but the minute he saw you, I knew. I knew it deep in my bones that he would never come to terms with our relationship and that he would leave me. I just didn’t realize it would be so abrupt. So . . . soon.”

      Her words hang between us, as my mind races a mile a minute. Am I fucking happy that my best friend fell in love with my girl? No. But I’m also feeling guilty as shit for not seeing the signs, for causing a ripple in Rory’s life, for bringing her more tears. I might be in love with her, but I’m not a jealous fuck who wants to see her suffer because she doesn’t want to be with me.

      I’m the opposite. I want to see her happy, just like Stryder wanted to see her happy.

      Christ.

      I drag my hand over my face as Rory says, “Can I ask you something?”

      I focus on her and nod.

      “Are you happy flying?”

      Is she kidding me? How is that even a question?

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it everything you dreamed of? Being a part of a team in the sky?”

      I nod. “It’s even more than I can explain. Every time I sit in that cockpit, I thank my lucky stars for being in the position I’m in. I know it’s a privilege, a highly sought-after position, one not many get the chance at.”

      She takes my hand it squeezes it. “I’m happy for you, Colby. When I first met you, I knew exactly where you belonged, and even though it wasn’t with me, I still wanted to see you succeed. And you did it. You’re flying a fighter; you’re protecting your country. You’re a part of something so much bigger than the love we shared.” Reaching out, she cups my cheek. “I love you, Colby, but the love we shared, even though it was beautifully romantic and changed everything I ever thought I’d want in life, it was a stepping stone for both of us. Our love wasn’t meant to be, and I believe its purpose was to bring you out of your shell, and to show me that I don’t always have to be the one who takes care of everyone. It’s okay to let someone take care of me. I will always cherish what we had, because it helped us grow into the people we are today.” Fuck, I love this girl. Her heart. Even though she’s no longer mine. And somehow, I’m okay with this.

      “But we need to move on,” I say, the confession feeling like a sharp cut to my heart.

      “We need to move on,” she answers with a nod. Standing from her chair, she holds out her arms to me. With sadness in my bones, I pull her into my chest and give her a long hug, soaking her in one last time.

      I thought I needed this beautiful girl to see, to hear, to fucking breathe, but if anything, she’s proved to me today that she was meant to be in my life, but for a different reason. And even though that’s a tough pill to swallow, I can see the reasoning.

      Doesn’t mean I won’t stop loving her. But I won’t resent her either. Because she gave me the greatest gift love can give. She set me free to fly. To make sure I achieved my dream to make my dad and gramps proud of me. To make me proud of me.
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        COLBY

      

      

      “Where are we going for dinner?” Colt asks, rubbing his belly as we walk down the hallway to our designated lockers.

      “Can we try that burger place everyone was talking about on the tarmac? What was it called?” Rowdy asks.

      “Crave Burger,” Bent interjects.

      Snapping and pointing, Rowdy says, “That’s it, Crave Burger. There’s some insane burger called the Luther where the buns are donuts instead. Papa wants donut burger.” He pats his stomach like an idiot.

      “Oh, I’ll take donut burger too,” Colt adds.

      “Glad we’re sticking to our healthy eating habits, boys,” Bent says while signing off on a clipboard.

      “It’s one night,” Rowdy announces. “Oh shit, and remember they said they have Laughing Lab there too. Kevin was telling me it’s the best Scottish ale. I need to try some and be the judge of that title.”

      Rowdy and Colt go back and forth about their favorite beers as we turn the corner and run right into a very familiar face.

      Straightening up, I grip my helmet tightly as I stand inches from Stryder’s father. He looks like an entitled ass. Nothing new there. Stopping as well, he eyes me up and down, a large smile crossing his lips.

      “Colby Brooks. I heard you were in town. Was hoping to catch you.”

      “Lt. Colonel Sheppard, it’s good to see you. How have you been?”

      “Good, good.” He gives me a once-over. “That suit looks good on you, son.”

      I inwardly cringe from the word son. Even though the man housed me during holidays while I was at the Academy, I’m fully aware of how he abused Stryder. There is no reason for him to be calling me son.

      “Thank you.”

      “TDY in Colorado Springs, imagine the luck. Not very often they bring the fighters here for training.” Sobering, he adds, “I was sorry to hear about your grandpa. From the stories you told of him, he was a good man.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Bent squeezes my shoulder.

      “So, seen my sorry excuse of a son?” Is he for real? The tone in his voice—annoyance—isn’t appropriate for where we are.

      Not wanting to give him too much fodder, I say, “We caught up after the funeral.”

      Sheppard’s eyebrows rise in surprise. “You did, did you? Huh, makes sense.”

      “Makes sense, sir?”

      “The second you’re back in town, he’s living in the pool house. I told him dating your girl wasn’t going to end well for him. Knew she’d run back to the real man, the accomplished man, rather than staying with a piece of washed-up trash.” He laughs, setting my blood to boil in my veins. “Now I have to deal with his pathetic ass—”

      “Watch it,” I grit out, shocking everyone around me.

      “Excuse me?”

      I step up to him and repeat myself. “I said watch it.”

      “Are you threatening a superior?”

      Knowing I can get into some serious trouble, I tread carefully. “No, sir. I’m asking as your son’s friend not to drag his name through the mud in front of people he works with. Word on the street is he’s damn good at his job, and even though he’s not in the sky, he’s protecting those of us who are, people like you. So before you rip him apart and treat him like he’s nothing, remember he is a fellow airman of the United States Air Force serving and protecting. That’s something you should be damn proud of—” I lean forward so only he can hear me “—you arrogant and ungrateful piece-of-shit father.”

      Stepping back, I take his hand in mine and shake it with a smile on my face. “Always a pleasure seeing you, Lt. Colonel, but I’m afraid we have burgers to consume.”

      With one last insincere smile, I walk with my boys toward the locker, my heart pounding a mile minute. Burgers have to wait. I have somewhere else to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The red pavers haven’t changed a bit, neither has the pristine landscaping or the white siding of the house I became very familiar with.

      Standing with my hands in my pockets, I take in the pool house, while a flood of memories hit me all at once.

      The time Stryder and I got drunk during our first Christmas break. The time we slung grapes at his dad’s car window—fuck, did we get in trouble for that. All the games we played with Hardie and Joey in the small space. The moments I shared with Rory . . .

      Taking a deep breath, I move forward. It’s time to fix what’s broken.

      The door is unlocked when I twist it open. The light on the nightstand is the only thing illuminating the dark space, making it hard to pinpoint where Stryder is. I know he’s here. I saw his car out front and there’s no way in hell he’s inside his parents’ house.

      There are clothes strewn about, empty bottles of beer and scotch scattered across the floor, the bed is disheveled, and a chair and a table are flipped over.

      Fuck.

      Peering around the bed, my eyes land on a dark figure leaning against the wall, a bottle in hand. Jesus Christ, he looks like shit. His eyes are hollow, hair a goddamn mess, and his five o’clock shadow makes him look sinister in the dark.

      Two questions roll around in my head: Did he have the day off, and how long has he been drinking?

      “Stryder?”

      He doesn’t look up at me. Instead he brings the bottle to his lips and takes a long pull. “You found me. Run into my dad?”

      Walking over to him, I take the bottle from his hand and take it to the bathroom where I tip it down the sink. Stryder flops himself on the bed, back to the mattress, staring at the ceiling.

      Once the bottle is empty, I toss it into the recycling bin and make my way back into the main room. “Yeah, ran into your dad. He’s a fucking ass.”

      Stryder chuckles. “Yeah, I established that fifteen years ago.” He pauses before saying, “What are you doing here, Colby? I’m not with Rory anymore if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “I know. I talked to her.”

      Stryder’s eyes squeeze shut as his lips thin, his chest rising and falling, his fists gripping the sheets beneath him. “You two were better together anyway. I just dragged her down.”

      “We’re not together.”

      “Give it time. It will happen.” Sitting up, he snags a shirt from the floor and throws it over his head. Grabbing his keys, he slips shoes on his feet and heads to the door.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      “Anywhere but here.”

      I jog to him and tear the keys from his hand. “You’ve been drinking. You’re not driving.”

      “Afraid something is going to happen to me?”

      “Yeah.” My brow pinches together as I grow frustrated. “Fucking sit down so we can talk.”

      “There is nothing to say, Colby. I’m sorry I fucked up, that I fell in love with your girl. If I could change it, I would. I know what it did to us. I get that.” He waves his hand around us. “I did this to myself, no one else. I take full responsibility.”

      “I should have been there for you,” I yell.

      “What?”

      “I should have been there for you. You were going through some tough shit and instead of being there, I was too caught up in my pain to realize that you needed me, that you needed someone to believe in you.”

      “I’m not a child, Colby. I figured it out on my own.”

      “Did you? Because you fucking spiraled, man, and instead of seeing it right away, I allowed it to happen. I should have been there for you like you were there for me when I needed a family. I was too caught up in my own shit to realize you were drowning.”

      He’s silent so I push on. “I should have called. I should have done something, anything to show you that you weren’t alone. And I failed as a friend.”

      “No, you didn’t. It goes both ways, I failed too.” He swallows hard. “I went behind your back. I should have never gone after Rory.”

      “I don’t care about that.” The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them, surprising the both of us.

      I’m bitter, yes. I don’t know if I’ll ever get over not having Rory in my life. I’ll never stop loving her, but I can also realize when something is a lost cause. She doesn’t love me. She loves him.

      He saved her.

      He took care of her.

      He loved her when I couldn’t, and I can’t be fucking mad about that because my love runs deep, just like Stryder’s. If I can’t make her happy, at least he can.

      I’m selfless enough to realize that.

      “Don’t fuck with me, Colby, you care.”

      “Not enough to throw five years of friendship away. You’re my brother, Stryder, and for a brief moment I forgot that. I had to be reminded today exactly what brought us together and why we’ve stuck by each other’s side. We’re each other’s family.

      Weakly he says, “I betrayed you.”

      I shake my head. “Despite how much it pains me to say this, I know you tried to stay away.” I reach out and grip his shoulder, forcing him to look me in the eyes. “I want you to know, it’s okay. Be with her, Stryder.”

      He shakes his head, but I stop him.

      “You loved her first but stepped aside for me. This is me, stepping aside for you. She’s in love with you, man. Desperately and hopelessly in love with you. There is no fighting that. She’s miserable without you.”

      “Shit,” he mutters and starts pacing the room. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “Then go be with her. There is nothing holding you back anymore. Not that you need it but you have my blessing. Be with her, Stryder. You and I both know she deserves the world. Fuck all the shit your dad has said to you. She deserves the world, so be the man who gives it to her.”

      Looking up, he lets out a sigh before walking to me and clasping my hand to his, pulling me into a hug. It’s the moment I see the cloud that’s been hanging over him start to clear away, and my best friend begins to remerge.

      “You’re going to want to take a shower before you head over there though. You smell like shit, dude.”

      “Fuck you.” He laughs, pushing away before looking me in the eyes and pulling me into a hug one more time.

      I might not have the girl, but I gained back my best friend. My family. My brother.
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      The faint sound of the TV plays as my eyes focus on nothing, my body wrapped in blankets, my stomach empty and feeling nauseous every time I move. This is what true heartache feels like.

      I was upset when things ended with Colby, but I knew it was for the best.

      With Stryder, I’m absolutely heartbroken. My bones and muscles have frozen in place, unable and unwilling to move anywhere outside of my bed.

      I was barely able to pull myself together for practice with Bryan, and the only reason I did was because of him. Because he would have had an episode if I wasn’t there, and I couldn’t put that on my parents. Broken heart or not, I made it to practice. But now, now I’m not going anywhere. I called into work, turned off my phone, and spent the day crying, trying to drain out my sorrow, so that tomorrow, I can try to start to move on. Even though I know that’s going to take a really long time.

      I need him.

      I need him so desperately in my life. He was the one who showed me what true love is all about, the ups and downs, the pretty and the ugly. I’ve seen it all with him.

      Lost in my thoughts and my tears, I don’t hear the sound of footsteps climb my stairs or the sound of the door opening and shutting.

      I only feel the dip of the mattress and the smell of his cologne.

      Shooting up, I sit up and wipe away my tears as I turn to find Stryder on the end of the mattress. He’s freshly showered, his dark hair still wet, his face smoothly shaved. He looks impossibly sexy, and his blue eyes, clear as the sky, mesmerize me all over again.

      “St-stryder, what are you doing here?” I wipe at my eyes and my nose, trying to hide my heartbreak. I need to be strong, because even though a part of me wishes and hopes he’s here for me, I know he still has a lot of items in my apartment that he needs. That’s probably all he came for.

      He studies me before standing and rounding the bed to sit next to me. His strong hand finds my cheek where he swipes his thumb across what I can only imagine is a very red and swollen face.

      But I don’t care. I lean into his touch, my eyes fluttering shut, my senses soaking in all that is Stryder, committing it to memory.

      He doesn’t say anything. He gently caresses my cheek, allowing his touch to soothe my shattered heart. But I need to know why he’s here. I can’t let myself get attached. I can’t allow him to crush me even further, so I pull away.

      Staring at the blanket, unable to look him in his soulful eyes, I say, “Why are you here, Stryder? If it’s for your stuff, please just take it and leave. I need you to make this as painless as possible, because I’m not sure how much more I can take.”

      He shifts on the bed and my heart sinks to the floor, more tears rising only to fall over onto my cheeks. He’s leaving.

      It’s a possibility I knew that could be true, but actually letting it sink in has me wanting to curl up on my bed and block out the sound of him packing up the rest of his things.

      I lie back on the bed and pull the covers over my shoulder, unable to watch him move around the apartment one last time. I shudder quietly as I hear him move, the sound of shoes clunking on the floor. Why would he be so cruel to come for his things while I was here?

      This is my low. The lowest I’ve ever felt.

      His parting words repeat over and over in my head.

      Loving you was my greatest sin.

      Loving him was my greatest mistake. I gave him everything, every last inch of my mind, body, and soul. A part of me wants to beg and plead for him to stay, but I know deep down, there is no use. Waiting on him to see his worth, to see the way he’s changed my entire life, is useless.

      He’s made up his mind.

      So when I feel the bed dip and the familiar feel of his body molding around me, I almost don’t notice it until he twists my body around and hovers above me.

      Those eyes, peering straight into my soul.

      That smile.

      His arms, protecting me from everything around us.

      I lose it. I cover my face and let out a pent-up sob, emotion wracking my entire body.

      “Shhh,” he coos into my ear softly. “It’s okay, baby. I’m here.”

      Another sob, my body shaking and shuddering from the sound of his voice.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, rubbing his nose against the side of my face before he kisses my cheek, letting his lips capture each and every tear. “I’m so sorry.”

      In between sobs, I say, “Please tell me you’re staying. I can’t take it if you leave me again. I’m not . . . I’m not strong enough, Stryder.”

      “I’m here to stay, baby. I’m all yours.”

      My breath hitches in my chest as I try to catch . . . as I try to understand what he’s saying. “All of you?”

      He nods and presses his forehead against mine, cupping my cheek at the same time. “You get all of me, baby, every last piece of my heart, of my mind, and of my body. I’m yours for the taking if you’ll have me.”

      I cry-laugh and bring his lips to mine where I press a light kiss across them. “I want you. I need you, Stryder, and I don’t want to ever lose you again.”

      “You won’t. I promise,” he says, his husky voice hitting me hard, the promise so strong in his conviction.

      “And Colby . . .” I hate to bring him up, but I have to know.

      “All worked out, Rory. Nothing you need to worry about.”

      “This is it? You and me?”

      “Just you and me.” His hand goes to my hips where he pins me to the mattress and crawls over my body, his large frame eclipsing me. I welcome his warmth as I spread my legs, making room for him.

      He groans as his lips smooth across mine, nipping.

      “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy,” he adds, moving his lips down my neck. “It’s likely I’ll be re-stationed to another state at some point, but I promise you, if that happens, I’ll make it work. I’ll visit you as much as I can. And when it comes time to re-station, I’m putting in for Schriever or even the smaller base on the Academy with the hopes that I can stay here in the Springs. I’ve got four years left of service, but after that, we can do whatever the hell we want.”

      “Four years with a possible re-station . . . are you sure you’ll still want me?”

      He lifts his head and presses his palm against the mattress to prop himself up. “I’m not only going to want you, but I’m going to need you.” He reaches down into his pocket and pulls out a small velvet box.

      My eyes widen. Is this real? Is he really going to ask me . . .

      He takes a deep breath, nerves eclipsing over him.

      “I love you more than anything, Rory. You were there at my worst, you saw the ugly man I could be, but you’ve also seen the good in me, the potential I have to be a better man. You’ve stuck by my side as a friend and as a partner in this crazy life. I can’t imagine walking another mile in this journey without you by my side.” He opens the box to a glittering solitaire diamond. “Make me the happiest and luckiest man and marry me.”

      There is no doubt in my mind what I want as I throw my arms around his neck and bring him to my lips as I say “yes” over and over again.

      Tears stream down my face as we clumsily place the ring on my finger, our lips smashing together, our clothes being peeled off at a rapid pace, unable to get close enough to each other quickly enough.

      Hovering above me, naked and so damn beautiful, Stryder presses the tip of his cock against my entrance, biting down on his lower lip as he says, “I’ve missed you so fucking much, Rory.”

      I move his hips so he’s forced to insert himself inside me. His length stretches me in all the right places as I spread my legs wider.

      “I’ve missed you, Stryder, but now you’re mine, forever.”

      “Forever,” he repeats, his hips rotating, the muscles of his chest flexing, the cords in his neck strained.

      His mouth finds mine and as he moves in and out of me. I found my soul mate, the man who makes me a better human whenever he’s around. I’ve found my person, my match, my forever. I’m so incredibly lucky.

      Right now, with Stryder inside me, loving me, making me his forever, I feel like a brand new person. No matter what comes our way, we will thrive together as we lean on each other.

      The downside of love is heartache and uncertainty, but the upside of falling is finding an everlasting love that will carry you through a lifetime of happiness.

      Life is full of chances. Opportunities. Challenges. But it’s what you do with them that counts. I took a chance on love . . . twice. Opened my heart. Allowed two men to share something I now know is special. Me.

      In their love, and in different ways, I found myself. Grew in confidence. I’m more than a dancer, more than a sister, more than a friend. I let go of one love, knowing he needed to soar. My heart, my soul, knew who it ached for. Yearned for. Needed to love. So I’m glad I was willing to take my chances, because my prize is this man. This wonderful, inspiring man who I will love forever.
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      “Dude, I think it’s time to call it a night,” Bent says, clapping me on the back.

      Head bent forward, I bring my tumbler to my mouth and take another sip of my rum and Coke. “Nah, not ready.”

      “It’s midnight.”

      “I understand the time of the night . . . Mom,” I snap, taking another sip.

      “Watch it,” Bent shoots back. “I have a squadron I’m responsible for. We may have the day off tomorrow, but that doesn’t mean you can waste it with a hangover. I need you in prime condition at all times, Flyer.”

      “Life isn’t always about flying.” I down the rest of my drink only to have Bent spin me around and pin me against the bar, his face inches from mine.

      “Life is about flying when you’re a goddamn fighter pilot for the United States Air Force. You have a responsibility to protect and to serve, to put service before everything else. So get your ass off this stool and to the car.”

      He hits me hard with a stare, one that tells me if I don’t move he’s going to take his lecture a step further, a step I don’t want to witness.

      Grumbling to myself, I lift off the stool and turn toward the bartender where I pull out my wallet to drop a couple of twenties on the bar top.

      I stuff my wallet in my back pocket and turn toward the front door when something—or someone—catches my attention out of the corner of my eye. Tucked into a booth to the side is a very familiar face I haven’t seen in a long time. I know that face, but from where?

      I watch, staring at the woman with fear in her eyes as the man in the booth next to her speaks aggressively to her.

      What the hell is going on? And how do I know her . . .?

      I start walking in her direction when Bent catches me on the shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “I know her,” I say, pointing to the beautiful woman in the booth, the one who’s slowly trying to back away from the man.

      “Are you sure?” Bent asks.

      “Pretty sure.”

      The man flings his arm in her direction, only just missing her face as he spouts off some obscenities.

      “You know her or not, I have a feeling you’re going to step in.”

      Damn right I am.

      As I approach from behind the man, the woman’s eyes float to me, her face contorting in shock and then . . . gratefulness.

      I get closer and closer trying to pinpoint where I know her from. That heart-shaped face, those mischievous eyes, her pretty lips. Ryan?

      But her hair is brown.

      I’m standing a few feet away when I interrupt the man and say, “Ryan?”

      “Colby, I’m so glad you made it.” She scoots all the way out of the booth and saddles up next to me, wrapping her arm around my waist.

      Slightly drunk and unsure of what’s happening, I put my arm around her and say, “Sorry I was late.”

      “Late?” the guy asks, standing from the booth, the vein in his forehead popping in my direction. Christ, this guy is ready to fight. Thank God I have my guys a few feet away.

      And just as I think of it, from the corner of my eye, I see Bent, Colt, and Rowdy step closer in case the guy decides to charge at me.

      “I was trying to tell you for a while. I’m getting back together with my ex. I’m sorry.”

      His eyebrows come together, his eyes narrowing. “Your ex? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. When did this start? Have you been cheating on me?” He moves a step forward, and I put my hand out to stop him. He swats it away, and that’s when all my boys step in, putting up a protective wall, towering over the fucking weasel.

      In his no-nonsense voice, Bent says, “Take one more step toward her and see what happens.”

      “Best you move on,” Colt adds with his long Texas drawl.

      The douche eyes all of them, assessing their height and weight and realizes he’s easily not only outnumbered, but if he makes the wrong move, he’s going to get his ass handed to him.

      Backing away, he waves his hand in the air, dismissing us. “Peace out, bitch,” he says, making his way out of the bar just as Ryan lets out a long exhale.

      Bent turn towards us and says, “We’ll wait for you in the car and make sure the dickhead actually clears the area.”

      “Thanks.” I nod and then turn to Ryan. “Your hair is brown.” It’s the first thing I say to her, the only thing I can think to say.

      Not responding, she pulls me into a hug and holds on to me tightly. I feel her breasts press against my chest, her hair tickles underneath my chin, and her feminine scent floods me, making me feel a little uneasy . . . because I like it.

      When she pulls away, she grips my biceps and says, “You just helped me out so much. I can’t tell you how thankful I am.”

      “Uh yeah, not a problem.” I grip the back of my neck.

      “Let me buy you a drink to thank you.”

      “I’m actually on my way out.”

      She bites her lip, which is painted in a bright pink. “Hmm.” She looks around and then says nervously, “Give me your number. I’ll make it up to you somehow.”

      I reach into my pocket, pull out my phone and unlock it, then hand it to her. Smiling at me, she enters her phone number into my phone and then texts herself.

      “There.” She hands me my phone. “Expect a text from me.”

      “Come on, Flyer,” Colt says, leaning his head back in the bar.

      I nod at him to let him know I’ll be right there. “Got to go. It was good seeing you.”

      “Yeah, you too . . . Flyer.” She winks and takes off toward the door, her pert little ass swaying behind her.

      I scratch the side of my jaw. That was weird. But I can’t get the curve of her smile out of my head.

      Expect a text from me.

      Why do I feel like I just stepped onto a ride I’m not fucking ready for?
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      A total whiteout.

      Snow blankets the venue, pops of green from the pine trees poke through the freshly fallen snow, and a clear path has been shoveled that leads to the last walk I’ll ever make as a single man.

      Coming up from behind me, Stryder claps me on back. “It looks cold as fuck out there.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, a wedding in the mountains during winter might not have been the best choice.” And it wasn’t her first choice either, but after everything we’ve been through, we didn’t want to wait until summer.

      Not to mention I’m going on tour in a month and didn’t want to leave without making this official . . . without making her mine.

      “I’m kind of wishing I opted for flannel under these pants.” He shakes his mess dress pants just as Hardie comes barreling into the groom suite.

      He holds up a box and says, “Found them. Found the rings.” He pauses mid stride when he spots me.

      “Excuse me?” I cock a brow at Stryder who is glaring death rays at Hardie.

      “I mean . . .” Hardie starts to back away slowly. “I knew where they were all along. Stryder didn’t lose them.”

      I turn to Stryder who spins in my direction with an easygoing look on his face. “Want a shot? I’ve got whiskey.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, I’m good.”

      Just as I’m about to sit, Bent, Colt, and Rowdy all come charging through the door, flasks in hand, and their caps on backward.

      Great.

      “The groom,” they cheer, as they bring me into a group hug, including Stryder and Hardie.

      “We’re getting married,” Rowdy shouts.

      At the same time, all the boys repeat him. “We’re getting married.” They begin to jump up and down, cheering like a bunch of asshats, but I don’t blame them.

      Until that ring is on her finger and we’re sealing our future with a kiss, I’m not going to let out the pent-up breath I’ve been hanging on to for too damn long.

      I push my way past my boys and sit in a smooth-as-silk leather chair, observing the men who’ve been by my side through this challenging journey, in awe at how I got to this point.

      We’ve made it through the academy, ex-girlfriends, flight school, pregnancies, deployments, and every other factor you could think of that comes along with the military life. And some I never dreamed could happen.

      If you told me eight years ago that I would be sitting here on my wedding day, Stryder married to the girl I once thought was my forever, Hardie a father to Joey’s baby, and all my boys still alive after the multiple tours we’ve been through, I would have thought you were crazy.

      But we’re alive, living our damn lives to the fullest, and I’m an hour away from marrying my girl. How I got here, I would like to say I have no damn clue, but that’s not true.

      I know exactly how I got here.

      Through hard fucking work, through heartache, and through sheer luck.

      “There is going to be some serious shrinkage out there,” Colt says, looking out the window. “Way to choose the coldest fucking day of the year to get married, man.”

      I shrug, casting my eyes out toward the snow. An hour.

      One more hour, and then I get to start the rest of my forever.

      A forever I never expected to have, but one I’ll never take for granted.

      Not this time.

      Not ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “May I have the rings?” Stryder turns toward me, hand extended, a goofy grin on his face. From the depths of my jacket pocket, I pull out the bands Stryder and Rory bought together.

      Together.

      Five years. Even though it’s been five years since I found out about Stryder and Rory being together, I still have an odd feeling inside me when I see them together. I’m not sure I’ll ever get past that. She was my first love, the girl I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with. I was willing to give up everything for her, but she wasn’t willing to let me do that.

      I realize I probably owe her a thank you because she was right. I belong in the sky, and even though I loved her more than anything, I would have probably resented I wasn’t doing what I resolved to do so many years before.

      My job might be grueling and dangerous, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      “Here you go, man,” I say, handing Stryder the rings.

      When he asked me to be his best man, there was no way I’d say no. I knew from the beginning he needed me by his side. I’m his family. His ONLY family.

      There isn’t one Sheppard at the wedding, not even his brothers. Stryder says they couldn’t get the time off to be here, but I call bullshit. He’s the black sheep of his family, no longer in the Air Force, only in the reserves, and living his fucking life with Rory, running a training facility here in the Springs that matches up athletes with individuals with disabilities. It’s really taken off, and they’ve made a name for themselves.

      I stopped by the facility a few days ago and watched Stryder as he expertly trained the athletes, joking and pushing them to their full potential with grace and understanding. I’ve never seen him so happy, not even when we used to go jumping. It was as if the clouds parted and he truly found what he was supposed to be doing with his life. He took his Air Force training and Rory’s passion, and turned it into a place of solitude and fun where people like Bryan, Rory’s brother, can train and compete at a higher level without being judged or looked at as if they were less than other athletes. Their mission to provide high-endurance training for those with developmental disabilities is, in one word, amazing.

      I’m proud of Stryder, and I know Gramps would be proud too.

      Hands at my side—the military habits drilled into my every position—I watch as a small tear trickles down Rory’s face when she looks at Stryder after putting the ring on his finger.

      She looks gorgeous today, absolutely stunning in a flowy dress with some kind of flower detail attached to the skirt. The flowers match the flower crown in her hair, and she looks like a Grecian goddess. Stryder is a lucky guy.

      “Your love will experience its up and downs and it will be tested, but remember this: you are each other’s best friend. You are not only in love, but you truly like each other.”

      The reverend pauses, and next to me, Bryan, Stryder’s other groomsman, cheers spontaneously, causing everyone including the bride and the groom to chuckle.

      The reverend smiles at Bryan and then says, “It is my pleasure to introduce, for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Stryder Sheppard. You may kiss the bride.”

      Not wasting any time, Stryder wraps his hand around Rory’s neck and brings her lips to his. The crowd cheers, I clap, and when they turn toward the crowd, they excitingly hold their clasped hands in the air as they walk down the aisle to a classic Creedence Clearwater Revival song, Proud Mary. Must have been Bryan’s choice. I smile to myself, and when it’s my turn to walk down the aisle, I move to the middle where I offer my arm to Ryan, Rory’s best friend.

      She glances up at me, a smile on her lips.

      “Well, well, well, we finally get a moment alone. Beautiful ceremony, wouldn’t you agree?” She’s always been outspoken, fun, and the life of the party, just like Stryder.

      “Yeah.” I bite the inside of my cheek and then say, “Never got that text.”

      In a very dark moment, when I was drowning my sorrows at a bar learning to let go of Rory, I ran into Ryan. I was drunk enough to feel wobbly in the legs, but not too drunk to notice when someone was in trouble. The guy she was with was acting aggressively toward her, so I stepped up, and insinuated she was with me. The guy backed off and Ryan thanked me for the help by taking my number and promising me dinner. I was on temporary duty in Colorado Springs at the time, so a home-cooked meal would have been nice . . . even if it was from Ryan . . . who’s a hot mess in the kitchen.

      But I never got that text.

      I shrugged it off, not really caring since I was never really friends with Ryan. But now that she’s here, hanging on my arm, I have no qualms in calling her out, especially since we’ll be spending the next hour taking pictures together with Stryder and Rory.

      “Just jumping right in with that?”

      I shrug.

      “Ah, see that you’re still the silent type. Maybe that’s why I didn’t text you, because I didn’t want to spend the night talking to myself.”

      We follow Rory, Stryder, and the photographer to the back of the venue with Rory’s parents and Bryan. Together as a family, they start taking pictures, leaving Ryan and me off to the side.

      “I would have talked.”

      She steps away but keeps her eyes trained on me, giving me a once-over. Last time I saw her, her hair was brown, but now it’s back to its original blonde, long and twisted low at the nape of her neck in a bun with a few strands casually framing her heart-shaped face.

      Her hands rest on her hips, the navy-blue Grecian-style dress draped down the length of her body, a small slit on the side that barely reaches her knee. “You’re really fixated on this, aren’t you?”

      “Nah, didn’t care too much. A homemade dinner would have been nice, though.”

      “I can’t cook.”

      “Neither can I,” I answer honestly. I either eat out, or I make myself scrambled eggs, and that’s about it. Rory taught me how to make meatballs once but hell if I can remember how to do that. All I know is I enjoyed crushing the beef between my fingers. I get by with limited knowledge in the kitchen.

      She chuckles. “Well, aren’t we a pair?” She turns to watch Stryder and Rory together. Apparently not giving a shit about the even bigger elephant in the room, Ryan asks, “Is this weird for you?”

      “I have a flask in my jacket pocket, so you tell me.”

      She lifts her bouquet and pulls out a mini bottle of alcohol. She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Thought maybe we’d both need this since we have to sit through having all these pictures taken with them.”

      “Smirnoff? That’s what you brought with you?”

      “It was all I had. Don’t judge me.”

      “I’m judging.”

      Playfully she whacks my arm. “You shouldn’t be judging me. It was innovative. I carved out a little space in my bouquet for this bottle. If anything, you should congratulate me on this genius idea.”

      “Was it your idea?”

      “I mean”—she toes the ground—“I might have seen the idea on Pinterest along with a recipe for beer cookies that tasted like vomit.”

      “Beer cookies?” I shake my head and take the little bottle from her. Twist the cap, tilt the bottle back, and swig. I hand it back to her, leaving half the bottle. “Even I know better than to think beer cookies would taste good.”

      “They were for a boyfriend I was trying to impress.”

      “Impress or poison?”

      “Impress.” She laughs. “Although after our breakup, I should probably say poison. Teach all future suitors: if you mess with me, you get poisoned.”

      “It’d keep me away, that’s for damn sure.”

      She finishes the rest of the little bottle and returns it to her bouquet. She pats it and says, “I can recycle it later.”

      “Get drunk and save the earth. Sounds like a good combination to me.”

      “Ryan and Colby, can we get you over here for a few pictures?” the photographer calls out.

      “That’s our cue.” Ryan pokes my cheek with her index finger, looking sincerely at me. “Don’t forget to smile, because these pictures will last forever.”

      “Scowling not in the job description of best man?”

      As we walk over, she says, “I would normally say no, but given the bride is your ex-girlfriend, one scowl is allowed.”

      “One scowl? Damn, better make it a good one.”
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      “I’m not doing anything stupid.”

      “Come on.” Ryan pulls on my arm. “We have to.”

      “We really don’t.”

      Groaning, Ryan turns behind us to Rory and Stryder. “What are you two doing?”

      “It’s a surprise.” Rory beams.

      “Oh my God, did you choreograph something?”

      “No,” Stryder says quickly.

      Rory bounces in her heels. “Sort of.” Stryder rolls his eyes.

      I give my friend a pointed look. “Come on, man. What the hell?”

      Stryder shrugs his shoulders. “I mean . . . she said yes to marrying me, so I’d pretty much do anything at that point. It’s nothing super special, and we met in the middle when it came to choreography. At first, she wanted us to have an entire dance production when we were called into the reception, which included you doing a variation of the worm.”

      This time, I stare Rory down. She casually shrugs. “What? It would have been fun.”

      “Just be glad I was able to nix that idea.” Stryder pats me on the back.

      “But you guys are doing something special?” Ryan cuts in. From the way she looks so jittery, I can tell she’s getting anxious.

      “Yeah, I mean, it’s tradition, right? Whenever the bridal party is introduced during the reception, you have to do some fun dance move.”

      “Not necessarily. You can just walk onto the dance floor. Wave. That’s it,” I say, not wanting to “dance” in front of a bunch of people I don’t know.

      “Booo.” Ryan pokes my chest. “Turn around, give me a piggy back.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Forget it.”

      She huffs. “Are you still salty about the text?”

      No. But I might have had a few shots already, and I’m feeling playful. “Maybe.”

      She dramatically rolls her eyes and thumbs in my direction. “This guy,” she says to Stryder and Rory, “came barreling in like a knight in shining armor, scared my date away with his Air Force friends, and then held it over my head as if he gave me the best orgasm of my life and I never repaid him.”

      “Not cool, dude.” Stryder shakes his head.

      “Wait, you two hooked up?” Rory asks, looking maybe a little too excited.

      “No,” I answer curtly.

      “Ha, no, we did not hook up.” She grips my shoulder. “Hooking up with this ice cube? Impossible.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know we’re sitting next to each other at the table too, so you’re going to have to talk to me again at some point.”

      I hold on to her tightly, my hand on her trim waist, the other hand holding hers as we sway back and forth on the dance floor, Rory and Stryder next to us, Rory’s parents off to the side as well.

      “We had to do something,” Ryan continues. “Everyone expects it, and since you wouldn’t agree on anything, I had to go rogue.” She pauses and then says, “Basically what this comes down to is you being stubborn so you only have yourself to blame. When you push me to the point of having to go rogue, that’s on you, pal.”

      I stay silent, my eyes starting to play tricks on me with the lights above.

      “You can’t be mad at me.”

      Maybe I can a little. Nah . . . I can’t be mad. Irritated, just a tad.

      “Hello, anyone in there?” Ryan asks, tapping on my head with her index finger. “I know there is a voice box inside this”—she grips my sturdy body—“in this massive body. What do you bench? Ninety-five pounds?”

      My brow pinches together as I pull away to look her in the eyes. Is she serious? “What? No. I bench two-eighty.”

      Knowingly, she points her finger at me, a smile playing on her lips. “Ha, I knew I could get you to talk to me again.”

      Christ.

      I roll my eyes and move back into position, slowly moving us around the dance floor.

      “Come on, it wasn’t a bad entrance.”

      “You pretended your bouquet was a penis and tried to penetrate me.”

      She covers her mouth and snorts, leaning her head into my chest, still finding the damn entrance funny.

      “I’m sorry. But I can’t get the look on your face from the first bouquet probe out of my head.” She laughs some more, her shoulders shaking in my hold.

      “Laugh it up, Ryan,” I mumble.

      “You were so surprised. Straight-up O face. And how you swatted me away . . . classic.” More chuckling.

      “Are you done?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope, that image is going to last me a while. Sorry, bud.”

      Great.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s the steak?” Ryan asks, mouth full of the vegetarian option, some kind of lasagna with carrots and spinach.

      “Good,” I answer, cutting into the soft-as-hell meat. Straight-up best steak I’ve ever had.

      Reaching around my arm, she sticks her fork into the piece of steak I just cut and plops it in her mouth.

      Uh, excuse me?

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Sampling.” She takes a bite of my mashed potatoes. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      I push her fork away when she reaches in for another bite. “You can’t just take people’s food without asking. Where are your manners?”

      “We’re friends, it’s allowed. Questions not necessary.”

      “Says who?” I ask, swatting her away again and bringing my plate to the side, out of her reach.

      “Says all the friend rule books. Come on, you can have some of this delicious lasagna.” She pushes her plate toward me.

      “It looks like lasagna soup.” The Italian dish is oozing all over her plate, a soupy-like base providing coverage at the bottom.

      She scoops up some of the sauce and it falls right through the tines of her fork. “Yeah, I don’t think they let this thing rest very long. That’s why you should really share your steak with me. You don’t want me passing out during my speech, do you?”

      God, the fucking speeches. I’m all for being there for Stryder, but having to come up with a speech has been absolute torture. I hate talking in front of people.

      The guys on my squadron gave me some very good advice.

      Get drunk.

      Tell Stryder you love him. And say here’s to the bride and groom.

      Simple.

      And that’s exactly what I plan on doing.

      “Colby, please.” Ryan bats her ridiculously long eyelashes at me.

      “No. Chew on your soup.”

      She huffs. “And here I thought you were in the Air Force to protect and serve.” She pokes me in the arm. “Protect me from this lasagna and serve me up your steak.”

      I chew on my steak, trying to hold back the smile pulling at my lips. I swallow hard and say, “It’s serve and protect, not protect and serve.”

      “Ohhhh nooo, you’re not getting out of this on a technicality.” She points to her mouth with her fork. “Right there, shoot it right down the gullet. Let’s go, Brooks.”

      This woman. I swear to God I’m not going to make it through the night without killing her.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want another drink?” Ryan asks. I eye my empty glass of rum and Coke and nod. Steak and mashed potatoes have been consumed, and we’re waiting on the DJ to hand over the mic.

      “Yeah, I’m going to get one.” I’m not even feeling a buzz. Clearly I didn’t do a good enough job getting drunk for these speeches. “Can I get you anything?”

      “I’ll go with you.” Ryan pushes her chair back, and I offer my hand to help her up before I get up myself. “Thank you.” She winks. “Such a gentleman.”

      I push my seat in and look around the room. It’s a small wedding, since Stryder’s family isn’t in attendance, but it’s nice not being surrounded by a lot of people who you don’t know, especially when I have to make a speech soon.

      Stryder and Rory are talking to the guests around the barn-style-decorated reception hall, thanking everyone for attending, looking so goddamn in love that it’s hard to not be happy for them, even when I’m carrying maybe a one percent amount of bitter in my heart.

      Just one percent. I think I’m allowed that. It doesn’t eclipse my happiness for them, but it is a reminder that I’m a lonely motherfucker.

      “You know, that scowl makes you look jealous.”

      Am I scowling? Shit.

      “Have a headache.”

      Ryan sees right through me and pokes me in the side. “Liar. Don’t worry, we’re about to do a few shots to get you through this next part of the night, and then it’s dancing time until we feed each other cake.”

      She twirls, extending her arms out and taking in the empty dance floor. Wisps of her blonde hair float around her face as she smiles back at me. She has such a carefree spirit. It’s like there isn’t a worry or care in her life. And I envy that. Don’t ever remember a time where I felt that.

      My mind focuses on what she said as we reach the bar and she orders four shots of whiskey. “I’m not dancing. And I’m not sure if you’ve forgotten, but we’re not the bride and groom, so we don’t feed each other cake.”

      She hands me a shot and clinks our glasses together, quickly downing the amber liquid. With a lift of her finger, she encourages me to take my shot. “Oh, you’re dancing, trust me on that. And if dessert was anything like dinner, you’ll be feeding me cake.”

      I take the shot and then follow up rapidly with a second only to order a rum and Coke and take it to our seats.

      “Are you nervous about your speech?”

      I shrug. “Not excited about it. What about you?”

      She waves at someone in the distance and takes a sip of her drink. “No, I’m just going to talk about all the pancakes we’ve consumed together and the free bacon we were able to score.”

      “Sounds like a solid speech.”

      “I think so.” She leans back in her chair and eyes me up and down. “You know, you’ve gotten bigger from when I first met you when you were at the Air Force Academy.”

      “That’s what working out will do to you,” I answer, direct and a little uncomfortable under her gaze.

      “Some might say you’re a little macho.”

      That makes me snort. I’m anything but macho. I might have about thirty more pounds of muscle on me, but there are guys in the Air Force much bigger than I am. Granted, they don’t fly fighters. You have to be able to fit in the cockpit to fly.

      “Are you trying to make me uncomfortable?”

      “Am I taking your mind off the speech?”

      Damn it, she is.

      I don’t answer her and instead, sip from my drink, causing her to laugh and push my leg. “God, you are so stubborn. Just admit it, I’m distracting you.”

      “Unfortunately, you are and not to my liking.”

      “But I’m growing on you.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      I pass my hand over my face and let out a heavy sigh. “When I signed up for this best man gig, I never considered I’d have to hang out with you all night.”

      “And look how lucky you are.” She winks and takes another sip.

      Lucky. “Yeah, that’s one way to describe it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      Have you ever seen a car accident on the side of the road and thought, I really should look away, but I can’t? You try desperately to avoid the accident but no matter how hard you try, your eyes are fixated on it. So morbid of humans, right?

      That’s how I feel right now as Colby stands to take the mic from the DJ who just took it from me. My speech went swimmingly. Made people laugh when I talked about sharing custody of Stryder at one point, when he was living between Rory’s and my place. I made Rory cry when I talked about her being the sister I never had, and wrapped it up with a sweet little gift, a framed picture of an animated pancake to remind Rory that no matter what happens, I’m always here to share pancakes with.

      It was fantastic.

      Totally killed it.

      And now it’s Colby’s turn.

      He shifts back and forth. Clears his throat. Grips his tumbler incredibly hard as he stares at the ground.

      I wait, holding my breath, hoping and praying this goes well for him.

      I know he’s happy for Stryder and Rory, it’s obvious from the wonderful, brotherly relationship he shares with Stryder, but it’s still got to be awkward. Rory was his girlfriend, the girl he thought he was going to marry one day. It can’t be easy standing up there.

      And I am going to reward him for having the decency . . . and balls . . . for doing this. I have plans for both of us after speeches, involving the bar and the dance floor, with a touch of cake later.

      Why am I giving him so much attention? Because I think he’s a good guy, and because Rory asked me to look out for him, to make sure he had a good time. And if anything, I know how to have a good time.

      The room falls silent as Colby lets out a long breath and then looks at Stryder.

      “Ten years ago, I was waiting in line to be admitted into the Air Force Academy, my duffel at my side, and a shit ton of information being thrown my way. I’d prepared my entire life for that moment, to become a cadet in training, and I’d thought I was ready.” He shakes his head. “God, was I wrong.” Low laughter falls throughout the room. “I was scared once I was there. I might have told you otherwise, that I was stoic and excited, but I’m going to be honest, I was terrified.” Colby points at Stryder, “But not as terrified as this guy.”

      “Oh fuck off.” Stryder laughs, draping his arm around Rory.

      “Nah, we were both shaking in our combat boots, but I remember looking at Stryder and seeing something in him that I saw in myself: determination. I didn’t know it at first, but that one look secured the bond I always wanted. A brother. A family. He became my right-hand man, someone I could depend on whenever I needed him, and someone who always put me first.” He pauses, allowing those words to hang heavy in the room.

      Stryder always puts everyone first; it’s one of his best qualities. He’s always looking out for others, one of the many reasons Rory fell in love with him.

      Colby turns his attention to Rory and says, “Rory, I couldn’t be happier to share my best friend with you. You’re lucky because you found the real deal, and I know deep in my soul, the love he has for you is greater than any other love on this earth.”

      Jesus Christ. I wipe away a tear at the same time Rory does. Colby holds up his glass to everyone. “To Rory and Stryder, I love you both dearly and couldn’t be happier that you have found each other. Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” everyone says before taking a sip of their drinks and clapping for the well-spoken Colby.

      Sharing a quick hug with the bride, Colby turns to Stryder and pulls him into a giant bear hug. They both hold each other a little longer than expected, Stryder whispering something into Colby’s ear. When they pull away, they both smile at each other before taking their seats again.

      I’m still wiping my tears when Colby spreads his legs and slouches in his seat, letting out a long breath. When he eyes me, a stupid smile crosses his lips. “Make you cry?”

      “No, it’s really dusty in here.”

      “Ha, totally made you cry.”

      I push his shoulder. “Shut up. It was unexpected, that’s all. You don’t have to be a dick about it.”

      He rests his arm along the back of my chair, smug and happy with himself. “Just take it as payback for the penis bouquet probing earlier.”

      “Oh, you’re evil, you know that?” I blot at my eyes. “My eyelashes are going to fall off.”

      “Excuse me?” He leans back, startled, as if I told him my eye was about to pop out of its socket.

      I carefully dry my eye with my index finger, making sure to keep everything in place. “Do you really think these eyelashes are real? Oh, you’re so sweet, Colby.” I pat his leg. “You don’t want to know the kind of work it took to put all of this together.” I motion to my body.

      “What? You’re not naturally like that?”

      When I look at him, I see that devilish smile again, and I’m pretty sure that was sarcasm.

      How dare he.

      Playfully I smack his leg. “Oh, you’re going to pay for that, Brooks.” I stand and push my chair back under the table. “Come on, we have a bar to visit.”

      “Do you really believe I’m going to drink and dance with you?”

      “Yeah, I do. So get your ass up and stop wasting valuable drinking time. Open bar, you fool. It’s our duty to make sure the bride and groom get their money’s worth.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is stupid.”

      “Is it? Because you can go dance, that has always been the option. You don’t have to answer the question.”

      Colby has stripped down to his button-up shirt now, sleeves rolled, top two buttons undone, showing off a little V of tanned and ripped skin.

      I looked, I gawked, and I’m okay with it. I’m a woman, and I’m allowed to look at men. Especially this very fine specimen in front of me.

      “I’m not dancing.”

      I twirl the shot glass in front of him and say, “Then drink or dance.”

      We are sitting at our table, a tray of shots in front of us—slightly watered down with some juice because, hey, we want to be able to walk tomorrow morning—and playing a fair game of truth or dare.

      “You’re the devil.”

      “I’m smart.” I tap my temple.

      “I can’t even punish you with dancing because you want to dance.”

      “Exactly, sooo . . . why don’t you just take me out on the dance floor already?”

      “Never.” He runs a hand through his short brown hair and sighs. “What was the question again?”

      “You’re stalling.”

      “Just tell me the damn question again.”

      God, he’s funny when he gets frustrated and flustered. He’s a far cry from the closed-off Colby I first met, and I feel like his time with Rory and growing up has opened him up even more to the people around him. It’s nice. He used to be like a brick wall to talk to, now a softer, cushier wall that’s easily penetrable.

      Granted, he’s still stubborn and reluctant to share, but at least he jokes around and smiles on occasion.

      “The question is”—I pause for dramatic effect—“have you ever measured your penis?”

      He lets out an exasperated breath and drags his hand over his face. “Jesus Christ.” He eyes the shot and then says, “Yes.”

      I squeal like a little girl and clap my hands, drawing attention to us. “I knew it.”

      “You’re ridiculous. Your questions aren’t fair.”

      “It’s not my fault you can’t seem to ask me good questions.”

      “I can’t think of this kind of shit on the spot. My head is full with other kinds of information, I don’t have room to think about random questions.”

      “Oh yeah? What kind of information? Airplane stuff?”

      He brings a shot glass to his mouth and swallows it quickly, even though he didn’t have to since he answered the question. “Pretty much.”

      “Well, that seems boring. Do you have a life outside of flying?”

      He purses his lips and shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “Does that make you a workaholic?”

      He takes another shot glass but this time hands it to me and tips his chin up for me to drink. Taking his command, I down the drink and put the empty glass next to his.

      “Am I a workaholic? No, I’m a fighter pilot for the United States Air Force. I have to be thinking about my job all the time to stay alert when I’m in the cockpit.”

      “That makes sense.” I hand him a shot glass this time. “And what about when you’re not in the cockpit. What are you doing?”

      He shrugs. “Hang out at my house. Read.”

      “Like novels?”

      “Yeah, fictional combat shit.” He takes down another shot. “It’s interesting to me. Do you not read books?”

      “I mean, I dabble here and there when Oprah convinces me to try her next tearjerker that will make me contemplate my entire life.”

      He hands me a shot glass. “So only books Oprah approves of?”

      “Pretty much.” I take the shot, not even feeling the burn anymore. “I do like to watch a lot of porn though.”

      Colby sits up and starts choking. My confession apparently shocks him. “What?” he asks mid cough.

      “I said I like to watch a lot of porn. I don’t know, it’s fun to me. What kind of porn do you watch?”

      He looks around, his eyes scanning the room, I think to make sure no one is listening to our conversation. “Can you keep your voice down?”

      “What? We’re adults, we can talk about porn.”

      “There are kids on the dance floor, and Rory’s parents are a few tables away.”

      “Oh please. I bet they totally watch porn in their matching sweaters. A couple who matches most definitely watches the freaky stuff together.”

      I have no idea if that’s true. I’ve known Mr. and Mrs. Oaks for the longest time—they’re like second parents to me—so thinking about them getting it on is vomit-worthy, but I can’t help but enjoy the ghostly white look on Colby’s face.

      It’s priceless.

      Never pegged him for a prude.

      “At least tell me the last time you had sex.”

      He takes another shot and shakes his head. “Yeah, I think we’re done with this conversation.”

      I scoot on the edge of my seat and place both my hands on his knees. “Ohhh, that makes me believe it wasn’t recent. Am I right?”

      He chews on the side of his cheek, his jaw working back and forth. “I said we’re done with this conversation.”

      “And because you said so, that means we’re done?”

      “Yup.”

      “How about I’ll drop it if you come out on the dance floor with me?”

      He lulls his head to the side, his eyes glassy now from the drinks, and then looks back at me. “What’s your obsession with getting me on the dance floor?”

      “You need to loosen up. Look at how much fun Stryder is having.” We both watch him pelvic thrust the air, hands behind his head, charging after Rory like a man on a pelvic-thrusting mission.

      Colby shakes his head, a small chuckle under his breath. “He’s always been like that, and I’m always the guy who sits on the sidelines and watches.”

      I stand and take his hand in mine. “Not tonight, mister. Not on my watch. Let’s call the fire department, because you’re about to burn up the dance floor.”

      I pull him to his feet as he says, “That was really fucking lame. You know that, right?”

      “Hey, it got you up, so seems like it works.”
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        * * *

      

      Colby wasn’t kidding. He doesn’t dance. Even with copious amounts of alcohol in his system, he’s stiff as a board and asking him to shake his hips is a freaking chore.

      He’s sidestepping and snapping his fingers at his side right now. My grandparents have better moves than him.

      But what the best part is, his inhibitions were thrown out the window about ten minutes ago, so even though it looks like a newborn fawn trying to learn how to walk, the look on his face means BoogeyTown business.

      He is feeling the music in his head . . . but not translating it to his body.

      It’s actually rather adorable, how hard he’s trying.

      “I think I’m feeling this song,” he shouts, louder than necessary.

      I give him a once-over. “Oh yeah, you’re feeling it all right.”

      On his own accord, he spins around, arms spread wide, whacking Grandma Oaks right in the head with his meaty hand.

      “Oh shit.” He scrambles to pick up the flower he knocked out of her hair. “I’m so sorry.” Due to his alcohol consumption, he starts laughing while trying to put the flower back in her hair, simultaneously caressing her cheek and telling her how beautiful she is.

      Uh-oh.

      We might have had a little too much to drink.

      Hell, instead of helping, I’m standing here, pelvic thrusting the air while pointing at Colby . . . even though in my head I’m telling myself to stop and helping him.

      But the beat is holding my pelvis hostage, and I can’t seem to stop.

      “Ryan.” A soft hand grabs my shoulder and spins me around.

      When I see the bride, I squeal and throw my arms around her. “Roooory! I’m so glad to see you. Do you see these hips of mine? I am so in tune with the beat.”

      Rory pats my back and says, “You really aren’t, honey. You actually have no rhythm at all.”

      “What? You’re insane.”

      “I’m not and you’re really drunk. We had the staff bring over coffee and cake for you and Colby. I think you guys should maybe try to sober up just a little.”

      A wave of heat consumes me as my face flames. “Wait, am I”—I lean and whisper, at least I think I’m whispering—“making a fool of myself?”

      Rory cringes and says, “Not yet, but I can see it heading that way, especially after you just did your Elaine impersonation from Seinfeld.”

      “Oh yeah, I only do that when I’m drunk.” Rory nods. “Hmm, okay, I’ll go drink some coffee.” I bop Rory’s nose. “Colby,” I shout, “follow me.”

      Stuffing the flower awkwardly in Grandma Oaks’s hair, he follows closely behind me, saluting Rory on the way. “Nice wedding,” he says, stumbling into my back, careening me forward into a chair.

      “Oompf.”

      “Oops, sorry.” Colby laughs as he straightens me up and escorts me to our seats where he pulls my chair out for me like a gentleman.

      With an exhale, he takes a seat, his broad body filling up the little space we have. “Fuck, the room is spinning.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting the same feeling as well. Think it’s an earthquake?”

      Colby shakes his head and picks up the cup of coffee resting in front of him. “No, I think we’re drunk.”

      “Can shots do that to you?” I pick up my coffee as well and clink my mug with his.

      “Pretty sure shots are the only reason I’m drunk right now.”

      From behind, Stryder comes up to us, squatting down and resting his arms on the back of our chairs. “Hey, you two.”

      “Stryder, my man.” Colby pulls him into an awkward hug and then kisses the top of his head.

      “Jesus Christ,” he mutters before pulling away and gripping Colby’s shoulder. “Dude, you need water and coffee right now.”

      “That’s what I’m drinking right now, the queen’s delight.” He motions to his coffee and then takes a sip.

      “The queen drinks tea, man.” He looks nervously toward the front of the reception area and pulls on the back of his neck. “Rory and I are heading out. Are you going to be okay?”

      I pat Stryder’s leg. “Oh don’t worry, I have this under control. The big guy will be just fine.”

      Stryder looks at me and shakes his head. “You’re just as twisted as he is.”

      “No, that’s not true. I’m fairing better, because I’ve been drinking in altitude more than he has since he lives . . .” I sway forward and grip Colby’s knee. “Where do you live?”

      “Las Vegas.”

      I snap my finger and point to the sky. “That’s right, Las Vegas.”

      “I’m nervous. Will you guys be able to make it to your hotel rooms?”

      “Psssh, of course,” I scoff at Stryder. What could he possibly be worried about? Of course we can make it to our rooms; we’re not children. “We’re adults,” I say out loud, smacking the table with my fist.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m aware,” Stryder answers, looking at a waiting Rory. Did she say bye to me? Maybe that’s why she hugged me and offered cake. So considerate. “All right, just be safe, okay?”

      “I’m always safe,” Colby says before grabbing Stryder again and hugging him. “Congrats, man.”

      “Thanks.” Stryder gives me a quick hug and then takes off toward Rory.

      “Aw, they’re so cute, don’t you think?”

      Colby nods and picks up a piece of cake. “Am I feeding you?”

      “I don’t think we have any other choice.” I point to my mouth. “Stick it right there.”
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        COLBY

      

      

      Oh.

      Fuck.

      The sun beats down on me, forcing me out of my deep slumber.

      I can’t move.

      Not a bone or muscle in my body wants to attempt at blocking the sun, but I have to move somehow, because it’s blinding me, making my retinas feel like they’re about to disintegrate.

      Why didn’t I shut the curtains last night?

      Why did I drink so much?

      Why won’t my head stop pounding?

      Christ.

      My brain tells my arm to lift up and cover my eyes, but I don’t move as my stomach rolls, my mouth incredibly dry, the sun soaking up my will to live at this point. Dramatic, yeah, but fuck, I’m hung over.

      I honestly can’t say I’ve ever felt this hung over or drank as much as I did last night. At least I think I drank a lot. I can’t remember anything past truth or dare with Ryan.

      Maybe there was dancing?

      If there was dancing, I fucking hope there’s no video, because I’m shit at dancing.

      Shit, I hope I didn’t make a scene.

      Eyes shut, I reach over to the nightstand, searching for my phone but come up short. Not surprised. I would have been the smartest drunk on the planet if I’d bothered charging my phone.

      Doesn’t matter. I’m not ready to get up yet.

      Groaning, I force myself to roll away from the sun and toward the other end of the bed for a little bit more shut-eye. You can do it.

      One.

      Two.

      Three . . . and roll.

      I snuggle into the pillow next to me and cling to it as if it’s my lifesaver, keeping me afloat.

      Mmm, what’s that smell? Whatever the hell it is, it smells really fucking good. And this pillow, so soft.

      I squeeze my hand, my thumb rubbing over something hard . . .

      “Oh, that feels good,” a voice says next to me, shooting me out of the damn bed. I lose my balance, trip over clothing on the floor, and fly into the window where I grab the curtains to steady myself.

      I blink a few times, trying to make out the figure in my bed, still sleeping.

      My eyes are so damn blurry, all I can make out is the slope of a bare torso; pillows and sheets are covering the rest.

      In a panic, I look at my crotch that is covered by my boxer briefs. Okay. Check number one.

      I scan the room, taking in my clothes and shoes scattered all over the floor, a coffee mug toppled over a plate of what looks like massacred cake.

      No condom wrappers.

      Could be good or bad.

      Curious who is in my bed, and needing some much-needed answers, I tiptoe forward just in time to see a mess of blonde hair turn toward the sun, beautiful full breasts with tight little nipples poking out from under the covers, and swollen lips peeking past the mess of hair.

      Christ.

      It’s Ryan.

      And she’s topless.

      And I can’t divert my eyes from her tits.

      “Where am I?” she groans, sitting up on her side, hair covering her face, her breasts swaying.

      Fuck, she’s hot.

      Look away, damn it.

      I turn to the side and clear my dry throat. “Uh, you’re in my room, Ryan.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see her flip her hair out of her line of vision to find me standing off by the windows.

      “Colby?”

      I nod. “Yup. And before you say anything, put a fucking shirt on.”

      She slowly scans her eyes down and then looks back up, unfazed. “Oh, they’re just tits.”

      “Please,” I practically growl, hating that I have to bite the inside of my cheek to tame my fucking boner.

      I’ve known Ryan for years now, and yeah, I’ve always thought she was pretty, as it’s hard not to when she looks the way she does. But I never once fantasized about her or felt any kind of attraction.

      Then I wake up next . . .

      Oh shit. Was that her breast I was squeezing earlier?

      I drag my hands down my face, irritated with myself. I never get this drunk, not even when Rory broke up with me, or when I found out about Rory and Stryder being together.

      I blame Ryan.

      Who still isn’t wearing a shirt.

      I push my hand through my hair and charge toward the bathroom. On my way, I pick up her dress and toss it at her. “Put that on.”

      I don’t bother to listen to her response as I shut the bathroom door behind me. Standing in front of the toilet, I lift the seat, brace a hand on the wall, and take a leak as my mind wanders.

      She ate my food, and she fed me drink after drink. There were speeches, she cried, I remember that. Then we were playing truth or dare . . . maybe some dancing. It gets fuzzy after that.

      We didn’t have sex. There is no way I could have had sex with her, not that drunk. I like to take pride in my libido, but that much alcohol in my system means no hard-on. Something I wish I could take claim to right now as my memory flashes images of Ryan’s naked torso in my head.

      Her skin is so damn smooth, her tits round and full. Real.

      My cock starts to grow in my hand as I attempt to stuff it back in my underwear, but there is no use. I’m turned on when I really shouldn’t be. I shouldn’t be thinking about Ryan like that.

      But fuck, the feel of her boob in my hand, all soft and pillow like . . .

      Shit. It’s been too damn long since I’ve had sex if this is the reaction I have when I see a pair of naked breasts.

      There is no way I can go out there like this, so I drop my briefs to the floor, kick them to the side, and turn on the shower to the coldest setting. I lost myself for a second, but I won’t again. Control, Brooks. Get back in control.
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        * * *

      

      When I step out of the shower, goosebumps spread across my skin, I dry off quickly, brush my teeth, and run my fingers through my hair.

      I don’t hear anything on the other side of the bathroom, so I’m hoping Ryan caught the hint and bolted to her room. That would be the best scenario.

      But . . .

      The minute I open the door to the mini suite, the TV’s on in the other room, there’s a cart of food next to the couch, and Ryan is lounging, feet up on the coffee table, breasts still not covered, and now I’m privy to her long, toned legs and minuscule underwear.

      Jesus Christ, this woman.

      Hanging on to my towel wrapped around my waist, I pick up my dress shirt from last night and chuck it at her. “For the love of God, cover up.”

      She scoffs at me, pops a piece of bacon in her mouth, and says, “You act as if they’re the ugliest boobs you’ve ever seen in your life.”

      Exact opposite. Exact. Opposite.

      “You’re Rory’s friend, and it isn’t appropriate. Please just put the goddamn shirt on.”

      She lets out a long breath as she starts putting the shirt over her head and rolling up the sleeves. “Fine, but it’s not like you haven’t seen them already since we slept together.”

      My stomach plummets and my eyes widen. Fuck. We slept together. I thought maybe since I was still wearing underwear this morning maybe we avoided that mistake. I guess not.

      I press my hand to my forehead. “We slept together?”

      “Yeah.” She pauses and then says, “Oh, I mean like just slept. We didn’t have sex if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      I count to ten as my lips thin, ready to mouth off at her, the tension in my body building and building with every word coming out of her mouth.

      “You can’t just say things like we slept together.”

      The dishes clang together as she reaches for another piece of bacon. “Do you have a girlfriend or something?”

      “No.”

      “Then what does it matter if we had sex?”

      “You’re Rory’s best friend.”

      “So?” She shrugs and pours another cup of coffee. She nods at it as she holds it out to me. Reluctantly, I take it. “Stryder is your best friend. Didn’t stop him from marrying Rory.”

      Valid point, but still.

      She knowingly smiles at me and points her finger. “You know I’m right.”

      “Doesn’t fucking matter. I like to be present when I have sex, not some drunken mess.”

      She nods. “Ahh, you like to make sure you’re performing well. I get that and appreciate it. I’ve had my fair share of duds in the bedroom, and there is nothing more disappointing than a guy coming early and then snoring while he lays across your body after he’s gotten off.”

      I sit next to her on the couch and snag a piece of bacon, taking in the spread. Fruit not even touched, bacon almost gone. Pancakes half eaten, and there is a silver dome still over one of the plates.

      “Denver omelet for you.” She points at the covered plate. “Didn’t know what you would like but judging from the fantastically sculpted body you have, I guessed it wasn’t pancakes.”

      “Omelet is good, thank you.”

      She sips her coffee and directs her attention at the reruns of Seinfeld on the TV. “Thank yourself, I charged it all to your room.”

      “Great.”
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        * * *

      

      Towel still wrapped around my waist, Ryan still in my shirt from last night, we’re both slouched on the couch, watching reruns of Friends. It’s past ten, and I have yet to make an attempt at being human.

      “Why didn’t you bring a date to the wedding?” Ryan asks during a commercial break. We’re watching the episode where Joey and Chandler challenge Rachel and Monica in a trivia game to win their apartment. One of my favorite episodes.

      “Didn’t have anyone to bring.”

      “Kind of brave, you know, not bringing a date to your ex-girlfriend’s wedding.”

      I take a sip of water from the bottle the hotel provided. Four-dollar water tastes like shit. “I didn’t look at it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like my ex-girlfriend’s wedding. Stryder is my best friend, and I’m genuinely happy for him.”

      Ryan turns to me and props her hands under the side of her face as she lies against the back of the couch. “If I were you, I would be incredibly jealous. No way I could be as understanding as you.”

      I shrug. “He’s my brother.”

      Silence falls between us as a toothpaste commercial comes on screen. “My boyfriend broke up with me right before the wedding. Three days ago actually.”

      Ryan is notorious for having a new boyfriend every month. Rory used to get so concerned when Ryan started dating a new guy, because she always put her heart on the line with each guy that walked into her life. Even while I dated Rory for a short period of time, I saw the heartache Ryan went through often. Rory’s biggest complaint was Ryan didn’t know how to choose the good guy, so she always went for the guy who was completely wrong for her.

      From the sound of it, she’s stuck in the same pattern.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did he break up with you?”

      “Who knows?” She sighs. “He said it was because he was still in love with his ex-girlfriend, but it only seemed to be that way when I told him I was holding out for marriage.”

      “Are you?”

      “Hell no. I just wanted to see his reaction. Clearly he wasn’t ready to be celibate. Figures. So I showed up to the wedding stag, hoping to find someone single and ready to get lost in the feeling of someone else’s body. But I ended up sharing a bed with you instead, someone who can’t bear to see me without a shirt on.”

      I don’t miss the dig.

      Instead of responding, I focus on the TV. I don’t want to say anything dickish, so I keep my mouth shut. I’ve learned it’s better to say nothing than something that’s going to get you in trouble.

      Apparently Ryan can’t take the silence because she asks, “When do you go back to Las Vegas?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “What are you doing for the rest of the day? Have anyone to visit?”

      “No one,” I curtly answer. No way in hell am I going to say hello to my mom. She hasn’t earned the right to see me.

      “Then do something with me.”

      I turn toward her ready to say I have things to do, when I see a hint of sadness in her eyes. Ever since I’ve known Ryan, she’s been the quirky, hot girl who has never let anything get her down.

      Even when I “saved” her in the bar from that douche, she brushed it off as nothing. Happy and peppy, that’s Ryan Collier.

      Rory once said that Ryan masked her emotions from the world, appearing stronger than she really was. And since then, I’ve watched her from the sidelines. And right now? I can see it.

      But the girl sitting beside me, wearing my button-up shirt, her hair a tangled mess with last night’s makeup smeared over her eyes . . . she shows a sense of vulnerability, like she’s not just looking for company, but she needs company right now.

      Knowing I should say no, I say, “What did you have in mind?”
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        Eleven years old . . .

      

      

      “What do you think, Mom?” I do a quick spin, showing off my new purple Juicy Couture track suit I picked specifically for my first day of sixth grade. Dad took me back-to-school shopping and let me get whatever I wanted, and I knew right away what was going to be my first purchase: this track suit. It’s a little tight, but I still have some baby fat to lose. That’s what Dad says. So I figured I have some growing to do this year and when I do, this will fit perfectly. It works for now and is so cool. I saw in People magazine the other day that Lindsay Lohan wore one. It was fate.

      I love shopping with Dad, because not only does he let me get whatever I want, he always makes me feel good about myself.

      Got new white Pumas to wear, a new white tank top for underneath that is shorter than I thought, but I’m making it work, and I curled the ends of my hair I spent all summer trying to dye with lemon juice so it wasn’t a mousy brown. Mom wasn’t happy, but it’s blonde and that’s all I care about, even if it looks a little brassy. That’s okay.

      Looking up from the book in her hand, Mom puts out her cigarette in a muffin she didn’t finish and gives me a once-over. I hold my arms out to the side so she can see everything, practically beaming from head to toe.

      By far my best back-to-school outfit to date.

      “What the hell are you wearing? Your gut is hanging out.”

      I quickly slap my arms to my side and look at my belly that seems to be larger than all the other girls I go to school with. Dad says it will go away when I stretch out. Mom thinks it’s from not playing a sport. She’s constantly making me work out when Dad is not around.

      “Um, it’s because my hands were up. I’ll make sure to keep them down at my side all day.”

      She motions to my mid-section. “That top is too tight, and it’s going to keep riding up. Put on something a little more flattering.”

      “But, Mom, it’s an ensemble. I can’t wear the jacket without the pants.”

      “Then take the pants off too.”

      I bite my bottom lip and look at my outfit. I don’t want to take it off. This is my chance to make a good impression, a fresh start at a new school. If I walk into school wearing this fancy track suit, everyone is going to think I’m cool.

      This year I want to be cool. I want friends. I want girls to want to hang out with me, invite me over to their house . . . have slumber parties.

      I have a plan to make that happen.

      And wearing this track suit is task number one.

      Gathering all the courage I can muster, I say, “Dad said he thought I looked nice, so I’m going to wear it.”

      That garners a large eye-roll from my mom and then a shake of her head just as my dad comes flying into the kitchen wearing his standard suit and carrying his designer briefcase. He looks me up and down, presses a kiss against my cheek, and says, “Looking gorgeous, boo bear. That color really makes the blue in your eyes pop.”

      I want to stick my tongue out at Mom, tell her I told you so, but I refrain. I’m a mature eleven-year-old now, heading into sixth grade. I need to act like one.

      “Thanks, Daddy.” I pull down on my top and head to the fridge where I grab an apple and some carrot sticks I put in a baggy last night. It’s a new day. I’m going to stay away from the junk food my mom buys, and I’m going to start fresh.

      I’ve got my track suit, my awesome shoes, and my hair is blonde and beautiful. I’m going to blow all these sixth graders out of the water.
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      “What’s taking you so damn long?” Colby asks from the other side of the door as I finish up putting on mascara. I step back from the mirror and take in my appearance.

      Hair blown straight. Highlights on point. Makeup fresh and natural despite how much I have on. Cute jeans, cuter heels, and a blue crop top that makes my eyes look impossibly blue. I suck in my stomach and turn to the side. Looks like those pancakes weren’t the best idea this morning.

      Should I change? I don’t have anything else to wear really besides Colby’s dress shirt from last night, and that’s not going to look good.

      “Ryan, come on.”

      “Just putting on the last touches.” I twist my lips to the side, check out my backside, and concede that this will have to do. I’ll do an extra workout tomorrow.

      “Last touches of what?” he asks, completely annoyed.

      I swing the door open and walk into the living room where he’s sitting. When he looks at me, I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction.

      He stands from the couch, turns off the TV, and tosses the remote to the side. “Let’s go.”

      He pockets his phone and grabs the keys to his rental car before opening the door and gesturing me to follow him.

      No comment on my outfit, no second glance, and not even a widening of his eyes. Ouch. Okay. It doesn’t matter what Colby Brooks thinks anyway.

      I pick up my purse and follow him out the door and down the stairs. We’re on the second floor of the hotel so we don’t bother taking the elevator.

      “You don’t have to walk so fast, you know,” I say, trying to catch up to him in my heels.

      “It’s past noon. If you want to go up Pikes Peak, we have to move our asses.”

      “Well, you’re only as fast as your weakest link, and your weakest link right now is wearing heels.”

      Colby turns toward me, takes in my shoes, and rolls his eyes. No wonder Rory had such a hard time reading this guy when they were dating; he’s so hot and cold. “Why are you dressed up?”

      “This isn’t dressed up. This is how I’m normally put together.”

      He grunts something I can’t make out and leads me to a black SUV with black leather interior. It’s a really nice rental car, the type of car I could see Colby owning.

      “Nice car,” I say, hopping in.

      I barely get my seatbelt on before Colby is pulling out of the parking spot and driving toward the mountains. His knuckles are white, his body tense, as he keeps his eyes focused on the road in front of him, his jaw ticking every once in a while.

      What’s his deal?

      “You know, if you’re going to be pissed the entire time, just take me back to the hotel and I’ll be on my way. I’d rather not spend my afternoon with someone who barely wants to talk to me.”

      He grips the steering wheel even tighter and doesn’t say a word.

      Oookay.

      “Colby, I’m serious, take me back to the hotel if you’re going to act like this.”

      “Just shut up, Ryan. Okay?”

      Excuse me? My eyes bug out as my jaw falls open. Did he tell me to shut up?

      “Uh, care to rephrase that?” I fold my arms across my chest. I learned a long time ago never to take shit from anyone, and even though Colby is a bit of a mystery when it comes to his erratic emotions, there is no way in hell I’m going to take crap from him.

      “Can you just be quiet?” He presses his hand to his forehead.

      “What the hell is your problem?”

      He let’s out a long exhale, his nostrils flaring as his forearms flex from his grip on the steering wheel, but he doesn’t say a word.

      “Colby.”

      Nothing.

      I poke his arm. “Colby, what the hell—”

      “I don’t want you thinking this is a date, okay?”

      I sit back, shocked, slightly insulted, and a whole lot of embarrassed.

      Meekly, I say, “I know it’s not a date.”

      Why would he think I thought this was a date? What does he really think of me? My boyfriend broke up with me three days ago, so I’m going to cling to the next guy who crosses my path?

      I can feel myself start to cower with humiliation, and my cheeks are probably flaming red.

      “Why would you think that?”

      He turns right onto Highway 24 and heads toward Woodland Park.

      “I don’t know,” he finally answers. “You took forever to get ready and you’re wearing heels. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression.”

      “This is how I always get ready.”

      “We’re just hanging out, Ryan.”

      “So, doesn’t mean I can’t look nice.” I bite my bottom lip. What’s the big deal? “And thanks for making me feel like an idiot. Of course I know this isn’t a date, Colby. I just . . . I just wanted . . . I wanted to forget about work, about men, about the fact that my best friend just got married, and I’m not even close to that stage in my life. I wanted to take a moment to breathe, and you couldn’t even give me that. Instead you decide to humiliate me.”

      The tension in his bulky shoulders eases somewhat. “I didn’t mean to humiliate you. I didn’t want to give off the wrong impression, you know since our little run-in this morning.”

      “Believe me, I do not have, and I will not get the wrong impression here. It’s crystal clear. I'm not going to jump you because I don't have a boyfriend anymore." Does he really think that poorly of me?

      “That’s not what I meant, Ryan.”

      “Whatever, Colby. Just drive.”

      I stare out the window, hating that I’m trapped in this godforsaken car with the most unpredictably moody man on the planet. I remember the phone calls from Rory when Colby was having one of his moments. I know what he’s like, I hate that he embarrassed me in the process.

      And why is that embarrassing?

      If I really think about it, why am I embarrassed?

      Because you walked out of the bathroom looking like you’re about to throw yourself at a man.

      My mom’s voice rings through my head. I squeeze my eyes shut and wrap my arms over my exposed skin, hiding it from Colby’s view. I should have worn something different. What was I thinking?

      Letting out a long breath, I say, “I’m sorry.”

      The car slows down as we stop at a red light. Colby directs his attention toward me when he asks, “Why the hell are you sorry?”

      I shrug. “Maybe because I should have worn something more sensible.”

      “Jesus,” Colby mutters and then starts driving again only to pull off on the side of the road and put the car in park. He turns toward me and says, “Do you always apologize to guys when you weren’t the one who needed to apologize?”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      I’m usually super stubborn, but for some reason, it felt like the right thing to do with Colby. He’s a friend, and I don’t want him to think I’m acting differently because of my breakup . . . or the loneliness I feel in the pit of my stomach.

      “You don’t need to apologize.” Colby tips my chin up so I’m forced to look him in his dark, almost sinister eyes. “I’m sorry I was a dick. I’m just . . . fuck, I’m a little high-strung, okay?”

      “High-strung? How so?”

      He shakes his head and puts the car back on the road in one swift movement. “We don’t need to get into that.”

      “What do you want to get into then?”

      He pushes his hand through his hair, pulling on the short strands right before the smallest of smirks crosses his face. “Want to play a game?”

      “Ooo.” I turn my body toward him. “Color me intrigued. What did you have in mind?”

      “Twenty-one questions . . . the dirty version.”

      “Dirty version?”

      He nods. “It’s what the guys and I play over the com when we have a long flight. Keeps us awake and alert. I’ve been running out of material, so I’m hoping you can provide some new material.”

      “How does it work?”

      He smiles widely, his mood drastically changing in seconds. Hmm . . . interesting. I am actually really surprised. Colby is a very intense man, so this sudden change is a little confusing, and . . . appreciated.

      People can change.

      “I’ll start. I’ll think of something dirty and you start asking questions. In the regular version, you can ask person, place, or thing. For this version of the game, you ask person, position, or toy.”

      Oh, I freaking like this. I’m going to own him in this game.

      I rub my hands together. “Game on, Brooks.”
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        * * *

      

      For the record, Colby Brooks is a dirty motherfucker.

      Don’t let the all-American charm fool you. He is dirty, and honestly? I’m shocked. When he said dirty, I didn’t think he meant . . . that dirty. I’m learning new terms from him and spending a little longer than I wished trying to come up with something to impress him. He’s guessed my answers in ten questions and under. How is that possible?

      “Two more questions,” he says, wiggling his fingers at me. We’re almost to the top of Pikes Peak, the drive going faster than expected. It usually takes an hour or so to drive to the top, but it’s felt like fifteen minutes at most.

      And I hate to admit it, but Colby has me stumped on this one.

      It’s a position, meant for two people but multiples can join in, and it’s one of his favorites.

      That last answer has my mind whirling.

      I tap my chin, trying not to think of a naked Colby performing sexual positions, but I have to be honest, my mind has gone there on multiple occasions. It’s hard not to after I saw him in his boxer briefs this morning, his bulge prominent.

      So prominent.

      “Uh . . . does it involve any chains?”

      “If you want it to.”

      “Gah, that’s such an infuriating answer. That gives me no hint at all.”

      He shrugs, so much confidence pouring out of him as he rounds a sharp corner of the mountain. You would think the state of Colorado would require guardrails on these roads, but nope. They send you up here and say, “Have fun.”

      “One more question.”

      At this point I’ve given up. I have no idea.

      “Can you perform it with clothes on and still get off?”

      “Can’t you perform any sexual position with clothes on? It’s called dry humping.”

      “I know what dry humping is, Colby,” I deadpan. “Just tell me the damn answer.”

      “Do you give up?”

      I toss my hands in the air out of frustration. “Yes, I give up.”

      He shakes his head and says, “Missionary. It was missionary, Ryan.”

      “What?” I shout louder than expected, all his answers floating around in my head, adding up to be exactly that, missionary. “You tricked me.”

      “How?” He chuckles.

      Feeling flustered, I say, “Because you worked me up with all your strange sex toys and positions and knowledge of porn stars that the simplest answer escaped me.”

      “It’s how you play the game. Sorry, sweetheart.”

      Did I mention I like playful Colby? He’s a good time. When he finally lets loose, lowers the military in him for a brief second and lives, he’s fun to be around.

      “Fine, my turn.”

      “Okay, do you have one?”

      “Yup.”

      “Person, position, or toy.”

      “Toy.”

      A smile tugs at the corner of his lips. “Does it vibrate?”

      “No.”

      “Do you hold it?”

      I think about it. “Yeah, you can.”

      “Is it peach colored?”

      “No.”

      “Gray?”

      I pause and slowly turn my head toward him as I drag out the word, “Yeeessss.”

      His smile grows. “Does it have three boobs?”

      I throw my hands in the air and then smack the dashboard. “What the hell, Colby?”

      He’s laughing hysterically now as we pull into the parking lot of the visitor’s center at the top of Pikes Peak. How the hell does he know?

      “Answer the question.”

      Grinding my teeth, I stew as I say, “Yes.”

      “Is it an Area 51 Love Doll?” He puts the car in park and turns toward me. “Come on, is it?”

      I cross my arms over my chest and stare out the window opposite of him. “I hate you.”

      “Admit it.” He pokes my arm. “Just say it, say I got it right.”

      “You’re cheating.”

      “How the hell am I cheating?”

      “I don’t know.” I unbuckle my seatbelt. “Some Jedi mind trick bullshit they taught you in flight school.”

      That garners a huge belly laugh from him. I exit the car, not wanting to listen to him gloat. I straighten out my jeans and take in the uneven ground of the dirt parking area. I really am not wearing the right clothes. Not to mention it’s freezing up here. I’m acting as if this is my first time on top of a mountain.

      Rounding the front of the car, Colby locks up and then pockets his keys. “You realize flight school wasn’t anything like Star Wars, right?”

      “As if you would tell me if it was.”

      “That is true.” He rocks on his heels and takes in my outfit, this time, his eyes linger much longer than earlier. He comes up beside me and drapes his arm over my shoulder. “Let’s get you something warm to wear.” Oh God. This version of Colby—funny, dirty . . . kind—is a little lethal. Luckily I’m not going to see him after today. But seriously? Having his arm around my shoulders right now? It’s warming every inch of my body.
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        * * *

      

      “Seriously, the best donuts ever.” I wipe the grease off my fingers and pat my belly, my sweatshirt-covered belly. Like the good man he is, Colby bought me a Pikes Peak sweatshirt, and I bought him one of the visitor center’s world-famous donuts.

      The donuts are regular cake donuts, but there must be something about the altitude that makes them so damn good because if you take them home, they’re not nearly as good as they are at the top of the mountain. It’s a tradition to get one whenever you’re at the top of Pikes Peak. Today was no exception.

      “They’re all right.”

      I’m mid-wipe when I pause and lean closer to him. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve had better.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Maybe.” He picks up a napkin and wipes the corner of my mouth with it before crumbling it up. “You had mushed-up donut on your lips.”

      “For how long?”

      “Five minutes at least.” He laughs.

      I shake my head. “And it took you this long to do something about it? Wow, great friend you are.” I gather our trash and take it to the garbage can where I deposit it, Colby hot on my heels.

      “I was hoping you’d lick it away, but every time your tongue went the opposite direction, I knew I’d have to do something.” He was watching my tongue?

      “Well, thank God you finally stepped up.”

      I lead us toward the exit with one thing in mind, the outlook.

      The sky is completely clear today, giving us the perfect view of Colorado Springs from over fourteen thousand feet.

      I’ve lived here all my life, and I’ve been on the top of this mountain many times, too many times to count. And yet, no matter what, I’m still in awe when I step up to the fence of the outlook and take in the view.

      Mountain range after mountain range is below us, the peaks resembling waves, and I’m reminded how lucky I am to live here. The natural beauty of the state is incredible, and the climate is amazing.

      I wish I felt like I belonged here—like there was more for me here—instead of the constant empty feeling in my heart.

      “Hard to imagine we grew up here and never ran into each other. Any of us for that matter, and yet we’re all connected somehow.” Colby grips the fence and stares out toward the mountains, a contemplative expression on his face.

      “I know. I wonder if you and I were ever on top of this mountain together before without knowing it.”

      Growing sober, he shakes his head. “Probably not. I didn’t do a lot as a kid. I really didn’t get to the top of Pikes Peak until I was at the Academy and Stryder dragged me along with him, Hardie, and Joey.”

      Duh, I should have known that. Rory told me about Colby’s troubled childhood and the horrible pain he lived through.

      I remember what she told me so vividly, because I remember thinking, it almost felt too close to home for me.

      Instead of responding, I keep my gaze focused on the mountains. We stand there for a while, not letting any words pass through us but letting the silence speak for itself. Families and couples pass by, taking pictures, laughing, and talking about the souvenirs they bought from the shop. Mugs, T-shirts, stuffed animals, and of course, the donuts.

      It’s moments like these that I remember what a touristy town Colorado Springs is. So many tourist attractions that bring people from around the world to our city, and I don’t blame them. Looking out toward these mountains, they give you a new perspective on life, reminding you that there is so much more out there in the world than what exists in your small block radius.

      “I could stay up here all day,” I admit, pulling my hair to one side.

      “Me too. It actually reminds me of being in my jet. The calm, the peace, the scenery. It puts me at ease.”

      “Is flying everything you’ve ever dreamed of?”

      “And more,” he answers quickly.

      “So you’re happy?”

      Colby and I have never been friends as such. He’s kept his distance, understandably. So, as he drapes his arm over my shoulder and pulls me in close to his side and says, “Yeah, I’m happy,” I feel a little wobbly.

      This man? I like him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “You’re right, this is so much better than eating at the restaurant.”

      Ryan is sitting on my hotel bed, wearing the skimpiest set of pajamas I’ve ever seen and is licking salsa off her fingers.

      After being asked to make our way down the mountain by the staff of Pikes Peak, we decided to stop and get some Mexican food from one of my favorite places in the Springs, Salsa Brava. I suggested we take it back to the hotel so we could watch a movie and relax.

      Why I’m hanging out with Ryan, all day, I have no clue, but I like it. She’s fun and good company. When I booked my ticket for Stryder’s wedding, I thought maybe I would spend the Sunday after their wedding with them, but boy, was I wrong. They took off for their honeymoon to Bermuda right away, which left me here in the Springs with no one to visit.

      The afternoon started off on a rough note, but thankfully Ryan spoke her mind and called me out on my shit. I would have been stewing all day, otherwise.

      I didn’t understand what was taking her so damn long in the bathroom, and when I saw her step out, looking fine as fuck, I got a sick feeling in my stomach.

      I can’t look at her that way.

      Not because she’s my ex-girlfriend’s best friend. It doesn’t matter given who my ex-girlfriend is married to now, but I know about Ryan’s dating history. It’s shit. She’s gone through man after man, never able to find someone who deserves her. They’ve all been idiots, real losers in my opinion, at least the ones I’ve known of. And although I knew there was no chance Ryan saw me as a possible new boyfriend, it still startled me how long she’d taken to get ready for our day out. I had no point of reference, and therefore jumped to the most stupid assumption: she’d made the effort for me.

      I freaked out and took it out on her, because that’s what I do.

      I’m not as emotionally stable as I wish I was. It’s something I’m aware of and something I’m working on.

      But now we’re back in my hotel room and Ryan is comfortable in her little pajama set, I’m starting to think this was a bad idea again. I don’t think she’s going to do anything, but I’m having a hard time taking my eyes off her body.

      I really need to fuck when I get home. Bent and the boys go out every weekend, and I’m going to follow their lead and find someone to hook up with, because I’m fucking hard up right now. Talk about blue balls.

      Ryan pops open a takeout box and stares at her quesadilla. “There is no way I’ll be able to eat all of this.”

      I pull a slice from her box and say, “Don’t worry, I’ll help you.”

      “Hey, I didn’t even get a chance to take a bite.”

      “Call it payback for stealing my steak last night.”

      She chuckles. “I didn’t steal it. You were sharing.”

      “Funny thing about sharing. The person sharing actually has to want to participate in the sharing in order for it to be considered sharing.”

      “You said sharing way too many times.”

      “To prove a point.”

      I scoop a chip full of salsa and plop it in my mouth right before I open my to-go box of steak enchiladas. “I can’t remember the last time I had Salsa Brava. I might embarrass myself as I devour all of this.”

      “Have at it. Who am I to stop a man from making love to his enchiladas?”

      I pat her knee, her soft knee, and say, “You’re a good woman.”

      “What kind of food do you have out there in Las Vegas?”

      “Me personally, or the state?”

      She takes a big bite of quesadilla and talks with her mouth full. “Both.”

      I wipe my mouth with my napkin and say, “Well, normally I eat proteins and vegetables. I’m pretty damn good at grilling. Granted, Bent had to teach me, but I picked it up quickly.”

      “Bent is in your squadron, right?”

      I nod. “Squadron leader. I would say he’s my closest friend there. Colt and Rowdy are loud and obnoxious, where we’re more reserved.”

      “Bent, is that his real name?”

      “Call sign.”

      She nods. “It’s hot. What’s your call sign?”

      “Flyer.”

      “Let me guess, because you’ve always wanted to fly?”

      I take another bite of my enchiladas and smile. “Yep.”

      “It’s a shame no one gave you a ridiculous name like Tea Bag.” She presses her hand against her ear and says in a deep voice, “Tea Bag, coming in. This is Tea Bag, round up all the hot water you can find because I’m ready to steep.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me and takes a sip from her water bottle.

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Thank fuck I wasn’t named Tea Bag, because that was the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard.”

      She softly bows. “So what about the food out there . . . not the rabbit food you eat in order to maintain that physique of yours.”

      My ears heat from her semi-compliment. I know what it takes to not only be a fighter pilot, but to maintain the kind of body I have. I’ve only gotten stronger and more defined since I graduated from the Academy. Bulking up and shredding. Can’t complain.

      “Las Vegas has everything. I can’t pinpoint a particular cuisine. Unless huge portions count.”

      “Mmm, I love huge portions and pretty much anything that has carbs in it. It’s my downfall.” She pops another chip in her mouth.

      “I like candy,” I candidly admit.

      She lifts her head and examines me. “Really? Could have fooled me.”

      “I didn’t say I eat it often, but when I do, it’s a binge.”

      “Yeah? What’s your sin of choice?”

      Wiping my mouth again, I don’t hesitate when I say, “Kit Kat bites. I can down an entire bag in a minute. They’re dangerous.”

      “Huh.” She nods. “Never expected you to say Kit Kat. You look more like a Reese’s man to me.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, Kit Kat all the way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Why are you here again?” I ask Ryan who is getting under the blankets of my hotel bed.

      “Because I didn’t want to go home. Figured you’d want some company as well since you’re here by yourself.”

      I was surprised when she changed into her pajamas, claiming we’re having another sleepover. I was too worn out to even bother arguing with her, and to be honest, I don’t mind the company. It’s nice to be around someone who doesn’t have a dick for a change, especially when they smell as good as Ryan.

      “What’s it like?” she asks, turning to her side to face me. Food has been set aside and now we’re settled on the bed, watching mindless TV.

      “What’s what like?” I keep my body above the sheets. I’m still wearing my jeans and T-shirt from today. I didn’t bring pajamas with me, as I didn’t think I would need them.

      “Flying.” She shifts and puts both hands under her cheek. “In my mind, it’s magical, kind of like you’re floating through the sky where no one can touch you.”

      “Floating is definitely not the right word. Maybe if I was in a glider, but not in a Raptor.”

      “Ooo, is that what you fly?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you have a picture of your plane?” I look away, feeling embarrassed. A picture. I must have a least a thousand. Call it an obsession. Playfully she pokes my side. “You do, don’t you? You have a picture.”

      “I have a few.”

      “Let me see.” She sits up and scoots closer. “Don’t be shy.”

      Rolling my eyes, I pull my phone from my front pocket and unlock it, turning the screen away. She doesn’t need to know how many pictures I have of my plane. I find a good one and turn the screen toward her.

      Now this is something I’ll never understand, why people find it necessary to not only take your phone in their hands, but to scroll through your pictures without asking. Ryan is totally one of those people, and I should have known.

      “Oh wow, look at this monster.” She glances at me. “You have a lot of pictures.”

      Yeah. It’s my plane.

      “Oh, I like this one.” She turns the phone toward me. A picture of me saluting the tactical aircraft maintenance crew before I make my way to the runway is on the screen, one of my favorite pictures as well. “You look comfortable, like you were meant to be in that position your whole life.”

      “Thanks.” She hands me back my phone where I place it on the nightstand.

      “So you love it? Was it everything you dreamt it would be?”

      “Yeah. It’s more than I expected.” I lean my head against the headboard. “We flew at the Academy, but it was nothing like what I do now. There is so much more knowledge that rolls around in your head. You have to constantly be aware and focused. It’s a challenge, one that keeps my mind sharp.”

      “Have you ever bombed anything?”

      I press my lips together and give her a look.

      She holds up her hand. “Sorry I asked.” She’s silent for a second but then asks, “Do you ever regret parts of your job?”

      I think about that for a second. Do I regret anything? Not really. My only regret is that my grandpa didn’t get to see me fly, that he never came to the airfield and watched me do my thing, the same thing we talked about so many years ago.

      “No, not really. If I think about it too much, I’m not doing my job. I’m given a mission, I execute the mission, then I move on. I can’t think about every detail that doesn’t directly pertain to me, because I signed up to be a fighter pilot for the United States Air Force, to protect and serve my country.”

      Eyes unreadable, she gives me a questioning look before saying, “That’s pretty hot, that little spiel.”

      Jesus Christ.

      Shaking my head, I turn back to the TV and flip through the channels.

      “I’m serious, is that how you pick up all the ladies?”

      Ladies?

      “No.”

      “Really? Because I bet you could get a handful to line up just from saying that.” Cooking show, no thanks. Ghost hunting show, I’ll pass. “What’s your move?”

      “What?” I lull my head to the side to give her my attention.

      “Your move. What do you do to score the ladies?”

      I turn back to the TV and continue flipping. “I don’t have a move.”

      “Come on, you’ve got to have some kind of technique.”

      “Nope.”

      Silence.

      But I can feel her studying me. Those blue eyes burning a hole straight through me, raking up and down my body until . . .

      “Ohhhh, I get it.”

      “Get what?”

      She motions with her perfectly painted nail at my body. “This is your move.”

      I scan my body, taking in my jeans and plain black T-shirt and then look back at her. “What is my move?” I’m so confused.

      “The short answers, the broody attitude, the dark and mysterious vibe.” She starts clapping her hands. “Well done, Colby Brooks, well done.”

      I push her hands down to cease the clapping. “That is not my move.”

      Reaching to her nightstand, she takes a sip of her bottled water and nods, “Oh, that is so your move.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why is there nothing to watch on TV?” I toss the remote to the side and slouch on the bed. After almost half an hour of flipping through the channels and finding nothing worth my interest, I give up.

      “Finally, you give up.” She takes the remote and opens up the guide. “Let’s watch a movie.”

      “It’s nine o’clock.”

      I regret the words the minute they fall out of my mouth, because Ryan is turning toward me, propping up her body on one arm, a disgusted look on her face. “Okay, old man. Are you going to turn into a pumpkin at the stroke of twelve?”

      “No, I was . . . just making an observation.”

      “It’s not too late for a movie.”

      “I have an early flight,” I counter.

      Shifting on the bed, she crosses her legs, her knee touching my thigh. “You’ll be fine. We’ll find a short one. What are you into?”

      I’m about to answer when she says, “Ohhh, porn!”

      “No.”

      “Oh, we are so watching porn.”

      I turn toward her and try to grab the remote. “We are not watching porn.” Fuck. No. Not with my case of Ryan-induced blue balls.

      She holds the remote out to the side, out of my reach . . . unless I want to climb across her barely covered body.

      “Ryan,” I say sternly, which seems to have no effect on her, because she laughs.

      “What’s the big deal? It’s just porn.”

      What’s the big deal? The big deal is I’ve been trying to keep my head forward for the past couple hours, avoiding Ryan’s pebbled, braless nipples pressing against her thin tank top. I’ve tried to keep my mind off anything about sex, because I’m bordering dangerous territories here.

      I’m horny as fuck.

      Ryan is sexy as sin.

      And I’m trying not to get a hard-on sitting here watching regular TV, let alone porn. There is no way I’ll be able to make it through that.

      But how do I answer her? I don’t want to watch porn because it will turn me on even more, resulting in me having to take another ice-cold shower?

      Not a conversation I want to have.

      “Oh look, an office romance. Bet they do it on the boss’s desk.”

      “Ryan,” I warn, not really sure what I’m going to do.

      “Not into office porn? Okay, let’s see if we can find something you do like.” She starts scrolling through all the options as I squeeze my eyes shut, hating every moment of this.

      “Why do you want to watch porn?”

      “Because it’s fun,” she answers easily. “Don’t even lie to me and tell me you don’t watch porn. Every guy does.”

      “Of course I watch porn,” I admit. “But I watch it alone.”

      “You never watched it with Rory or another girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      She purses her lips and bobs her head. “Hmm . . . interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      She continues to scroll through the movies, pausing to read the descriptions. “Because I’ve always watched porn with every guy I’ve dated. If anything, to pick apart the ridiculous storylines.”

      She always watches porn with her boyfriends? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a girl watching porn with their significant other. Then again, it’s not a question I usually ask my friends.

      “Oh, we are so watching this one.”

      I glance at the TV to see her purchasing the movie without even giving it a second thought. “Ryan,” I scold.

      She pats my leg. “You’ll love it. Massage appointment turns sensual. What’s not to enjoy about that?”

      Exactly. I’m going to like it too damn much.

      Annoyed, I slouch against the headboard and stare at the TV in front of me. Fuck. This is going to be extremely painful.

      The screen fades to black before an instrumental song starts to play. A businessman walks into a massage parlor and talks about the tension in his shoulders. A busty blonde comes into the picture and tells him she would love to help him out with his problem and escorts him to a back room.

      Jesus.

      “Oh, this is a good one. You can tell there is going to be some amazing boob shots. I mean look at those knockers. They’re so big.”

      I’ve seen better, and they’re sitting right next to me, perky and practically calling to me.

      “Do you think she’s pretty?”

      Sighing, I look at the screen and take in the girl who’s dripping massage oil over the guy’s back. “She’s all right. I’m more into natural beauty.”

      “Yeah, she has porn star written all over her, doesn’t she? But I mean, look at those nipples.” Trying not to. “They’re so pointy. The guy is so not my cup of tea though, which kind of ruins it for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Not into blonds. Well, not anymore.”

      “Bad experience with a blond?”

      “Yeah, they tend to be more douchey for some reason.” She shrugs it off just as the guy flips over, showing off his massive erection. “Uh, maybe that’s a blond I could make an exception for. Check him—oh, there goes her top and shorts.”

      Shit.

      They get right down to business. Slowly they start to kiss, feeling each other’s bodies up. It’s not frantic, nor is it cheesy. It’s what the movie’s described as—sensual, and that’s my undoing.

      I go hard, my length quickly crowding the crotch of my jeans, pressing against the zipper, making things increasingly uncomfortable for me.

      This was a really bad idea.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Ryan pull her blonde hair to one side, tugging on the strands as she leans back against the headrest too, her legs still crossed.

      She’s silent and for some reason, that makes this even worse, because instead of her colorful commentary, the room is filled with moaning and slapping of skin.

      I try to look anywhere but the TV and find myself looking to my side. Ryan’s eyes are fixed on the TV, her mouth partially parted, and her fingers gradually floating down her neck, to her collarbone, and then to the swell of her breasts.

      I tell myself to look away, to not pay attention to the abundance of cleavage she’s showing off, or how hard her nipples are . . .

      But I can’t.

      I can’t will myself to look in any other direction. Her chest rises and falls, her lips wet and glistening, her skin tan and smooth.

      Through heady eyes, I look her up and down, licking my lips and telling myself this is bad, that I need to turn the other direction, leave the room, do anything other than stare her down.

      The girl on screen moans loudly, drawing my attention away for a brief moment. The guy is lying across the massage table and she’s lying flat against him, moving her hips against his dick while she makes out with him. They kiss softly, their hands roaming.

      Ryan’s knee presses against my quad, her legs spreading apart so her feet are touching rather than crossed. My hand is inches from her knee, and with one little movement I could stroke her skin with my pinky finger.

      Impulsively, my hand moves closer to her, my face no doubt flamed from the movie, my dick practically throbbing in my jeans, aching to be stroked.

      Still quiet, she wiggles in her seat, her knee brushing against my hand briefly.

      So fucking close.

      What would she do if I caressed her skin? Would she shy away or is she thinking the same as me—let’s fuck.

      I can’t have a relationship with her, not when she lives in Colorado and I’m in Nevada. Then again, she hasn’t had the best luck with men, so I don’t want to lead her on, make her feel used. What a fucking tangled web. Having a one-night stand with my best friend’s wife’s best friend. Would she tell Stryder and Rory?

      She and Rory are close. I’m sure Ryan knows a hell of a lot more about me than I know about her, so would Ryan confess to Rory if we fucked?

      Honestly, would I care if she did? I don’t owe her anything. I’m a grown man who can make his own decisions.

      “Oh, just like that,” the woman moans, as she lifts up off the guy’s chest and starts riding him, her body writhing, her tits bouncing in a wave motion with her hips.

      It’s erotic.

      It’s hot.

      It’s making every sensory in my body heighten.

      Ryan’s perfume is stronger, sexier.

      Her breathing is more erratic.

      My body tingles, my arousal at an all-time high.

      I need release, and I need it bad.

      I eye Ryan, barely moving my head, just taking her in. She’s turned on. She keeps shifting, her breathing is heavier, and she keeps caressing her skin. I want to do that.

      Is she wet?

      What will I do if she is?

      Fuck, right now, I’ll do anything, including spreading her across this bed and licking every inch of her body.

      My pinky moves, gliding over her knee very slowly. The air in the room turns heavy as I wait for her next move.

      She doesn’t do anything, so I stroke her knee again, this time my finger moving slower, longer.

      Her breath hitches in her chest, her eyelashes flutter, before her head turns toward me. I keep my eyes cast down for a second before I lean my head against the headboard and barely tilt it in her direction.

      I lick my lips.

      Another pass of my pinky.

      A shift in my shoulders.

      A tilt to my head.

      Sultry eyes connect with mine when Ryan turns to face me, a questioning look in her expression. Not confused, but more like, is this happening?

      Even though I know it shouldn’t, that I should get up and walk away, I can’t seem to move my body. Instead, I casually bite down on my lower lip, scan her body up and down, and give her a nod, one single nod that says get over here.

      One single nod that changes the mood of the room.

      Unfolding from her position, she moves stealthy along the bed, straddles my legs, and presses her hands into my shoulders as she hovers above me.

      Hair framing her face, her tank top dipping low, and her eyes fixed on mine, she moves one of her hands to my chest where she plays with my collar.

      “What do you want, Colby?” she asks on a whisper.

      I lick my lips and look down her shirt, my hand going to her hair where I tug on the strands. “I want you.” The words rumble out of me before I can stop them.

      She takes in a deep breath, her eyes fluttering shut for a brief moment before she sits on my lap and reaches for the hem of her shirt. I stop her.

      “Let me.” I scoot her closer so she can feel how turned on I am. My bulge pressing into her thinly covered center.

      Her eyes shoot up to mine, her mouth parts open in surprise, while my hands slide under her tank top and roam up her sides, gliding along her beautiful curves until I reach her ribcage.

      I pause and feel the way her lungs expand and constrict, falling in line with the beat of her heart. Mimicking my touch, she slides her hands under my shirt and dances her fingers over the ridges of my abdomen. Crevice after crevice she guides her hands up, dragging my shirt until her hands reach my pecs. Her thumbs seductively graze over my nipples causing me to let out a low groan from deep within.

      “I want your shirt off,” she says, pulling on it. Releasing my hands from her ribcage, I grab the back of my shirt and pull it over my head, revealing my chiseled chest.

      I toss my shirt to the side and let Ryan get her eyeful. Eyes wandering all over, from the V in my hips, to my six-pack, to my broad and built chest, she takes me in, lust building inside her.

      “Your turn.” Before she can say anything, I take hold of the hem of her shirt and pull it over her head, revealing the sexiest pair of tits. God, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about these since this morning. Just bigger than a handful, with pierced nipples, she sits there and thrusts her chest out as she plays with her long blonde hair, twisting it to the side, a nervous habit of hers.

      “Shit,” I mutter while dragging my hand over my mouth.

      Smiling, she leans forward and presses her chest against mine, her nipples grazing my skin erotically, turning me on even more. I bring my hands to her legs, where I skim them up her thighs to her hips and start to rock her against me.

      She groans and brings her forehead to mine. “What are we doing?” she asks, her nose touching mine.

      “We’re going to fuck.”

      “You want to?”

      I grind her harder on my lap, my hands slipping past the waistband of her bed shorts. She’s not wearing any underwear, so I palm her ass and give it a squeeze. “You can’t expect me to leave you alone while you’re wearing this skimpy outfit, can you?”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t.”

      I raise a brow at her and pull away a few inches. “You want to fuck me, Ryan?”

      She nods. “Badly. Ever since this morning when you walked around the hotel room in your towel. I’ve been turned on and desperate all day.”

      “Yeah?” I move my nose along her jawline and bring my lips to her ear. “How desperate?”

      Breath erratic, she tips her head back, giving me access to her neck, where I take advantage of the angle, pressing my lips along the column, eliciting a low moan from her. That sound is gorgeous.

      “So desperate”—she swallows hard—“that I turned on porn to get you in the mood.”

      I work my mouth back toward her ear where I suck on the spot below her lobe, giving it a little nibble before pulling away. “You didn’t have to turn on porn. I was already in the mood the minute you walked out of the bathroom with your nipples on display in that threadbare tank top.”

      “You looked?” She gasps when I bite on her neck again.

      “I’ve been looking all goddamn day.”

      Her hand falls to the back of my neck where she plays with the short strands of my hair.

      “Why didn’t you do anything about it?”

      I work my mouth to the other side of her neck, most likely leaving at least one hickey but not giving two shits about it. I’m marking her . . . at least for tonight.

      “Because,” I answer honestly, “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “Sometimes”—she rotates her hips, building the friction between us—“you need to have release with another human, no strings attached.”

      “Is that what this is? No-strings attached?”

      She nods, pressing my mouth harder onto her neck. I suck, hard.

      “Yes,” she gasps. “You live in Las Vegas; I live here. I’m not dense, I know what this is.”

      I run my nose back to her jaw and pull away to look her in the eyes. “And you’re okay with it being one night?”

      She presses her fingers into my scalp. “It’s all I want. One night. Tomorrow you go back to your planes, and I go back to my life.”

      I search her eyes, looking for any sort of vulnerability, any chance that what she’s saying is a lie, but all I see is lust and passion. She wants this like I do.

      “How long has it been for you?” I ask, needing to know what I’m working with.

      “A week. What about you?”

      I swallow hard. “A few months.”

      “That’s hard to believe.” She runs a hand down my chest, to my belly button, and then to the button and fly of my jeans.

      Smiling, she moves her other hand down south and opens my jeans, keeping her eyes fixed on mine.

      “Haven’t had time to meet anyone.” The tendons in my neck tense and flex when her fingertips fall under the waistband of my boxer briefs; the head of my cock is so damn close to her touch.

      “That’s a shame, because this body is going to waste.”

      Not wanting to withstand the torture I’m sure she’s about to put me through, I swiftly push her back on the bed. Her hair fans out, framing her pretty face while her tits jut up at me, begging for my mouth.

      I lean forward, her hands still at the waistband of my jeans when I bring my lips around one of her pierced nipples, sucking in the tiny barbell and working it back and forth with my tongue.

      “Yes, that feels so good, just like that.”

      I bite down on her nipple gently, loving how her chest rises when I do so, wanting more. I nibble, I suck, and I lick until she’s writhing beneath me. Releasing her from my mouth, I work my way over to the other one, where I give it the same tortuous treatment. She twists beneath me, her hands falling from my jeans to my shoulders, to my back, and to my jeans again, as if she can’t figure out where to rest them.

      “I’m so wet.” She spreads her legs beneath me, so I take the opportunity to move my mouth down her abdomen to the spot just above the apex of her thighs. Sitting back for a second, I remove the tiny boy shorts and reveal a beautifully wet pussy. Fucking hell.

      She wasn’t kidding.

      Needing a taste, I lean forward and bring one of her legs over my shoulder. I kiss her pubic bone, work my mouth to her belly button and then back down again to the inside of her thigh. I lick her skin, teasing her center, getting close enough but never putting my tongue where she wants me.

      “Colby, please.” Her hand presses against my head, urging me lower. I take her cue, not because I want to, but because if I don’t get her off soon and get inside her, I’m going to embarrassingly come in my pants.

      I spread the leg that’s not draped over my shoulder even farther and hover my mouth just above her deliciously soaking pussy. “Do you want me to lick your pretty little cunt, Ryan?”

      “Yes,” she moans and moves her hips toward my face. “I need release.”

      Smiling, I lean forward the last few inches and make one long swipe with my tongue. She lets out an ineligible sound, her arm flying to her face where she covers her eyes and bites down on her bottom lip, her back arching higher and higher with each and every swipe I make.

      She smells delicious and tastes like honey on a warm summer day, her arousal addicting on my tongue. I work her slit up and down, never letting up, pressing my tongue on her bundle of nerves over and over again, until she’s panting heavily and lifting her hips against my mouth begging for more.

      I slow down, making my strokes long and torturous as I flatten my tongue.

      “No,” she cries, her body breaking out in a sweat, her body contracting, needing more. “Fast, I need it fast. I’m so close.”

      “How close?”

      “So close.”

      Wanting to see how far I can push her, I pull away and stare at her.

      Her chest rises and falls, her eyes heady as she looks at me. Instead of protesting, she waits patiently, knowing exactly what I’m doing. She briefly closes her eyes and swallows hard before opening them again—the tension in her shoulders evident, the need in her eyes palpable.

      Keeping my gaze fixed on hers, I move my mouth back to her pussy. She licks her lips. I lick mine.

      I lower and on her second breath in, I press my entire mouth against her arousal and rapidly flick my tongue against her clit. She comes in seconds, her hips uncontrollably flexing into my mouth. I press my hand on her stomach to keep her still while I drag out her orgasm.

      She moans, calling out my name, hands sifting through my hair, pushing and pulling every which way until she’s on the verge of tears, begging me to stop, saying it’s too much.

      But I don’t.

      I continue to fuck her with my tongue, pulsing my fingers in and out of her until she starts to shake and shatter beneath me again, a second orgasm taking over her. She sits up on her elbows as the second one hits her, her stomach flexing as she stares at me in disbelief. Her head falls back and she moans.

      “God, yes.”

      She collapses on the bed as I pull away and twist her to her stomach. I quickly jump off the bed, shuck my pants and briefs and pull a condom from my wallet. I sheath myself in seconds and get back to the bed where I take hold of her hips.

      My entire body humming, I place my cock at her entrance and smooth it up and down her wet pussy, letting it easily slide along her slit.

      She’s using her forearms to keep herself still as the side of her face is pressed against the mattress, her expression telling me she’s still on a high from her two orgasms.

      “Ryan, I need to fuck you. I’m so goddamn hard right now.”

      “Then fuck me.”

      “It’s going to be hard.”

      “I want it hard.”

      Shit, as if I didn’t think I could get anymore stiff, she says something like that.

      Before I enter her, I smooth my hand along the slope of her back, to her shoulder blade, and then underneath to her breast. So goddamn full.

      Lightly, I wrap my hand around her long blonde hair and tug her gently. “Lift up,” I command, guiding her so her back is pressed against my chest, her ass cradling my dick.

      Still holding on to her hair, I bring my head forward so I can get a view of her breasts from this angle.

      “I’m going to fuck your tits later.” I pull her head to the side and kiss along her neck while I stroke her nipples. I continue to whisper in her ear, “I’ve always considered myself an ass and legs man, but right now, I’m making a change.”

      “Do whatever you want to me. I’m yours for the night.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, sweetheart, you’re not mine, we’re each other’s. Use me for your pleasure, and I’ll use you for mine.”

      On a gasp, she says, “Deal.”

      I press a few kisses on her neck before I whisper in her ear, “Now bend over and brace yourself.”

      I press on her back and help her down before placing my swollen cock at her entrance. Preparing myself, I take a deep breath and then fully insert myself, bottoming out in one smooth stroke.

      She tightens up at first, her hands gripping the sheets, but then slowly starts to relax as she adjusts around my girth.

      “Oh . . . my . . . God,” she breathes out.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. Can’t hold back. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” She rests her hands under her cheek, elbows winged out, and says, “Fuck me.”

      Feeling like I hit the lottery, I grab hold of her hips, steadying her, and start to move my hips in and out, my length gliding along her slick channel, squeezing me tightly.

      Shit, I’m going to come fast. She’s so tight, and with each stroke I make, she pulses around me, contracting purposefully. I’ve never experienced anything like it, and it has me seeing fucking stars with each stroke.

      “Jesus Christ,” I mumble as I move in and out of her a little faster. “You feel so damn good, Ryan. So damn good.”

      “You’re so . . . big,” she gulps. “I’m going to come, again.”

      “Not yet. Not there.”

      She moans and buries her forehead in the sheets.

      “I’m there, Colby. God.” She starts to tighten around me, her orgasm hitting her harder and faster than I expected. She screams out my name, her body tensing around me as I thrust my hips harder.

      Sweat eclipses me, my body starting to float, an all-consuming pleasure starting to ripple up my spine as I make two more pushes inside her. My orgasm rips through me, almost like a machine gun shooting off in my body in rapid fire, starting at my toes and all the way to my cheeks. I still inside her, coming so fucking hard that my vision goes blurry.

      “Fuck. Fuck,” I yell, eyes squeezed shut, pleasure roaring through me.

      It takes a few seconds, but once I stop coming, I feel my body start to relax. Sated, the tension I’ve been carrying for the last couple months slowly eases out of me. That’s all it took. One single orgasm. God. She’s a sexy woman to fuck.

      Letting out a long pent-up breath, I fall to the side and drag my hands over my face. Smiling, I look over at Ryan who has the same goofy grin on her face as I expect I do.

      And then that’s when I hear it: the porn movie is still on.

      Laughing, I reach over to the remote and turn off the TV. “My hotel neighbors must think there is an orgy going on in here.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows. “Bet they’re jealous.”

      “Most likely.” I sit up and take care of my condom, tossing it in the bathroom trash can before returning to the bedroom. That was one of the hottest things I’ve done, and I am so not done with Ryan for tonight. Hope she has stamina.

      Curled up in the bed, naked, Ryan lifts up the sheets for me to join her. I scoot in next to her and pull her into my chest where I place a kiss on the top of her head. Scooting in close, she places her hand on my chest and nuzzles her head into my shoulder.

      She lightly dances her fingers over my chest and says, “I think we can safely say, we’re close friends now.”

      I chuckle and stroke her hair. “I don’t have many friends like you.”

      “What? Blonde and frisky?”

      “No. Friends I’ve eaten out.”

      On a gasp, she pinches my nipple and laughs with me. “Had I known you were so dirty, I would have turned on porn this morning instead of watching Friends.”

      I press another kiss on her head. “If you’d done that, you wouldn’t have a new sweatshirt, and I would have fucked you so hard all day, you wouldn’t be able to walk tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the plane I’m waiting to get on, coffee in hand, a feeling of relaxation floating over me. I haven’t felt this good in a really long time. And I would like to say it was because I had sex, but I’m not stupid. I know there’s more to it.

      I had comfortable sex, the kind of sex you can only have with someone you know. It was off-the-charts amazing, something I don’t think I would have gotten banging a random girl from a bar. This was different. Ryan and I knew each other, so there weren’t any expectations. One passionate night. That’s all it was, and it was fucking amazing.

      We fell asleep after our first round, and I was rudely woken up by my alarm, reminding me of my early morning flight. I never got a round two with her but maybe it was for the best, because I could see how easily someone could become addicted to Ryan. There’s something special about her.

      I take a sip of my coffee and stare at the early morning sun as my phone vibrates in my pocket.

      I check the screen.

      Smiling to myself, I open up her text message.

      Ryan: You’re just going to leave like that, without saying bye?

      I set my coffee down and text her back.

      Colby: I said bye. It’s not my fault you sleep like the dead.

      Ryan: Well, when you fuck me like that, what do you expect?

      Colby: The ego boost is appreciated.

      Ryan: You want an ego boost? You’re ridiculously good at sex.

      A guy can’t hear that enough.

      Colby: Back at, ya.

      Ryan: Question.

      Colby: Shoot.

      Ryan: Do you realize we didn’t kiss last night?

      I’m about to text her and tell her we did, but when I think about it, I realize she’s right. We didn’t kiss. I kissed her everywhere but her mouth.

      Colby: Huh, we didn’t. Are you upset about it?

      Ryan: No, probably for the best. I think your lips on mine might have done me in.

      Colby: How so?

      Ryan: Big dick, amazing at oral, body of a god. If you were a good kisser too it would have been too much.

      Colby: For the record, I’m an amazing kisser.

      Ryan: So full of yourself. If only you were this loose in person.

      Colby: Don’t forget my “move.”

      Ryan: I knew it! You brooding jackass. Ugh, so annoying. Anyway, just wanted to thank you for last night. The orgasms were much appreciated.

      Colby: Same here. You’re hot as fuck, Ryan.

      Ryan: You just made my nipples hard. Damn you. Have a safe trip, Colby. If you’re ever in town again, you at least have one more person to visit. Take care.

      Colby: You too, Ryan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      
        
        Three months later . . .

      

      

      “What are you doing after you get out of here?” Colt asks, as we walk down the corridor to our lockers. We spent the whole day in the air, training, practicing four-jet-formation aerial maneuvers. It’s taxing and hard on your body.

      “Grocery store and home.” I hang my helmet on my designated hook and start stripping down. LPU first, then my harness, and survival vest. With each article I take off, I hang them up in my locker accordingly, keeping everything perfectly in order.

      “Grocery store? That’s boring shit, man.” Colt flings his gear in his locker, not giving it a second thought. “Come out to the bar with me and Rowdy. It’s karaoke night.”

      Yeah, I won’t be participating in that, not even if they paid me.

      “I’m good. Ask Bent.”

      “Bent has a date.”

      I lift my head and cock my eyebrow. “Does he?”

      “Yeah, some chick he met the other day.”

      And why the hell am I hearing this from Colt?

      “So that leaves you, me, and Rowdy. It’ll be fun. Rowdy is a shit singer when he’s drunk. It’s hilarious.”

      “I’ll pass.” I undo my g-suit, letting my legs breathe from their tight confines, shaking them out like every other time I free myself of my pilot gear.

      “You’re really going to pass up drunk Rowdy singing for the grocery store?”

      I shrug. “I need food.”

      Just then, Bent walks into the locker, undressing quickly. I eye him and finally say, “Have a date you’re late for?”

      He pauses, twists his head to the side and glares at Colt. “Do you have to tell everyone?”

      “Don’t share information with me if you don’t want it spread it to everyone who walks in my path.”

      “Unbelievable,” Bent mutters while shaking his head.

      “What’s the secret?”

      “It’s the commander’s daughter,” Colt singsongs.

      Slamming his helmet into the locker, Bent says, “Will you shut the fuck up?”

      Eyes wide, Colt pretends to zip his mouth and then chuckles to himself as he pulls away.

      Growing serious, I step closer to Bent and say, “Bent—”

      “Don’t.” His back is toward me as he moves quickly. “Just drop it, okay?”

      “Playing with fire, dude.” I roll up my flight suit sleeves, preparing for the Las Vegas sun, and pick up my bag.

      His head hangs low as he answers, “I know.”

      I pat him on the back, not wanting to elaborate, because he knows better than anyone the date he’s about to go on is a whole bunch of trouble.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      I head out of the locker and to my truck, the same truck I bought when I was able to finally have a car on campus at the Air Force Academy. It was used then, and it’s really starting to show its age, but I can’t seem to exchange it for something new. It might sound stupid, but it’s one of the things I still have that reminds me of Gramps. He gave me the money to buy it, so there is a piece of him in this truck.

      I toss my bag on the other side of the cab and situate my aviators on my nose. The truck roars to life, and I crank up the air conditioning. Growing up in Colorado, I’m used to dry heat, but Las Vegas takes it to a whole other level.

      I don’t take much time in making my way to the commissary, finding a parking spot, and hopping out of my truck. Colt and Rowdy like to get off base as much as they can, but I like the close confines of everything. I don’t have to go very far for food or housing, which works great for my ordered life.

      The parking lot is empty for a Monday night, which is usually bustling with airmen and women picking up last-minute items for the week, like me. I should do my shopping on the weekends, but I need downtime. My job is stressful, and living in a bustling, chaotic city like Las Vegas, I need the solitude and quiet. I grab myself a cart and head straight to the vegetables. That’s pretty much all I eat—grilled shit, because it’s all I really know how to cook. Growing up in a household that was less than loving, I had to figure out basic living on my own, cooking being one of the hardest tasks to tackle. I don’t know, I just don’t have the cooking gene in me.

      Yellow squash and zucchini are my go-to, so I pile a bunch in my cart along with some peppers, onions, and eggplant, because why the hell not?

      As my make my way to the meat, I grab some bananas, apples, and oranges before taking my grocery list out of my pocket.

      The guys would never let me live it down if they saw me walking around the commissary holding a grocery list. They already think I’m boring as shit, so they’d just about slaughter me if they knew I had a list.

      Frankly, I don’t want to forget anything, because that means I have to make another trip. Fuck that.

      I stare at my list, reminding myself to get eggs, because I forgot to write it down . . . just as my cart rams into a solid figure.

      A small yelp accompanies the pushback of my cart along with a thump.

      Shit.

      I stuff my list in my pocket and round my cart to find a woman on the floor, glasses askew, and a broken watermelon on the ground next to her.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry,” I say, bending down to help the woman up. “I didn’t see you there.”

      She takes my hand and rights her glasses right before looking at me. Deep brown eyes stare back at me, hidden behind thick black-rimmed glasses. Porcelain skin, rosy cheeks, and platinum-blonde hair that looks completely natural, not from a box. Flustered, she dusts off her high-waisted brown pants, and rights the tight-fitting white button-up shirt that’s tucked in to her waistband.

      “Pardon me,” she says sweetly, her voice smooth like honey. “I was so not paying attention, kind of enamored by the green hues—” She stops and stares at the broken watermelon on the ground. “Oh dear, I was going to say by the green hues of my watermelon but it looks like there was a massacre on aisle one.”

      “That’s my fault. I was staring at my grocery list.”

      She smiles shyly and bends to pick up the watermelon. I stop her attempting to clean it up, not wanting her to get watermelon juice all over her clothes. “Hey, I’ll get someone to pick this up. You don’t want to get all messy.” Just as the words fall out of my mouth, an employee walks by. I snag the kid and say, “We had a bit of an accident over here. Would you mind helping us clean it up?”

      “Not a problem. I’ll grab some supplies. Could you stand around it until I get back? I don’t want anyone slipping.”

      “Sure,” I answer as the boy takes off.

      “I can stand here if you want to continue checking things off your grocery list,” the woman says, adjusting her purse on her shoulder.

      “Nah, it’s okay. I’m in no hurry.”

      “Neither am I.” She smiles again, looking at me through her thick eyelashes.

      She really is pretty, with almost a quirky look about her that makes her unique with her heavy bangs and light freckles framing her beautiful face.

      Seeing that neither one of us is moving, I introduce myself. “I’m Colby. Sorry I cracked your watermelon.”

      Shaking my hand still, she says, “I’m Sage, sorry I interrupted your grocery list reading time.” Funny too.

      I shrug off her apology. “It’s a few minutes I’m willing to spare.”

      Shit, did I just flirt with this woman?

      From the look of it and the way she turns her head down, humor playing at her lips, I’m guessing I did.

      I can’t even remember the last time I flirted. Here and there maybe when I was out with Colt and Rowdy, but they do most of the work for me when it came to women. I sit there and drink while they push the girls toward me.

      She adjusts her glasses on her nose again and says, “I’m going to guess you’re a pilot. Unless it’s Halloween and I missed the memo.” The way she delivers her jokes, quiet almost monotone, makes me believe she’s shy despite her good sense of humor. It’s cute.

      “Nah, you didn’t miss the memo. I’m a pilot.”

      “What do you fly?”

      “F-22,” I say with pride. That will never get old, being able to brag about the wings I take to flight every day. I worked damn hard to get to this position, an elite spot in the Air Force, and I never miss a moment to talk about it.

      Her eyes widen and her nose twitches cutely to the side. “Wow, an F-22, super stealth.”

      I chuckle. “One of the best.”

      “Did you hear about the new F-35?”

      Did I hear about it? Uh, it’s all I’ve been reading about lately. Lockheed Martin has been working on the F-35 for what seems like forever, and it’s almost ready to be tested in the sky. I’m partial to the Raptor, but hell, if given the opportunity to fly an F-35, I’d jump right on it.

      “Yeah, pretty excited about it.”

      “Think you’ll fly one?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “A guy can only dream, right?”

      She nods and shifts on her feet, twisting her hands together in front of her. “I’m not a pilot, in case you were wondering, but I admire the planes from afar.”

      Given her attire and glasses, I’d guessed that. Is she a civilian? Girlfriend, or married maybe to someone on base?

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m an optometrist here on base.” She nods at her statement. “Yup, I look at eyeballs all day while you’re flying in the skies.”

      “As long as you’re not poking them.” I chuckle, the sound feeling weird on my ears. It really didn’t sound like me at all. This whole conversation doesn’t sound like me.

      Maybe I feel bad because I ran into her. Is that why I’m not acting like my normal closed-off self? Or maybe it’s because she’s shy and a little timid so it makes it easier to talk to her.

      “Never poke an eye, rule number one.” She adjusts the strap to her purse again and nervously laughs, her voice very soft-spoken. “It’s sure taking that guy a long time to get cleaning supplies.”

      “Hey, if you need to get going, I’ll guard the watermelon.”

      “Do you mind?” She shifts on her feet. “I’m kind of late for a party.”

      “Not a problem.”

      She points behind me. “I’m just going to slip past you and grab another melon.”

      “Yup.” I step to the side and tilt my hat in her direction like a doofus. “Have a good one.”

      A very small smile peeks past her lips. “Thanks, you too.”

      Because I’m a man, I check out her backside before turning back to my grocery list. Firm ass, narrow waist, slender shoulders. She’s pretty, but very quiet. Letting out a long breath, I read my list to see where I’m at, only to lift my head again and give her one more look. She hefts a large watermelon into her arms, a little unbalanced at first, and then heads to the checkout.

      Sage, the optometrist, interesting.
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      “Hey,” I answer my phone, another long day of work kicking me in the ass. “What’s up, man?”

      “Heard there is a chance Nellis gets to test out the F-35.”

      Tired as hell, I put the phone on speaker and set it on my counter where I unzip my flight suit and let it dangle at my hips, my sand tee clinging to my torso. “Not sure. We haven’t heard anything yet.”

      “Be honest, you’re totally drooling over the idea.”

      “Hell yeah, I am.” I fill a glass with water and bring it to the couch where I slouch down in my seat, resting my head against the cushion. “Long shot though. I can’t waste time thinking about it. What’s going on with you and Rory?”

      “Wanted to call and tell you we’re uh, we’re actually pregnant.”

      That makes me sit right up and set my drink on the coffee table. “Pregnant?”

      “Yeah.” He lets out a long breath. “Doctor said it’s a honeymoon baby.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” I swallow hard. “Congrats, man. I’m happy for you guys.”

      “Really?” He sounds hopeful. “I was a little nervous telling you.”

      I chuckle and run my hand through my hair. “Stryder, you married her, this was bound to happen.”

      “I know.” He’s silent for a second, and I would bet a thousand dollars I know what’s going on in his head right now. He’s freaking out about being a dad. Growing up, Stryder not only didn’t have a good relationship with his dad, but his dad was a tyrant, practically a dictator in their household.

      To ease his mind, I say, “You’re going to be such a good dad, man.”

      “Christ, I don’t know. I didn’t have a good example—”

      “You don’t need a good example in order to be a loving and caring parent. What matters is that you don’t want your child to have the same childhood you had, so you’re going to make sure that never happens.”

      “But what if it’s in my genes?”

      I clear my throat, being as honest as I can be. “I’ve known you since you were eighteen. I can tell you right now, the apple has fallen incredibly far from the tree. You are nothing like your father, never will be.” I add, “Plus you have Rory by your side, so if you do mess up she’ll kick your ass.”

      He chuckles into the phone. “Isn’t that the fucking truth. Her parents are really excited.”

      “I bet they are. And Rory?”

      He pauses, taking a minute. “She’s . . . fuck. She’s glowing, Colby.”

      I nod even though he can’t see me. Just as I would have expected her to be. There is no doubt in my mind she was meant to be a mom, and she’ll be wonderful at it too.

      Both of them are meant to be parents. Not to be a cheese dick, but Stryder might put on a front, act like he’s a tough son of a bitch, but he’s not. He has a giant heart that’s made to love. Both him and Rory.

      My stomach feels a little hollow as I think about the family they’ll be starting soon. I’m happy for them, I really am, but fuck if I’m not jealous. When I decided at age ten I wanted to become a fighter pilot, I told myself to allow no distractions, which meant no relationships. When I was a teenager, I dabbled here and there and fucked around in college the first three years but never took any of it seriously, because I knew I couldn’t afford to give time to a relationship.

      And then Rory came along and showed me the possibility of having both—my dream and love.

      Once I went to flight school and started flying fighters, I never really gave having a relationship another thought, because I was so consumed with flying. But I’m going to be fucking honest, and I hate to admit it, but it sucks coming home to an empty house after a long day at work, or a three-month temporary duty. It sucks not having someone to greet you when you come home, wives and kids on the tarmac, waving in their loved ones with signs and balloons.

      At first it didn’t bother me, because I had my plane.

      But it bothers me now.

      “I can—” There’s a knock at my door, cutting me off. I look toward the entryway as I stand, my muscles aching from my early morning workout. “Uh, hey, there’s someone at my door. Can I give you a call back?”

      “Sure.”

      I hang up with Stryder, tie the sleeves of my flight suit in front of me so the entire thing doesn’t fall down, and open the door.

      Spinning around on a pair of ankle boots is a familiar face.

      “Sage?” I ask, a little startled that the watermelon girl from the commissary is standing at my front door.

      Taken back, she blinks a few times before adjusting her thick-rimmed glasses and saying, “Cody?”

      “Colby,” I correct while wearing a gentle smile.

      Immediately her face flames red. “Of course, Colby. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said Cody. That was dumb of me.” She holds up a few pieces of mail. “It says Colby right here on your mail. I had a patient today named Cody, and I think I can’t get him out of my head, had a terrible case of conjunctivitis.” She cringes. “Uh, you don’t want to hear about that.”

      I grip the casing of my door, my other hand on the knob and shake my head. “Yeah, I don’t.”

      Briefly, I watch her eyes scan my torso, taking in the way my shirt is stretched across my chest, pulling at my pecs.

      Shaking her head, she shoves the mail into my unsuspecting hand and takes a step back, eyes cast toward the sidewalk. “Uh, some of your mail came to my place, so thought I would drop it off. Didn’t know it was you who lived here.”

      “Thanks,” I awkwardly say. “You live around here? I didn’t think civilians could live on base.”

      “Oh”—she scratches behind her ear—“my brother flies in the sixteenth weapons squadron.”

      “Really? That’s why you know so much about fighters.” She shrugs. “I’m in the four hundred thirty-third squadron.”

      “I figured.” She digs her toe into the sidewalk. “Since you fly Raptors and all.”

      Good Christ, this girl is speaking plane geek with me right now, and I’m kind of turned on.

      “What’s your brother’s name?”

      “Rocky Guthrie. Do you know him?”

      A smile passes over my lips. “Balboa is your brother?” She nods, a sense of pride filling her chest. “You two look nothing alike,” I joke. Because, they really don’t. Balboa has olive skin, dark hair, and green eyes. Sage has fair skin, platinum-blonde hair, and brown eyes. He’s also a bulky guy, especially for a pilot, and Sage is tiny.

      We’ve hung out a few times because he shares a house with Rowdy, so I actually know the guy pretty well. Didn’t know he had a sister . . . a sister who knows about planes.

      “We get that all the time. I look like my mom and he looks like my dad.” She shrugs casually. “He was the one who helped me get the job on base actually. He was also nice enough to let me move in with him until I get my feet on the ground. Anyway”—she eyes the mail in my hand—“we’re four houses down.”

      “Yeah, you live with my friend Rowdy. I’m kind of surprised he didn’t say anything about a new roommate.”

      “Oh. I just moved in. I’m sure he’s still in shock. I won’t be there for long. When I ran into you the other day, I was actually getting off from my first day; the watermelon was for an after-work welcome party.”

      “Nice.” I nod my head. “Welcome to the neighborhood. It’s pretty quiet here, besides Rowdy, which I’m sure you’ve noticed already.”

      “He does enjoy making noise.” She quietly cringes and takes another step back. This girl is almost painfully shy. “On that note, I’m going to head back. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      For a split second, I think to wave and say goodbye, but a lonelier side of me steps up and says, “I can show you around, if you want.”

      “Huh?” she asks, taking another step back.

      Shit, I’m so bad at this crap. It was easy with Rory, because she did all the work, but it looks like I might have to step up my game.

      “A date.” I swallow hard. “I can take you out and show you around Vegas, if you’re interested.”

      Hiding a smile, she adjusts her glasses and says, “That would be nice.”

      Trying not to show how relieved I am, I nod to the inside of my house and say, “Come in for a second. Let me grab your number.”

      “Okay.” She takes a step forward and says, “My brother knows I’m down here, so no funny business.”

      That makes me laugh, especially since she’s pointing her little finger at me, pure warning in that fingernail.

      “Don’t worry, Balboa terrifies everyone on base.” Did I mention the guy is huge?

      “He terrifies just about anyone he runs into.”

      Sage follows me but stays inside the entryway when I snag my phone from the coffee table. When I turn to face her, I catch her taking in my very empty place.

      White walls, tan carpet, brown leather furniture, and a picture of an F-22 above the fireplace. There is nothing special about my home, but it works for me.

      “Here,” I hand her my phone. “Type in your number.”

      As she enters her name and phone number, I take her in. She seems so delicate, like she’s meant to sit on a shelf under a glass dome rather than walk around in the real world, let alone Las Vegas. Hell, I’m nervous this city is going to eat her alive.

      She hands me my phone. “There, all set. I sent myself a text from your phone so I have your number too.”

      “Cool, thanks.”

      “Well, I guess I’ll be going. Enjoy your mail.” She cringes again and takes a step outside.

      “Yeah, thanks.” I give her a curt wave and shut the door.

      She’s awkward, I’m not much of a talker, but we both like planes, so there could be something there, right?

      At least I’m hoping so, as it would be nice to hang out with someone who doesn’t smell like jet fuel every damn day.
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        Eleven years old . . .

      

      

      I adjust my purple JanSport backpack on my shoulder and look around the campus I’ll call home for the next three years. Pikes Peak is the backdrop for the red-brick building in front of me, giving me hope for the person I can finally be.

      I pull up my pants, situating them on my hips as best as possible, wiggling a little to make sure they’re all the way up, and make my way through the doors.

      The halls are bustling already, everyone wearing their finest first day outfits, everyone trying to make an impression . . . like me.

      Taking in a deep breath, I work my way around the other kids to my locker. My dad and I came here the other day to make sure I knew where I was going and how to get into my locker properly. He made me unlock it a few times for practice so I wasn’t fidgeting with it on my first day. I’m glad my dad still helps me with things like this.

      I make my way to locker sixty-seven, on the right hand side and spot it immediately. It’s the lower locker, which apparently is for the sixth graders. The eighth graders get the high lockers, but I’m not going to complain, because this is my first locker ever.

      Lockers slam, kids laugh, footsteps squeak across the freshly polished floors, the sounds of school for once making me excited. This is my fresh start.

      “Move out of the way, tub-o,” a boy says, startling me from the side.

      “What?” I ask, a little confused while adjusting the top of my track suit, making sure none of my skin is showing.

      The boy standing next to me looks me up and down, his hair blond, his teeth yellow, and his eyes almost pitch-black.

      Grinning like the Grinch, he scoots in closer, the smell of cheese on his breath. “I said move out of the way . . . lard-ass.”

      Lard-ass? Did he really just call me that? I adjust my clothing again and suck in my stomach.

      “That’s not very nice.”

      He looks at me, a slimy smile crossing his chapped lips. “This isn’t your TV show, Barney. We’re not all nice to each other here.” Just as he insults me by calling me a giant purple dinosaur, his friend comes up beside him and pats him on the back, clearly appreciating his dig at the new girl.

      Trying to muster all the pride I have, I smooth down the velour of my coat and say, “This is Juicy Couture.”

      “And you look like an oversized whale in it.”

      Okay, there are only so many times a girl can hear another person call her fat. I’m at my limit.

      I’ve worked really hard this summer trying to lose weight. I drank those SlimFast drinks and everything. I even rode my dad’s exercise bike while watching TV. I know I look better than I did at the beginning of the summer. I might not be as skinny as I wish I was, and I might not have the boobs I wish I had, or the designer makeup Mom won’t get me, but when I left the house today, I actually felt . . . pretty.

      My lip trembles, and I try to hold back the tears as the two boys point and laugh at me, making fun of my outfit, saying how I look like an overcompensating gym teacher, whatever that means.

      Do not get upset, Ryan, that’s exactly what these jerks want you to do. Forget your locker for now, just pick up your bag and ignore them.

      I can ask for a different locker later.

      Not giving them the time of day, I turn away from their rude laughs and bend to pick up my backpack just as I hear a loud rip echo in the hallways. And then I feel it, a light breeze.

      “Holy shit, she split her pants,” one of the guys says.

      “And she is wearing granny panties. Ugh, gross!”

      As fast as I can, I stand straight, backpack slung over my shoulder, and hand covering the giant tear in my pants. With their laughter trailing behind me, I make a beeline for the nurse’s office, hoping and praying those two boys were the only ones who noticed.

      “Can I help you?” the nurse asks. Tears well in my eyes.

      I lean forward, wanting to be as quiet as possible. “I, um, I split my pants and was hoping I could call my dad to bring me a new pair.”

      “Oh dear, not a very good first day, huh?” I shake my head, allowing a tear to fall down my cheek. “Come in, dear. You can use my office phone for some privacy. Why don’t you take your sweatshirt off and wrap it around your waist to cover you up for now.”

      I nod, knowing that’s a good idea since I can feel that the rip is . . . the entire backside of my pants.

      Giving me some space, the nurse quietly shuts the door, and I take her advice and wrap my jacket around my waist. I pick up the phone and dial my dad’s office number.

      “Mr. Collier’s office, Glinda speaking.”

      With a shaky voice, I say, “Glinda, it’s Ryan. Can I . . . Can I talk to my dad please?”

      “Ryan, is everything okay?”

      “No,” I answer, my throat tight, my tears ready to spill over.

      Move over, tub-o.

      Barney, Barney, Barney.

      You look like an oversized whale.

      The taunts sting, breaking my heart and every positive thought I had of myself.

      One single boy destroyed every last ounce of confidence I gathered over the summer, leaving me with nothing but a split pair of pants and tears. Why me? Why did they have to rip? Today? Ever?

      “Sweetie, what’s wrong?” my dad asks.

      Just hearing the sound of his voice pushes me over the edge. Tears start to fall rapidly, cascading into my lap, my embarrassment pooling at the base of my spine.

      “Dad, I . . . I . . .” My voice catches in my throat. “My pants ripped,” I finally say.

      “Oh Ryan, I’m so sorry. They must have been a faulty pair. I can get you a new set. How bad is it?”

      “Re-really bad, Dad.” My voice hitches. “I need new pants for today. Do you think you can bring me some?”

      “Oh sweetie, you know I would, but I have meeting after meeting lined up. Call your mother. She’s home and can bring you a pair.”

      The mention of my mom tightens my throat all over again, sending another wave of tears down my cheeks.

      “She’s going to be so mean, Dad. She didn’t even want me to wear this outfit.” I don’t bother mentioning the boys who made fun of me, because I don’t want my dad thinking I’m a loser. He thinks so highly of me, and I can’t imagine what he’d think if learned some boy called me fat.

      “She won’t, I promise. I’ll give her a call and let her know the situation. Just hang tight; we’ll get you some pants.”

      “Okay,” I sniff. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Love you, boo bear.” He hangs up the phone, and I let the nurse know what’s happening.

      The nurse asks if I want to go to class since technically I’m covered up, but I beg her to let me stay until I can get my new pants. Thankfully she lets me.

      It only takes Mom twenty minutes to arrive at school and when she does, she doesn’t look happy. Please don’t yell at me here, Mom . . .

      I must have interrupted her yoga class. She looks me up and down, shakes her head, and thrusts a pair of pants at me, shame in her eyes.

      Head held down, I take the pants and unfold them. Oh no. It’s a pair of jeans I absolutely hate because they’re boxy-looking.

      Just when I think my mom is about to leave and not say anything to me, she quietly whispers, “I told you not to eat all those cookies this summer. Maybe you’ll listen to me next time.”

      She pats my shoulder and then takes off, and like normal I feel cold and awful. Why do you hate me so much, Mom? Why?
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        RYAN

      

      

      Squeezing my eyes tightly, I step onto the scale and take a few deep breaths before opening my eyes. I tell myself not to look down, to ignore the number, that I only step on this scale every day to prove that what the number is doesn’t matter.

      But it’s all a lie.

      Because it matters. It matters so much.

      Don’t look down. Just step off.

      I grind my teeth together, my arms wrapped around my stomach, my fingers playing with my bare skin and the ripple in my ribcage.

      You’re beautiful. You’re perfect. You don’t need to change anything.

      I tell myself that over and over again but it never registers. I’m never good enough. Never will be.

      Giving in, I glance at the scale.

      One fifteen. A little lower than what my doctor said was appropriate for my body type. It’s okay. A little low is okay. A little high is not.

      I step off the scale and look at myself in the mirror, tilting my head to the side, examining my waist. I pinch my side, a flashback of my mom doing the same thing, reprimanding me for eating too many potato chips. I’ll do crunches tonight before bed.

      I turn to the side and pat my stomach. A little bit of a swell, but I’m getting my period any day, so it could be from bloating. Just an apple for breakfast tomorrow, especially after what I’m about to eat tonight.

      Facing the mirror again, I lean forward and stare at my face. My brows need shaping again, and these freckles, God, why won’t they just go away?

      I’ve always hated my freckles, spent countless hours in the bathroom covering them up, never wanting to give anyone fodder to make fun of me.

      Guys don’t like freckles.

      They make your face look dirty . . .

      Gripping the edge of the counter, I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. She will not cloud my mind; she will not be present in this moment.

      You are beautiful, Ryan.

      Without another glance at the mirror, I slip my clothes back on, turn off the light, and walk down the hallway of my apartment just in time to see Rory and Stryder walk through the front door, Stryder propping the door open with one giant paw.

      Not everyone would notice the adoring look Rory gives Stryder as she walks by, but I catch it. It’s a small glance, but one that packs a powerful punch, one full of so much love that for a brief second, I’m envious.

      All I’ve ever wanted is for someone to love me. It’s not a secret that my dating record hasn’t been pretty, I continue to fall for the wrong man, I can’t hold a relationship longer than three months. And for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.

      I want to blame it on the guys I choose, which I’m sure is part of it, but a deeper, darker side of me chooses to believe it’s because I’m not pretty or intriguing enough for the men I come across.

      Hell, I couldn’t keep Stryder’s attention when I first met him and Colby . . . I shake my head at the thought of him. The two nicest guys I’ve ever met and neither showed an ounce of interest in me.

      I swallow hard, trying to push back the negative thoughts roaring through my head as Rory speaks up.

      “Ryan, you knew we were coming over.”

      Putting on a happy face, because that’s what I always do—mask firmly in place—I say, “Yeah . . .”

      Rory motions around my apartment. “You have bras and thongs hanging everywhere.”

      I walk to my friend and her husband—HUSBAND, so weird—and give them both a hug, with an extra tap to Rory’s stomach. “It’s laundry day, what do you expect? Got to let these guys dry out.” I flick a thong with my finger. “Come on in. Did you bring pancakes?”

      Stryder holds up a bag and nods. “Pancakes. No bacon, sorry.”

      “What?” I ask, outraged. “Why no bacon?” Whenever we get pancakes from Uncle Sam’s Pancake House in Manitou Springs, we flirt with the manager, Derick, and always get ourselves free bacon. Every single time.

      Rory thumbs toward Stryder. “He picked it up.”

      With a stern brow, he sets the pancakes on the counter and says, “And to hell if I’m about to flirt with Derick.”

      I sift through the bag, pulling out the to-go boxes. “If you loved Rory enough, you would have flirted.”

      “You’re going to pull that card?”

      I nod with a smile. “Yup.” I take my box to my little kitchenette table along with syrup and a drink. “Juice is in the fridge. I got apple for Preggo.”

      “You’re such a good friend,” Rory says, pulling two glasses from my cabinet for her and Stryder. They work in unison in the kitchen, helping each other gather their dinner items. It’s adorable. Some would say sickening, but not me. I know their history and the bumps in their road they faced.

      Once settled and pancakes are being consumed, Rory asks, “So, why were we beckoned with pancakes?”

      I take a deep breath and look them both in the eyes. “I’m pregnant.”

      “What?” they both say at the same time, their eyes widened. Rory coughs a few times while taking a sip of her juice.

      “Are you serious?” Stryder asks, while concern laces his brow.

      “No, I’m not.” I smile and take a bite of my pancakes, chewing happily.

      “Wait, what?” Rory sets her fork down. “Are you or are you not pregnant?”

      “I’m not, but wasn’t that fun?” I tip my juice in their direction and take a sip.

      They exchange glances between each other and then look back at me, Rory speaking first. “No, that wasn’t fun. What would possess you to say something like that?”

      Casually, I shrug. “Not sure really, thought maybe it would be an icebreaker.”

      “That is never an icebreaker, or something to joke about.” Rory takes a deep breath to continue her lecture when I jump in to stop her.

      “I’m lost.”

      This time Stryder lifts his brow at me. He really is so handsome. Rory scored such an amazing man. Handsome, loving, and worships the ground she walks on. “What do you mean you’re lost?”

      I toss my fork in my to-go box, not feeling too hungry anymore. “I’m in a rut. Nothing is happening for me right now.”

      “Why?” Rory asks.

      I play with my napkin, dragging it between my fingers as I speak. “I’m still doing makeup at Ulta for people who come in to buy nothing but the products they already use, except for the occasional serious customer. There is no room for growth, and I’m bored. I don’t want to match people’s foundation anymore. It’s not what I went through all those classes for. I want to be a serious makeup artist. And forget my love life.” I roll my eyes. “It’s non-existent. Pathetic actually.”

      “What happened to Glenn?”

      “He never returned my phone call.”

      “Zack?” Stryder asks.

      “Got back together with his girlfriend after a date with me.” I let out a long sigh and prop my chin up in my hand. “I’d rather not run the gauntlet of men who’ve appeared in my life. It’s depressing.”

      “Okay,” Rory answers, mouthful of pancake. “So you want a different job then?”

      I nod and take a deep breath. This is going to kill Rory, but . . . “I do want a different job. I, uh, kind of got one.”

      “Really?” Rory’s eyes sparkle with excitement. “Where?”

      “Well, remember that girl we went to high school with, Leah Cameron?”

      Rory takes a second to mull over the name. “Leah, is she the one who’s the—” She stops short and lowers her fork from her mouth before swallowing what’s in her mouth. “Is she the Vegas showgirl?”

      Oh God, she knows where this is going.

      “Yes.”

      “Ryan. What are you not telling me?”

      I twist my hands in my lap, more nervous telling the news to Rory than I was to my parents. Not that my mom really cared . . . “She got me a job as a makeup artist on her variety show. I have a day to decide if I want to take it or not.”

      “But, does that mean you’d move to Las Vegas?”

      Stryder squeezes her hand and gently says, “Babe, if the job is in Vegas, she has to move there.”

      Stunned, Rory starts to shake her head. “No. Nope. Not happening. You can’t move. What am I going to do without you? I have a baby coming soon, for crying out loud.”

      “I know, and I want nothing more than to be here for you when that happens, but I’m in a rut with no way out. I think this might be the break I’ve been waiting for.”

      “There has to be something in Denver at least. There are more jobs up there.”

      “Not really. I’ve been looking, and you know how much I’ve wanted to get into show business makeup. This could be my foot in the door. The only show business makeup jobs here are local news channels and even those are rare.”

      Cutting in, Stryder says, “When would the job start?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” Rory nearly flies off her chair. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Babe”—Stryder rubs her shoulder—“Ryan wants more.”

      “I do. I need to focus on me for once. I feel like”—I pause, biting on my bottom lip, willing the tears back that have suddenly threatened to spill over—“I haven’t been in the best place recently, and I need a change.”

      “What are you talking about? Did something happen and you didn’t tell me?”

      I shake my head. “No, I just haven’t been feeling great about myself, that’s all.” She doesn’t need to know any more than that; it will just worry her, and  the last thing she needs to worry about is me.

      “You’re not running away from something, are you?” For once? No. I’m not.

      “No. I’m running toward something.” I let out a long breath. “I know this is going to suck, being away from my best friend, but I think this is something I have to do.”

      Rory leans back in her chair, crosses her arms over her chest, and groans. “Ugh, why do you have to have aspirations?”

      A very unladylike snort pops out of me. “Sorry. I’ll try to be less ambitious.”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      With his fork, Stryder scoops up a bite of my pancakes and says, “Nellis Air Force Base is right outside of Vegas, you know. I could contact Colby to help you move.”

      “No, no, no.” I wave my hand. “Not necessary. My dad is going to help me move. You don’t need to bother Colby.”

      Rory places her hand on Stryder’s forearm, leaning forward in her chair again, her eyes filling with excitement. “No, that’s a good idea. At least Stryder can let Colby know you’re going there. He could keep an eye on you, make sure you’re not corrupted by a pimp.”

      It’s almost impossible to hold back the giant eye-roll that threatens to take over my eyes, but I do.

      “I’m not going to be corrupted by a pimp, and please don’t contact him. I’ll be fine. I need to do this on my own.”

      “But it’s Vegas.”

      I lean over and take my friend’s hand in mine. “And I’ll be fine. I promise.” I will, because it’s my time. It’s time to make my life make a difference. Las Vegas, here I come.
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        COLBY

      

      

      “Who you texting, Flyer?” Balboa’s deep voice booms from over my shoulder, startling the piss out of me.

      My phone fumbles between my hands as I try to calm the jump-start in my heart.

      “Christ.” I turn toward him. “No one.” Lie. I was about to text his sister.

      “Is that right?” He eyes my phone. “Let me see your phone.”

      “Why?”

      “Yeah, why?” Bent asks, walking up to the briefing desk where Colt is checking out the weather for the day.

      “Word on the street is, he asked for my sister’s number.”

      “You did?” Rowdy asks, setting his helmet on the counter. “I thought you said your sister is off limits.”

      “She is, especially to you.”

      Rowdy holds up his hands. “Why me? I’m a gentleman. I treat a lady well.”

      “Says the guy who scooted his date out the door at midnight.”

      Rowdy likes to think he’s a gentleman, when really he’s a dick.

      “She wanted to cuddle.” Rowdy shrugs. “I don’t do that shit.”

      Turning back to me, Bent nudges my shoulder, his harness clanking with his movements. “So, were you about to text her?”

      Knowing I can’t get out of his inquisition, I say, “Yep.”

      “Oooo.” Rowdy drums the counter with his index finger knuckle. “Looks like Flyer is about to get the Balboa treatment.” Rowdy leans past the muscular mass in front of him and says, “Good luck, man, he packs a hefty punch.”

      Jaw shifting back and forth, his eyes narrowing in on me, he says, “It’s about goddamn time. She’s been asking me for the last two days if you were going to text her. I’m sick of it.” He pulls a pen from behind his ear and starts making notes in his notebook about the weather report.

      “What?” Rowdy asks. “What’s this bullshit? You’re letting Flyer take out your sister? What happened to the beatdown mentioned, how no one is allowed to ask her out?”

      Not even lifting his head, Balboa says, “I know he won’t do anything stupid, unlike you.”

      That’s very true.

      “I was going to see if she was available tonight,” I answer, turning back to my phone.

      Balboa makes a final note, clicks his pen, then turns toward me and presses the pen to my chest. “Just don’t fuck around with her. She’s special. Got it?”

      “Yeah. Got it.”

      Balboa gives me a curt nod before walking away, leaving Rowdy grumbling about something incoherently.

      Focusing on my phone, I type out a text.

      Colby: Hey, sorry about the delay in our date. Things have been busy here at the base. Are you available tonight?

      I press send and then listen to Colt and Bent talk about our training for the day and the clear skies we get to fly in with moderate wind. Should be a piece of cake. At this point, nothing fazes me when I’m in the cockpit. That happens once you’ve been deployed a few times overseas, thrown into the thick of things, into an entirely different terrain than you train in. Today seems like a flying day I could do with my eyes closed. But I never allow myself to feel that cocky. It can only take a moment of lack of concentration for something to go very wrong.

      “Ten minutes, boys,” Bent says, slapping his hand on the counter. “I’m going to take a leak.”

      Rookie mistake since he’s already strapped into his gear.

      “What are you going to do with Balboa’s sister?” Rowdy asks, knocking me in the shoulder.

      I rest my arms on the counter and turn my head in Rowdy’s direction. “Not sure. I told her I would show her around town.”

      “Town, or base? Because you could walk the grounds of Nellis with no problem, but navigating Vegas, good luck, man. You know nothing.”

      He’s got me there. We were transferred here a year ago from Tyndall, and I’ve spent most of my time on base, never exploring Vegas because it’s not my scene. So offering to be a tour guide for Sage might have been a bad idea.

      “I can make it work. I’m not worried.”

      Growing serious, Colt asks, “Is this like a real date? Because I can’t remember the last time you took a girl out.”

      “Sure,” I answer casually, not wanting to be ribbed by the guys.

      “It better be a date, because Balboa will have your ass if it’s anything other than that.”

      My phone beeps in my hands. Lifting off the counter, I say, “He has nothing to worry about. Meet you guys out there.”

      I throw my helmet bag over my shoulder and open up the text with one hand.

      Sage: I hate to look like I have nothing going on in my life, but in all honesty, I have nothing going on in my life, so I’m available tonight. Don’t judge me.

      I chuckle to myself and answer her back.

      Colby: No judgment. How about I pick you up around seven?

      Sage: Works great. I can dress casually, right? I’m not much of a nightclub girl.

      Colby: Good, I hate nightclubs. Casual is good. See you at seven.

      Sage: Fly safe.

      I pause when I read her text message, a little flutter taking flight in my stomach. Fly safe. I can’t remember the last time someone said that to me, someone of the opposite sex. I also can’t remember the last time I felt this type of . . . joy? I haven’t been celibate since moving to Vegas, but I certainly haven’t dated. My commitment to the Air Force hasn’t deviated, and has been my priority. Fly safe.

      I pocket my phone, a smile on my face. This feels good.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been in a truck this high,” Sage says, taking in my vehicle. “It’s very tall.”

      It’s not that tall but then again, she’s short.

      “I’ve had it since college. I guess I’m used to it now.”

      “Well, it’s much bigger than my little Honda Civic.” She glances at me. “I bet you wouldn’t fit in the car just like Rocky. His head touches the ceiling.”

      I chuckle and pull out onto the road. “Balboa is a huge dude. Still can’t wrap my head around the fact that you came from the same parents.”

      “It takes people some time.” She pauses and then says, “Full disclosure. I’m wearing a ton of sunscreen right now.” She pushes her glasses up on her nose and then twists her hands together. “I didn’t want you to think what’s that smell? It’s my sunblock. I have very fair skin but wanted to wear something nice today that wasn’t going to make me all sweaty, so I put on a ton of sunscreen earlier.”

      My lips pull to the side, a smile forming. “Well, I wasn’t wondering what that smell was, but just to put your mind at ease and not wanting skin cancer is a valid thing, so . . . uh, good job wearing your sunblock.”

      “Thank you.” She smooths out her baby-blue sundress and lets out a light sigh. “Can I be honest with you?”

      The truck comes to a halt at a stop sign, so with one arm on the steering wheel, I glance in her direction, my aviators blocking my eyes when I say, “Of course.”

      “I, uh, I don’t go on many dates, so I might not be very good at this.”

      When I first met Sage, I sensed innocence about her. She was quiet, a little awkward, and not very outgoing. When she came to my door, I saw a little bit more of her personality, but still reserved. Her confession doesn’t shock me.

      It actually almost seems like she’s the female version of myself. Reserved, quiet at times, awkward when the moment is right. This date should be interesting.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, driving off base. “I don’t date often either. So we can both be rusty together.”

      “Really?” I catch her hopeful look.

      “Really. You’ve got nothing to worry about, Sage. I’m not like the other pilots.”

      “I guess you’re not. You carry around a grocery list. My brother doesn’t carry one around and since I’ve moved in, I’ve seen him bring home two different girls.”

      I’ve seen Balboa in the bars. He’s just as much of a player as the rest of them, but I don’t mention that to Sage, because I’m sure that’s information she doesn’t want confirmed.

      “Balboa is definitely not someone who carries around a grocery list.”

      “Well, I’m glad we established that we both don’t date. That makes me less nervous.”

      Me too. I’m not good at this shit. The only serious relationship I had was with Rory and that was over six years ago. She was the one who pulled me out of my shell. She was the outgoing one who kept our relationship interesting and refreshing. I followed her lead.

      If Sage is like me, does that mean one of us is going to have to step up and be the outgoing one?

      I sure as hell hope it doesn’t have to be me.

      Looking out the window, Sage says, “Do you have any plans?”

      “I have an idea.” I chuckle to myself. “I guess it’s my turn to be honest too.”

      “Oh?” Sage faces me.

      With my arm propped on the driver’s door, I play with the small hairs at the back of my neck. “When I asked to show you around, I wasn’t thinking about how I know really nothing about the city. I kind of stick to base and stick to myself. I’ve only been out a few times when the guys force me.”

      “Are you a homebody?”

      “Yeah. What about you?”

      She motions to her body. “You heard me say the amount of sunscreen I put on. Of course I’m a homebody. I love grilling up a steak and watching a movie.”

      “Wait, what?” My brow pinches together. “You grill up a steak?”

      “Of course. Rocky taught me everything I know, and it really chaps his butt that I’m better at grilling than he is now. And before you ask, I do it all. I season, I marinate, and I stand there hovering over the grate, beer in hand, watching intently as my meat cooks.”

      I can’t help it, I let out a low chuckle. I drag my hand over my mouth and say, “Not to sound like an insensitive ass, but I never would have expected you to say that.”

      “Don’t worry, I get it. I look more like a tea and crumpets girl. But don’t let my image throw you for a loop. I like to grill.”

      I nod, mulling over that information. “You know what that means?”

      “I’m going to have to make you a steak sometime.”

      “Exactly.” I turn toward her and something takes over me as I flirtatiously wink and garner a smile from her.

      Maybe I can do this . . . dating thing.
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        * * *

      

      “That was weird,” Sage says, walking next to me.

      “Just a little.” I feel a wave of embarrassment run from the base of my spine to my cheeks, spreading quickly. “For the record, I thought it was a good idea at first. Cross it off your bucket list.”

      “Yeah.” She clasps her hands together in front of her. “You sure can eat a lot.”

      I press my lips together, wishing I could redo this. Am I really that out of practice? I guess it’s been a long time since I had to come up with amazing date ideas. Sage is right; that was really weird. Taking a girl out for the first time to a Vegas-style all-you-can-eat buffet was not the best idea.

      I awkwardly pat my flat stomach. “Had to get my money’s worth.” The smile on her face barely reaches her eyes. Shit. “I’m sorry that guy took a chicken wing off your plate.”

      She nods. “That was the really weird part. I know it was all you can eat, but I don’t think they intended people to eat off strangers’ plates.”

      “Definitely not.” I nudge her shoulder, hoping I really didn’t ruin this night. “I might have done some poor research an hour before our date. All-you-can-eat buffets are huge here. Sorry, Sage.”

      She nudges me back. “If I did research for this date, I’m pretty sure I would have taken us to the same place. It was all-you-can-eat crab legs, and that’s hard to pass up.”

      “Fancy and fulfilling.”

      That makes her laugh, which eases the tension coiling in my shoulders. “When you look at it that way, I have to admit, impeccable dinner option.”

      “See, if we ignore the chicken-wing bandit, we have a great start to the night.”

      “And the kid who tripped me by the mac and cheese.”

      “Don’t worry.” My hand bumps with hers. “I gave the kid a look afterward.”

      “A look?” Sage playfully grips her chest. “My hero.”

      We fall in line, our pace the same as we walk the strip, taking in the drunk tourists and street sideshow acts looking to score some extra bucks from gambling tourists.

      “What’s next?” she asks.

      “Uh . . . I guess this is where I say something intelligent about the city?” I think about it for a second and then say, “It gets really hot here, but I guess you know that given your copious amounts of sunscreen.”

      “Yeah, that I know.”

      I tap my chin. “Uh, did you know that the daily shrimp consumption in Vegas is over sixty thousand pounds?”

      “Really?” Her face morphs into disbelief. “I mean, we both ate a few at dinner, but sixty thousand pounds.” She shakes her head. “That’s a lot of cocktail sauce.”

      “And fishtails.” In front of us is the Bellagio, and I nod toward it. “Want to take a look at the fountains?”

      Her face lights up. “Now that’s something I know is also iconic to Vegas.”

      “See, not so bad. Fully belly and a water show. I almost seem like I know what I’m doing.”

      “Almost.”

      I press my hand to her lower back and guide her toward the fountains where we find an empty section of the concrete fence to ourselves. I take a seat and face her, and she does the same.

      She avoids all eye contact with me, shy and almost . . . scared.

      “Everything all right?” I ask. Is she enjoying herself or wishing she hadn’t bothered?

      She nods. “Everything is good.” She glances at me. “Do you enjoy flying?”

      Just like that, the rest of the tension in my shoulders starts to ease. “I don’t think saying I love it will give my feelings justice. It’s a part of me, something I know I was meant to do my entire life.”

      “Rocky is the same way. Always wanted to fly. Were you just like him and had a bunch of model airplanes?” Yes, but maybe not for the same reason.

      “So many.” I chuckle. “Mine are in a storage unit in Colorado Springs right now. With all the moving around we do, I didn’t want to risk damaging them. A lot of them belonged to my grandpa.”

      “He handed them down to you?”

      “Yeah. He was my best friend for so long; a role model.”

      “Was?”

      I nod. “He passed away shortly after I got my wings to fly. He never got to see me in a Raptor. I had plans to fly him down with his nurse and watch me take off, do a few things in the air and then land, but he died unexpectedly in his sleep.”

      “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.” Fucking. Horrible. Absolutely. Devastating.

      “Took a little bit to accept, but the more time passes, I know he lives on with me in that cockpit. He was a pilot, and he’s the reason I’m where I am today.”

      “That’s so sweet.” Sage is kind and sweet, and I finally feel like she’s relaxing with me. And I want that.

      “What got you into optometry?”

      “Would it be weird if I said I’ve always found eyeballs fascinating?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “We all have our passions. I have planes, you have eyeballs.”

      She chuckles and shakes her fist while she talks. “But yours sounds so much more interesting than mine.”

      Sitting close enough to her, the fountains behind us subdued for the moment, I bump my shoulder with hers. “They’re both interesting.”

      Her eyes fall to the ground for a moment before she looks back at me, and that’s when I see it. There’s a twinkle in her eye, a tilt to her head, a smirk on her lips. She’s having a good time. I might be out of practice, but I can do this, and I can do this with her.

      “Thank you for taking me out tonight.” Her finger grazes mine, shooting a sensation I haven’t felt in a long time up my arm. “I’ve had a really good time so far.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Rocky was right, you are one of the good guys.”

      Balboa approved? Hell, I’ll take it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      “They weren’t kidding when they advertised efficiency apartment, were they?” my dad comments, looking around my new tiny space. It’s a far cry from my one-bedroom apartment in Colorado Springs.

      When I searched for apartments, I looked for cheap in a safe area. The cheapest I could find was six fifty a month, and it was this studio apartment, efficiency style, meaning—I don’t have a kitchen, just a mini fridge, hot plate, and microwave placed in one square space I get to call my new home.

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “You don’t have an oven.”

      “I don’t really cook, so no big deal.”

      My dad shakes his head. “No, I’m going to get you a toaster oven. We’ll go shopping after this. My boo bear won’t be staying in a place where she can’t bake her favorite Pillsbury chocolate chip cookies.

      I swear, my dad still thinks I’m in sixth grade.

      “That’s not necessary, Dad, but thank you.”

      “No, we’re going shopping. It’s the least I can do since you won’t let me pay for your place out here.”

      I sigh and start to blow up my air mattress. I took a Jeep full of my belongings and left the rest in my parents’ basement. It will be meager dwellings at first, but I’m bound and determined to make a change in my life. And right now? That means a new job, new city, new apartment, and new everything else. Look at me. I’m adulting.

      There has to be some kind of change, because the way I feel about myself hasn’t been exactly spectacular. I’m hoping this fresh start will be exactly what I need.

      “Dad. You helped with my rent in Colorado, but I really want to do this on my own here.” For many reasons, but one of them to prove my mom wrong. She didn’t quite say it, but I knew from the look she gave me every time she came over to my apartment she judged me for not paying my rent by myself.

      Now? I’m going to be independent, and that means no help from my dad.

      Growing a little more stern, he stops me blowing up my air mattress and tilts my chin so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. “Ryan, I’m proud of you for being ambitious and going after what you want, but if you think I’m going to hop on an airplane without at least filling up that mini fridge of yours with food, you’re sorely mistaken. You might want to do this on your own, but I’m still your father, and if I want to get you a few things for your apartment, that’s my damn right.”

      I might be stubborn, but there’s a reason for it. I got it from my dad and from the look in his eyes, I have a feeling I won’t be getting my way.

      Point to the old man.
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        * * *

      

      “I really like what you’ve done with the place,” Leah says as she takes in my apartment, which takes her about two seconds given the tiny space. “It’s very camping chic. The real plant in the corner is a nice touch.”

      My dad went a little overboard—even though I begged him not to—but if there is one thing you can count on when it comes to my dad? He’s determined to spoil me any chance he gets. It’s why I have state-of-the art camping chairs directed at a mini flat-screen TV and Blu-ray player.

      I organized my apartment into sections: living space, with my two camping chairs; my bedroom, which is in the corner closest to the bathroom; and then diagonally opposite of my double-decker air mattress is my little kitchenette section with a folding table acting as my only counter and storage space. My dad wasn’t too thrilled about the setup, but I told him it would be fine. I would be fine. I sent him on his way yesterday and then took the time to really make the place mine. Small, but mine.

      Leah got me the job that moved me here, and to show her my gratitude, I invited her over for some homemade cocktails blended together in the Ninja blender my dad insisted on getting. I put up a two-second fight once I saw the many drinks I could make in it.

      Okay, I’ll admit, I cracked on the blender.

      But smoothies and cocktails! I really didn’t have a choice.

      “Thank you. I was going for camping chic, so I’m glad I accomplished that.”

      “Didn’t you have furniture in your old apartment?”

      I nod. “But it was furnished by the owner. What I did have wouldn’t fit in this small space.”

      Leah gives the place another once-over. “You really did utilize the space well.” She eyes my bed. “Is that an air mattress?”

      I nod and hand her a piña colada I mixed before she got here. “Yes, it is, so please refrain from wearing any spikey clothes near it.”

      “I’ll refrain.” She takes a sip of her drink and then takes my hand in hers, giving it a squeeze while letting out a girly squeal. “Ah, I can’t believe you’re here. Are you excited?”

      “So excited.”

      “The girls are excited to work with you. I’ve shown them your work, and they can’t wait for you to get started. But just so you know, I’ve laid claim on you, so I’m always your first priority, remember that.” I wonder if she has any idea how fantastic hearing that is? I’ve needed this. Affirmation. To gain back my confidence.

      I give her a wink and take a seat in one of my camping chairs. “Don’t worry. You’re my number-one girl.”

      “Good.” She takes a sip of her drink and sits down as well. “Wow, this chair is comfortable.”

      “Only the best for Daniel Collier’s daughter.”

      Leah laughs. “Ugh, I’m so mad I missed your dad. I would have loved to say hi. I used to have a crush on him growing up.”

      “What? Ew, don’t say things like that.”

      “Well, it’s true. There was something about the way he loosened his ties when he got home from work. Made my little teenage heart skip a beat.”

      “Seriously, you need to stop.”

      She laughs. “I wasn’t the only one. A lot of our friends, including Rory, had a crush on your dad. He was so handsome.”

      “I’m going to poke you in the eye with a mascara wand; that’s the ragey level you’re bringing me to.”

      Chuckling, she holds her straw between her fingers and takes a long drink. “What, you didn’t feel the same about my bald, potbelly father?”

      “I mean, when he stuck his hand up his shirt and scratched the hair on his belly, that was something. Certainly an image I haven’t got out of my head.”

      “The man has no class.” Mirth laces her voice. “But I love him. Speaking of my dad, he still thinks I’m a vet.”

      “No, he does not.”

      She nods while sipping her drink. “He so does. I take random pictures with people’s pets and send them to him to keep up the illusion.”

      I tilt my head back and let out a long chuckle. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Come on, you know my dad. If he found out I was a Vegas showgirl, he’d have a coronary. Lying to him is keeping him alive.”

      “Lying for life. That’s the first time I’ve ever heard of that.”

      “You’re going to hear way worse living here. Trust me, you’re about to be opened up to a whole new world.”

      We’re silent for a second letting Leah’s words settle in.

      “Do you really take pictures with random people’s pets?”

      Confirming my suspicions, she pulls out her phone and shows me a picture of herself with a few different dogs, all smiling, and in every picture, she’s wearing scrubs.

      “What the hell are you wearing in these pictures?”

      “Oh,” she swallows. “I always carry a scrub shirt in my purse in the off chance I run into an animal.” She taps her head. “It’s all about thinking ahead.”

      “You’re so ridiculous. So are you going to give me the grand tour?”

      She groans and slouches in her chair. “Am I going to have to be your tour guide? Don’t you know anyone else here?”

      Yes, but not really.

      I’m tempted to tell her I know Colby, but that will probably welcome questions, and I don’t think I want to answer any questions about him. It’s way too complicated. It was the hottest night I’d had in years—probably ever—but I’m actually a little embarrassed I told him he was a good fuck. I mean, come on. The guy would know that. Him and his broody moves. Thinking we’ll stay clear of Mr. Brooks for a while.

      “You’re it, babe. Sorry.”

      “I figured as much. Well, don’t expect me to show you around. Instead, we’re going to experience.”

      “Experience?”

      She slowly nods.

      “Every Sunday, some of the girls and I head to the pools for drinks and tanning. This Sunday, I believe we’re headed to The Venetian. One thing you’ll learn about Vegas is that the pool parties are killer. DJs, drinks, food, and hot guys in swim trunks—doesn’t get better than that. Every Sunday, it’s a ritual, so get ready for it. You packed a bathing suit, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “What kind of bathing suit?” She eyes me suspiciously.

      “Uh, a regular two-piece? It’s red.”

      She makes a disapproving sound. “That won’t do. We’ll go bathing suit shopping this week.”

      “How do you know it won’t do? You haven’t even seen it.”

      She motions with her finely manicured finger at my face. “From the way you scrunched your nose and said regular leads me to believe it’s full coverage.”

      “Of course it’s full coverage.”

      Leaning over, she pats me on the leg. “In Vegas, nothing is full coverage, sweetheart.” Oh. Shit.
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        COLBY

      

      

      “Thanks for meeting me. I feel like a dick for not picking you up.”

      Sage shrugs her shoulders, looking pretty in a green dress, brown sandals, and her hair pulled back in some weird twisty braid thing. I had to meet her at the restaurant instead of picking her up at her house because I was running late at the airfield.

      Luckily, I brought clothes to change into and was able to take a shower in the lockers. The restaurant I picked was a little farther than expected, and with Vegas traffic I barely made it on time. My hair’s still wet, and I’m now covered in a light sweat since I had to sprint to get here when I couldn’t find parking close to the restaurant.

      My pursuit for parking and trying to get here on time was a reminder why I don’t go out much; it’s a fucking hassle. And I know I sound like an old man saying that, but it really is a hassle, so why bother?

      Now? Well, maybe there will be a reason to deal with the hassle?

      “At least you smell nice.” She stands on her toes, leans in, and tentatively gives me a small side hug. She’s so fucking cute. Before she can pull away, I wrap my arm around her narrow waist and bring her in closer for a real hug. Her cheek presses against my chest with the top of her head barely reaching my chin, and it’s nice. Comforting actually. God, when was the last time I felt this sort of touch? No wonder humans need touch.

      It takes her a moment, but she wraps her arms around my waist and returns the gesture, her body relaxing. So goddamn sweet. She smells like heaven too, the same flowery perfume she wore on our first date.

      The hostess calls out Sage’s name, interrupting our greeting, and guides us through the busy restaurant to a booth in the back where we can experience a bit of privacy from the booming crowd. I requested something somewhat quiet since Sage has such a soft voice. I want to be able to hear her and talk to her without having to strain to listen.

      “Your server is Zack, and he’ll be with you shortly.” The hostess places the menus in front of us along with some silverware and takes off.

      Smirking, Sage leans forward and says, “This place is much better than the all-you-can-eat buffet.”

      Fucking saucy woman. She’ll never let me live that down. She may not look like Balboa, but she’s definitely related.

      To be honest, I like it when she teases me, when she comes out of her shell. It’s as though she’s unsure how to act at times. A little awkward, but she’s a pretty awkward. It makes you chuckle and puts a smile on your face. On my face. A smile I haven’t worn in a long time.

      Not to mention, she has a beautiful smile, and when she’s mischievous with it, I like to see how many times I can generate the same reaction from her.

      “Maybe we can forget that night altogether, start fresh, act like this is our first date.” Please, for the love of fuck, let’s forget that night.

      She shakes her head. “Oh no, I don’t think so, mister. Despite the chicken-wing bandit and weird dinner, I had a really good time.” A little blush spreads across her alabaster skin, smooth and silky, as if her skin has never seen a day in the sun.

      “Yeah?” My brow lifts.

      Her lashes flutter, her smile deepening. “Yeah, a really good time.”

      Fuck if that doesn’t send a surge of pride through my chest. There was no way it was the best or most inventive date ever, so knowing she had a good time puts me at ease.

      It’s easy when I’m looking for a one-night stand. I don’t have to do much, and I don’t go looking often, but dating is an entirely different story. And Sage is completely different than Rory, so I’m way out of my league when it comes to knowing what I’m doing. Sage waits for me to take charge, so she seems to have the patience of a saint . . . even with me.

      All-you-can-eat buffet. Fuck. What the hell was I thinking?

      “I’m glad.” Awkwardly, we smile at each other for a few beats before we turn back to our menus, silence falling between us.

      Focus on the menu, not on the beautiful girl in front of you.

      Okay, what do I want?

      Burger?

      Sandwich?

      Pizza?

      I glance over my menu, unable to control my urge to study her, figure her out. Balboa is so boisterous and loud, and Sage is the complete opposite. Long eyelashes flutter upward just in time to connect with my gaze. Her smile replicates mine, her eyes intent on me, a noticeable excitement brewing between us. Not saying a word but giant grins on our faces, we go back to our menus and for the life of me, I can’t keep my mouth in a flat line. The corners are permanently tilted, while the words on the menu collide with each other, my focus nowhere to be found.

      Okay, what to eat. Chicken . . .

      My eyes wander back to Sage who’s studying the menu intently, her lips quirked to the side, her head lowered enough that she doesn’t see me taking her in. Soft features, porcelain skin, the softest brown eyes I’ve ever seen framed by dark glasses. So gorgeous. And there is a sense of fragility surrounding her that I like, almost as if she needs someone to protect her.

      And I’m good at that—protecting. It’s my entire life: protect and serve.

      There is a tilt of her head to the side as she studies the menu, her top teeth rolling over her bottom lip, contemplating what to get, almost as if she can’t decide between two things. She glances up and catches me staring at her. Immediately her cheeks go red, and it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever fucking seen.

      She pushes a stray strand of hair behind her ear that fell out of her braid, her fingers slender and small as they graze the side of her head.

      Blinking a few times, she sets her menu down and says, “Are you just going to sit there and stare at me? You’re making me think I have something in my teeth.”

      “You don’t.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I pause, look her square in her warm eyes and say, “You’re beautiful, Sage.”

      Another blush stains her cheeks as she bows her head shyly, the compliment highlighting how reticent she is.

      “Thank you.” Her voice is soft before she picks up her menu and says, “You’re going to be trouble, Colby Brooks. I can feel it.”

      “Good trouble or bad trouble?”

      She lifts a brow in my direction. “Jury is still out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is so good.” Sage pops her fork out of her mouth and holds it with both hands, looking toward the ceiling, looking grateful for the bite she just took. “Seriously, great call. I was skeptical at first, but this is so freaking good.”

      I sit back in my booth, fork in my left hand, watching Sage fawn over buffalo cauliflower as if it’s the best thing she’s ever put in her mouth. Being an observer, I enjoy studying her, her quirks and the little sounds she makes when she likes something.

      After every bite she takes, she follows it up with a wipe of her napkin that she places delicately back on her lap, and then a sip of her water.

      When answering a question and she’s nervous, she always plays with her glasses, and when she gets excited about something we’re talking about, she folds her hands in front of her on the table and has a light bounce in her seat.

      She also likes to tilt her head when talking to me, only on occasion though, like she’s studying me just the same.

      “Want me to order another round for you?”

      For a moment, I think she’s going to say yes, but then she shakes her head and rests her fork on the table. “I want to keep room for my burger that’s coming my way.”

      “Yeah, I can’t wait to see you take that thing down. I have my doubts.”

      She tsks me. “Don’t let this body deter you; I can take down some meat.”

      I’m mid sip of my drink when I sputter water over the table, an image of Sage taking down “meat” rapidly firing through my head.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, completely oblivious to what she just said.

      I hold my hand up. “Yup, fine.”

      “Are you sure? I think water came out of your nose.”

      “I’m good.” I wipe my face with my napkin, and take a deep breath. “For the record, saying you can take down some meat might have a different connotation, especially to perverted fighter pilots.”

      It’s true; we’re all idiots who have a maturity level of twelve-year-olds at times. I have no shame in admitting it. As pilots, our minds are consumed with the mechanics of what we’re flying and the seriousness of the tasks we’re asked or will be asked to perform. So when we get a chance to let loose, we revert back to our teenage years.

      Sometimes I wonder if some of the guys ever left their teenage years behind them . . .

      Hesitating before she speaks again, I can see her little mind working to understand what she said. When she’s clued in, her mouth cutely shapes into an O before she chuckles, bringing her napkin to her mouth.

      “Oops.” She shrugs. “I feel like I should have realized that, especially since I’m living with Rocky and Rowdy, two of the biggest perverts out there. You can’t say anything around them without it becoming a sexual innuendo.”

      “Rowdy is bad.” I scratch the side of my jaw. “You should hear him on the com when we’re in the air. The ass never stops.”

      “Oh I believe it. He’s . . . interesting, isn’t he?”

      A low chuckle bubbles out of me as I slowly nod my head to confirm. “Yeah, he’s interesting. That’s a way to describe it. Interesting but a good guy. Very loyal.”

      “A good quality to have. What would you say your best quality is, Colby?”

      “Best quality? Hmm . . .” I pull on the back of my neck as I think about it. I’m good at picking out everyone else’s positive qualities, but mine? That’s a different story. “I don’t know, honestly. It’s not something I think about often.”

      “So you’re not in your cockpit, pondering over your best quality while going at Mach speeds?”

      “Not so much.” I shake my head in mirth. “What about you? What would you say your best quality is?”

      She folds her hands in front of her, not skipping a beat. “Seeing the best in people.”

      I don’t know her very well, but there is no doubt in my mind this is true.

      “Yeah? What do you see in me?”

      I wait as her eyes rake over me, her gaze like a laser beam examining me. “I see a man who wants nothing more than to do the right thing. Which means if he has to order the buffalo cauliflower for his date, he will.”

      I wink at her. “Damn right I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Giant cookie.

      Coffee.

      A beautiful girl.

      And great conversation.

      It’s a good night.

      “Bite?” I offer as we sit on a bench, an enormous snickerdoodle being shared between us, as we watch tourists and locals pass us by, the wind providing for a cooler night.

      Smiling at me, a twinkle in her eye, she leans over and takes a bite of the cookie, only to lean back on the bench and savor every morsel.

      “Okay, I can get used to the food here.”

      “Minus the buffet.”

      She pats my leg. “Minus the buffet. Seriously though, thank you for dinner. You didn’t have to pay again.”

      “Of course I did.” My brow pinches together. “I asked you out, I pay. Plus I’m pretty sure your brother would have my head if I made you pay.”

      “He’s very old-fashioned like that.” She rolls her eyes, her body language a little stiff, but starting to warm up to me as she slightly turns, her knee knocking into mine. “So what if I asked you out on a date? Does that mean I get to pay?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “No.” I take a bite of the cookie.

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      I tip her chin up, the feeling of her soft skin on my finger awakening a part of me I haven’t felt in a while. “Life isn’t fair sometimes, Sage.”

      She studies me for a second and says, “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “How come you’re not like the other guys, going to nightclubs all the time?”

      “Not my scene. Don’t care for it much.”

      “Ever?”

      “Not really.” I break off a piece of cookie and hand it to her. “I’m like you, the homebody. I’ve been very regimented my entire life. I’ve kind of had a one-track mind—be a fighter pilot. I guess I don’t know how to really let loose.”

      And I really don’t have any need to. I once had it explained to me that my need for quiet and order was because I’m an introvert. During work hours, I’m surrounded by people, instructions, stress, activity, conversations—constant input. And the combination wipes me out. I’ve learned that I recharge by spending time alone.

      But, being with Sage now, I wonder if I might need to explore more outside of my rituals and comfort zones.

      “Can I be honest with you?” I ask her, growing serious.

      “I wish that you would be.” She places her hand on my forearm tentatively and says, “I like you, Colby, and I want to see where this goes, but I’ve been burned in the past. It’s why I’m so cautious, and why Rocky is so protective. So I ask that you’re just open and honest with me about everything.”

      “Burned?”

      She shakes her head. “A story for another day. You tell me what you were about to say.”

      How could someone burn Sage? She’s so sweet and demure, which seems untouchable to me when it comes to burning someone, although someone like her might be the most susceptible to dickheads.

      Focusing on our conversation and what I was about to tell her, I say, “I didn’t have the best childhood. I won’t get into it now, but I found an escape at a young age and it was planes. It’s what has ruled my life for the past seventeen years. I haven’t learned how to really move away from that yet. I guess I haven’t really lived outside of the Air Force so I might be”—I pull on the back of my neck, feeling embarrassed—“boring.”

      Shit, I never really thought about that until now. I am. I’m boring. I was more fun in college when Stryder was dragging me everywhere or when we were parachuting on the weekends. I had more of a life back then. Now, if I’m not in the cockpit or in the gym, I’m at home, reading a damn book, building a new model plane, or watching some documentary about flying.

      Christ. I am boring. What a horrifying realization.

      “You’re not boring. I haven’t found that at all. You’re actually really interesting to me.”

      I want to argue with her. I want to tell her I have a stick up my ass and don’t ever do anything fun, but I also want to see her again, and convincing her that I’m a stick-in-the-mud might not be a good idea.

      Instead, I say, “Yeah?” and playfully wiggle my eyebrows at her, which makes her laugh.

      “Yeah.” She bumps her shoulder with mine and then snags another piece of the cookie, popping it in her mouth in one quick movement. She settles in next to me, her bare shoulder leaning into me, and I’m half-tempted to put my arm around her but hold off. Sage seems like a girl you take things really slow with.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” Sage asks, nodding to a couple dressed in matching shirts and holding giant drinks in their hands.

      “Hmm.” I break off another piece of cookie and chew on it as I think. “I want to say total party animals who’ve been married for thirty years and are here on vacation as a bucket list trip.”

      “Ooo.” Sage looks up at me, impressed. “That’s good a very good answer, and I want to say probably accurate.”

      “Tourists are easy to pinpoint.”

      “You think so?” She squints, eyeing me suspiciously, challenge in her eyes.

      I motion to the crowd. “Go ahead, test me.”

      “So confident, okay . . .” She scans the crowd, her cute little finger tapping her chin. “What about that couple over there, the ones with the hot dogs?”

      “Couple from Europe, getting the true American experience.”

      She laughs. “And them right there, the girl with the five-inch heels?”

      “Ah.” I nod. “Escort and her pimp.”

      She bursts out in laughter and playfully swats my leg. “They are not a pimp and escort. What is wrong with you?”

      “They could be. Look, they’re talking to a man right now. Bet they’re making a deal for the night.”

      She shakes her head in laughter. “You’ve been watching Pretty Woman, haven’t you?”

      “Guilty,” I joke, making her laugh even more.

      With a deep breath, I take that moment to move my arm around her shoulder and bring her in closer to my side. Her laugh subsides as she takes in our new position. For a brief moment, I have a horrible feeling she’s going to pick up my arm and return it to where it was, but instead she snuggles in closer and breaks off another piece of cookie. And . . . it feels good. She fits me, with her lightness and sweetness, her quirky sense of humor. This feels good. I don’t think I’m desperately lonely or wanting a girlfriend per se, but if there is a chance for more here, I think I’d be a fool to ignore it. I need to . . . woo.
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        * * *

      

      “You do realize how ridiculous this is, right?”

      I shut Sage’s car door after the incredibly short drive from my house to hers. I made her wait for me to park my car in the driveway, then hop in her car so I could walk her to her door.

      Ridiculous, yes. But I have my reasons.

      If I remember anything Gramps taught me, it was how to be a gentleman and how to “woo” a woman. He used to tell me countless stories of how he constantly won my grandma over with his smooth moves. I’m trying to channel him right about now.

      “Do you need me to carry anything?” I ask, not dignifying her question with an answer.

      Keys in hand and purse on her shoulder, she says, “I’m good.”

      A little wave of nerves shoot up my spine when she rounds the corner of her little car and I hold my hand out to her. She pauses mid-stride, takes in my gesture, and waits a breath before slipping her hand in mine.

      She feels good, her palm pressing against mine, her shoulder gently brushing against mine.

      “Thank you for tonight, I had a lot of fun,” she says as we take small steps up the front walkway.

      “I had a really good time too. Sorry about almost being late. I’m not usually like that.”

      She tugs on my hand. “Colby, I get it. My brother is a pilot. I know your schedules are hectic and unpredictable at times. If I wasn’t going to be understanding of that, then I never would have gone out with you.” Is she always so thoughtful?

      “Well, thank fuck you’re understanding.” We reach her front door, the outside light on, but thankfully, no prying eyes are looking through the windows.

      She turns toward me and adjusts her purse on her shoulder with the hand that’s holding her keys. I move in a step, closing the space between us and tilting her chin up with my index finger, my hand still clasped to hers. I want more. For the first time in a long time, I want to spend time with a woman away from work.

      “See me again?”

      “You want to go out again?”

      I nod, my eyes feeling heavy as I stare at her plump lips, and there is one thing on my mind—other than securing another date with this woman: kissing her.

      Hell, I wanted to kiss her the first night we went out but given how reserved she is, I gave her a hug, but it didn’t fill my craving.

      Sage intrigues me. She makes me want to know more about her, to find out what her lips feel like on mine, or the little sounds she makes when I scoop her into my grasp, our bodies flush and yearning. I want to know other ways I can make her blush.

      I’m interested, more than interested, maybe a little infatuated, and I want to earn the chance to peel back the layers that formed her into the beautiful woman she is today.

      “Yeah, I want to go out again. I like you, Sage, and I want to see where this goes.”

      She smiles, her eyes falling to the side for a moment before she lets out a long sigh and looks back at me. “Does that mean we would be dating exclusively?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it does. Is that okay with you?”

      She drops her keys in her purse and moves her hand to my chest, her palm pressing against my pecs. I have to prevent myself from taking in a sharp breath from the way her hand burns through my shirt. “That is perfect for me.”

      “Good.” I swallow hard, and feeling more nervous than ever, I lift my other hand to her cheek where I cradle her head and bring her closer.

      Her eyes search mine as I lower my mouth but don’t go the full distance. I pause, wait for her to protest, to tell me she’s not ready. But when she licks her lips and moves forward a few inches, I take that as my cue.

      I gently bring her mouth to mine, my thumb stroking her cheek as I press my lips against hers.

      Full, soft, fucking perfect. Tentatively her lips move against mine, never opening wide enough for my tongue, but exploring enough to let me know she’s definitely interested . . . more than interested.

      The light on the porch starts to rapidly flicker on and off, our little twosome about to be interrupted. Reluctantly, I pull away but keep my nose close to hers. “I think our little party is about to be broken up by your brother if I don’t say goodbye soon.”

      She sighs. “He’s so mean to me. I should be able to kiss a guy out on the front stoop without interruption.”

      “I agree, but it seems like Balboa has other plans.”

      “We should have kissed in your driveway.”

      I thumb toward my house behind me. “Want to walk back over there? I’m more than happy to move this somewhere else.”

      She laughs and presses her forehead against mine. “I should get inside.” She pecks me quickly on the lips before stepping away. “Thank you for tonight, Colby. I had a great time.”

      Another step and she’s inching away from me when I’m not quite ready for that to happen. I yank on her hand, pulling her back into my chest where I take her mouth with mine one more time for good measure, to make sure she goes to bed thinking about nothing but this kiss and the way I feel wrapped around her body.

      The door to the house opens and Balboa pops out, shirtless with a scowl. He pulls on Sage’s hand and says, “Say good night. It’s time for bed.”

      Protesting in her sweet voice, she says, “I don’t do this to the women you bring home.”

      Balboa eyes me up and down, a warning in his eyes passing between us. Don’t hurt her. I get it and don’t plan on hurting her.

      “Men are horndogs. Flyer is no exception. If you keep kissing him, he’s going to be fucking you in that bush over there.”

      “Balboa, come—”

      “Don’t test me, Flyer.” He points his finger at me. “You got your goodnight kiss, now move the fuck on.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Sage says, trying to free herself from his grasp, but his python of an arm wraps around her waist and pulls her into the house, as she kicks her little legs.

      “See you at the airfield.” With a quick two-fingered salute, Balboa slams the door and locks it.

      What the fuck was that?

      The distance between our houses doesn’t give me enough time to recount the kiss we shared, and all it does is tempt me to go back to her house and steal one more.

      I make my way into my house, shut the door, and press my hand to my forehead where I take a second to gather myself, the gravity of what just happened pulling me back down to earth.

      I kissed Sage, and it was fucking nice. No, it was more than nice, it was . . . addicting. Welcoming lips eager and wanting more, fuck, I wish her brother wasn’t Balboa right about now, because I would be telling him to shove it while I stole more kisses from—

      Knock. Knock.

      Shit, it better not be Balboa warning me again. The dude can be a little overprotective. Then again, if I had a sister and the shoe was on the other foot, I think I would be just as protective.

      Taking a deep breath, I open the door, ready to be blasted with a lecture . . . Before I can say anything, Sage moves into my space, grips my cheeks, and pulls me down for another kiss.

      Stunned for a heartbeat, it takes me a moment to register what’s happening, but once I do, I circle my arms around her waist and hold on to her tight, our lips locked, our bodies molding as one.

      “Sage Bethany!” Balboa’s voice roars across a few yards.

      She quickly pulls away and looks to the side, toward her house. “Crap, he’s coming. Save yourself.” She quickly gives me another little peck then takes off, running through the yards to get to her house. Balboa chases after her, Sage laughing the entire way, looking so goddamn innocent and perfect that I can’t help enjoying this lighthearted moment. Because I can’t remember the last time I laughed and relaxed . . .

      She’s like a breath of fresh air, and even though I had no clue, was content with how my life rolled, perhaps I need that in my life.

      Maybe, just maybe, I need this girl—this breath of fresh air—in my life to reawaken my soul. If she wants that. Only time will tell.
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        Eleven years old . . .

      

      

      “What do you have in your hand?”

      I look at the red piece of fabric and then back at my mom. “It’s . . . it’s a bathing suit.”

      Dad was supposed to take me shopping today but got called into work, which meant I’m stuck with Mom. If the party wasn’t tomorrow, I would have waited for Dad since he’s so much more fun.

      It’s been horrible.

      I so desperately want to flee the store and go cry in the car, waiting until my dad can come join us, but I know that’s not going to happen. When he’s called into work, it’s usually serious. He apologized profusely, told me he would bring home dinner and to have fun with Mom.

      Have fun with Mom. Not sure I’ve ever had fun with her. Why does he still think I would have fun with Mom. Doesn’t he see how much she hates me?

      I finally have some friends. It took me a few weeks, but I ate lunch with some really nice girls last week, and they invited me to an indoor pool party they’re having tomorrow. I’m super excited, and I realize how important this moment is in a young girl’s life. It’s going to be my first girl-boy party. Danielle and Tory both told me Drake Wilson was going to be at the party.

      Let me repeat that. Drake Wilson.

      He’s the heartthrob of sixth grade with his Abercrombie shirts, and spikey hair with bleached tips. He’s a total dreamboat, not to mention, he’s taller than all the other boys in our grade. And he has a signature Von Dutch trucker hat that he wears on occasion that makes his dark eyes look even darker when he’s wearing it.

      So cute.

      And he’s going to be at the party.

      Tory and Danielle were saying he has pretty big biceps for a boy our age, something you can see well when he has his shirt off. I’m excited to see. I like biceps. I think they’re sexy.

      I giggle at the thought of myself saying sexy.

      “Are you listening to me?” My mom snaps her finger in my face.

      “Sorry, I was thinking about something. What were you saying?”

      She thrusts a black one-piece bathing suit in front of me with checkered racing strips down the side. “Try this on.”

      “Ew, no. That thing is really ugly.”

      Irritated, she holds it up and motions to the piece of fabric as she speaks. “It’s black, which is flattering on every woman. It’s a one-piece to hide everything that shouldn’t be showing.” She narrows her eyes in on my stomach. “And the stripes on the side will elongate your torso, making you look slimmer.”

      “Mom, it’s ugly. If I wore that to the party everyone would make fun of me.”

      “Well, you’re sure as hell not wearing that.” She motions to the red bikini in my hand.

      I clutch it to my chest, absolutely in love with it. “Why not? It’s perfect.”

      “It’s not for your body type.” She hangs the ugly bathing suit back on the rack and pulls another, this one navy blue with flowers. “Try this one.”

      “Mom, no one will be wearing one-pieces. This is a two-piece party.”

      “Really?” She raises her brows at me. “Is that what the invitation said? Two-pieces only?”

      Frustrated, I let out a long breath. “No, but you know what I mean. This is sixth grade. It’s not like elementary school. I’m more adult.”

      Snorting, my mom covers her nose and shakes her head. “More adult? Coming from the girl who still eats FunDip. Believe me, honey, adults don’t eat FunDip like you do.”

      “Well, they’re missing out then,” I say. “Let me just try it on, and I’ll show you how perfect it is for me.”

      Exhaling sharply, my mom relents and motions for me to walk into the dressing room. God, finally. Maybe for once we’ll see eye to eye.

      Excited, I step into a dressing room and start stripping down, keeping my underwear on, because I think it’s weird to try on bathing suit bottoms naked. What does that little strip protector in the bottom piece really do? I shimmy the red fabric up my legs, already excited about the color against my skin, and then I tie the top around my neck and back, shifting my boobs into the cups. I’m one of the heavy-chested girls in my grade. Tory and Danielle have both told me they’re envious of my boobs.

      Taking a deep breath, I look into the mirror and take myself in, spinning, turning, checking out every angle.

      It’s . . . perfect. This is it. I knew the minute I saw the bikini hanging on the rack—this was the bathing suit for me. I just hope no one else has it at the party.

      Confident as ever, I fling open the door to the dressing room and strut toward my mom, hand on hip, shoving it in her face. This bathing suit looks amazing.

      When I reach her, I jut out a hip, flip my hair to the side, and say, “Told you.”

      Beyond happy, I watch as she takes me in, her face changing from expressionless to one of . . . disgust?

      Is she sneering?

      That can’t be right.

      Feeling a little weird, I say, “What’s wrong, Mom?”

      Scanning me up and down, she finally folds her arms and leans against the chair. “You have got to be kidding. Do you really think you look good in that bathing suit?”

      What?

      Of course.

      I gnaw on the side of my cheek and wrap my arms around my stomach. “I mean, yeah. I think it looks really good on.”

      “Ryan.” She shakes her head and pulls on my arm so I’m closer. She reaches out and grips my sides with her fingers, giving me a squeeze. “Feel that? That’s called a love handle, and it’s hanging out. It’s not attractive. You need something to suck it in.”

      “I don’t have love handles.” I smooth my hands over my sides.

      “And look at the dimples in your stomach. People who wear bikinis have flat stomachs.” She taps my belly. “Not a belly like this.”

      Not a belly like this? But I thought it looked good . . . I suck back a tear. I hate that my mom is so critical. Nothing is ever good enough for her when it comes to me, and I don’t understand why. It’s like she had me so she could constantly pick on me.

      Trying to calm down the hurt in my voice, I say, “I think it looks good.”

      “That’s because your father has put rose-colored glasses over your eyes. Sweetie, you know I love you, but you need to realize, you’re not the type of girl who can get away with tight clothes. You’ll never be that girl. You’re heavyset, and unless you drastically change your eating habits, you’re always going to be the girl in a one-piece.”

      Tears well in my eyes as I slowly back away, my mom’s words hitting me hard. I run to the dressing room where I sit in the corner, my head buried in my arms, sobs wracking my chest.

      I wish my dad were here. He would have loved this bathing suit, and he would have said I looked pretty. He would have pointed out all the ways the bathing suit was flattering, but instead my mom pointed out all my flaws, the flaws that keep me up late at night, cutting out pictures from magazines and pasting them in my dream book.

      Flat stomach.

      Big chest.

      Perfectly lined lips.

      Long eye lashes.

      The perfect body.

      It’s all I ever want, and it’s what I’ll be one day. I know it. And when I am that girl, the girl I cut and paste into my dream book, the one from all the magazines, I’m going to rub it in my mom’s face.

      Or that’s what I tell myself . . .

      After another bout of crying and self-loathing, I put my clothes on and walk out to my mom, leaving the red bikini in the dressing room behind me.

      My mother stands from her chair and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Are we done here?”

      I nod, not saying a word.

      “Are you going to say you’re sick and can’t go to the party?” I nod again. She squeezes my shoulder and says, “I think that’s a smart choice . . . especially for a girl like you.”
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      I can’t believe Leah convinced me to wear this thing. I’m all about showing off skin, and I’m not shy when it comes to my pajamas, but a tank top with no bra is completely different from what I’m wearing, or more accurately, what I’m not wearing right now.

      “This way,” Leah says, motioning with her hand. “I got us a little cabana. I know a guy who adores the variety show, and he reserved some seating for us. He’s such a sweetie. He owns the hotel.”

      Owns the hotel? She says that so casually.

      “He said he would be down a little later to say hi, until then we can just lounge poolside, drinks and food are on him.” Leah guides us into a spacious cabana with white flowy curtains drawn in the front. The sides and the back are wood slatted partitions that provide enough privacy but also give us the opportunity to see what’s happening around us.

      Flanking one side is a long comfortable-looking couch, and the other side has a variety of drinks and snacks. In front of the cabana are a few lounge chairs designated for our space only. A massive pool party is in front of us, to the right a DJ pumping today’s hits, and servers float around everywhere carrying drink orders.

      Hmm . . . I might be able to get used to this.

      “This is ours for the day?” I look around some more, amazed.

      “Yup.” Leah fluffs her hair and removes her cover-up, revealing her gorgeous body in a gold bikini, the color accentuating her tan. She’s so beautiful it’s hard not to be envious of her.

      I set my bag next to hers and clutch my cover-up, not quite ready to let go of it. Even though Leah was right, there are a lot of girls wearing the same kind of style as me, I still feel self-conscious.

      “Let’s put in our drink orders. Tyler said we only have to enter them into the iPad over here and they’ll be brought to us.”

      “What about the other girls?” I ask, a little nervous to meet Leah’s friends.

      She dismissively waves her hand. “They’re always late to everything. I’m not waiting for them.” She starts flipping through the iPad. “Oh, look at this drink, rum and strawberries. Yes please. Want one too?”

      Not even giving it a look, I nod. “I like rum and strawberries.”

      “Drinks are on their way.” She claps her hands and then looks me up and down. “Why are you still wearing your cover-up? Strip.”

      I clutch the white fabric. “I don’t know, Leah. Isn’t it a little too revealing?”

      “Are you kidding me? No. It’s super sexy.”

      Shifting in place, I keep the cover-up on. “I feel weird. I’m wearing heels with a full face of makeup and my hair curled, but only a scrap of fabric covering me. That isn’t strange?”

      Leah extends her hands out. “Take a look, sweetie. You fit right in.” She reaches into her bag and pops a pair of sunglasses on my face then motions to my cover-up. “Strip. Come on.” Her fingers wiggle at me, asking for the fabric.

      Sighing, I slowly remove the top and hold my breath as I adjust the tiny bathing suit. We went shopping the other day and when I went for the bikini, Leah went for the one-piece, if that’s what you want to call it. When she handed me the navy-blue bathing suit, I didn’t even know how to wear it. But after about a minute, I figured it out. With cutouts along the sides and the front, the bathing suit barely covers my lower half, revealing pretty much everything and only covering the most important parts with an inch and a half of fabric. And the back side? Yeah, a thong.

      I’m naked.

      My mom would have a heart attack.

      “Damn, girl, you look good.” She steps in closer, runs her fingers through my hair, adjusts my sunglasses, and then steps back. “I hope you’re wearing sunscreen or else you’re going to get some crazy tan lines.”

      “Don’t worry, I coated it on.”

      “Smart.”

      Just as we turn around, a waitress brings us our drinks along with a little note. She hands it to Leah then walks away. “What is that?” I ask, trying to get a look.

      “It’s from Tyler. Says to have a great time and he’ll try to make it down a little later. Such a good guy.”

      “This Tyler, does he happen to have a crush on you?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “Uh-huh. Now it’s all making sense. This cabana, the food, the drinks, he’s totally trying to win you over.”

      She sips her drink and flips her hair to the side. “It’s working.”

      Even though she might seem a little flippant, Leah is a good person with a genuine heart. When I was telling her about my dead-end job and wanting more, she went out of her way to make this opportunity happen for me. I owe her a lot, so if that means dressing in a bathing suit that makes me extremely uncomfortable and self-conscious, I will.

      “Let’s sit down and wait for the other girls. Unless you’re hungry now, we can order something.”

      There is no way I’ll be eating while wearing this bathing suit. I shouldn’t even be drinking, to avoid any chance of bloating.

      “I’m good for now, thanks.”

      “Okay, well—” She sits up and lifts her sunglasses, her attention drawn forward. “Oh, sweet Jesus. Look at the wave of deliciousness coming our way.”

      With the hand holding her drink, she lifts her index finger and points to a group of men coming our way. I have to block the sun to get a good look and when I do . . . oh . . . my . . . God.

      Four men walk our way, all wearing nothing but board shorts, sandals, and aviators. Hair clipped short, not a sign of facial hair anywhere, and their beautifully built bodies are highlighted under the sun, each contour and ridge flexing with every step they take. In a pack-like formation, they walk in sync, their smiles contagious, and their board shorts dangerously tight.

      Oh, sweet Jesus is right.

      “They’re coming this way,” I say under my breath. “Think they’re going to be in the cabana next to us?”

      “If God loves us, they will be.”

      Using the sunglasses as a shield, I keep my head forward but my eyes trained on the men, my entire body breaking out in a sweat with every step closer.

      The one at the front, leading the way, spots us, a giant, sinful grin spreading across his face as he tips his sunglasses down and takes us both in, pure trouble flashing in his eyes. He reeks of danger, the kind of danger you don’t mind having, but not the kind of danger you take home to your parents.

      They close in on the space between us, their legs long, their torsos glistening, and when they’re a few feet away, the guy in the front addresses us while lifting his glasses completely off his face revealing a gorgeous pair of blue yes. “Are you two beautiful ladies our neighbors?” He motions to the cabana next to us.

      Legs bents, and super casual, Leah sits up and tilts her head to the side. “I guess so. And who might you be?”

      The ringleader motions to his chest and says, “I’m Rowdy. The boys behind me are Colt, Bent, and the goliath back there is Balboa.”

      Why do those names sound familiar? I study their frames, the way they carry themselves, the lift of their chins and the confidence in their chests. It’s so familiar. Almost as if I’m experiencing déjà vu.

      “What brings you to the pool today?” Leah asks. “In town visiting?”

      Bent shakes his head as the other guys nod at us and then disperse into the cabana, opening up drinks and chowing down on the little snacks already laid out for them.

      “No, we live here. We all work . . .” His voice fades away as I spot one very familiar figure walking in our direction.

      Corded chest, thick pecs, rippling abs, and a set of aviators resting on a chiseled face. My hands have been all over that body, my mouth once caressed that skin, and I’ve seen what’s underneath those dark green swim trunks.

      Sitting up as well, I take him in, the way he powerfully walks across the pool deck, his hair pushed to the side, short and trimmed, and the sway of his strong biceps at his side, the same biceps I’ve held on to. That body gave me one of the best sexual experiences of my life. The man is a god in bed.

      Colby Brooks.

      What are the odds?

      “Fighter pilots, really?” Leah asks. “Wow, I’ve lived here for ten years and not once have I run into a fighter pilot. This is pretty cool.”

      “Hey man,” Colby says, walking up to Bent and patting him on the shoulder, not paying us any attention.

      “Flyer, you made it. Christ, I thought I was going to have to drag you out of your house. Drinks are chilling, and I’m having a friendly conversation with our neighbors.” His face scrunches up. “Shit, I didn’t catch your names.”

      Stepping in, Leah says, “I’m Leah and this is my good friend, Ryan.”

      Colby is halfway to the cabana when he pauses and turns his head to the side when Leah says my name. He locks his eyes on me. Lifting his glasses, he takes a closer look and then, “Ryan?”

      Spotted.

      “Hey, Colby.” I wave, my fingers weirdly twiddling at him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You two know each other?” Rowdy asks, his eyes bouncing between us.

      Do we know each other? Yeah, we might know each other a little too well. We were friends by association and then spent twenty-four hours together, where I seduced him with porn and got to feel what it was like to have him powerfully driving into me. It was a night like I’d never experienced before.

      But it was nice the way we left it, a platonic goodbye and understanding for the night we shared. No strings attached.

      “We’re both from Colorado Springs,” he answers.

      I add, “He dated my best friend, Rory.”

      “Ah.” Rowdy knowingly nods his head.

      Repeating his question, Colby says, “What are you doing here? On vacation?”

      I shake my head and pull my knees into my chest, wanting to hide my body from all the new eyes. “I actually moved here.”

      “What?” His brow creases and closes the distance between us. “You moved here?”

      “Yeah, um, this week.”

      “And you weren’t going to contact me?”

      “Yeah, you weren’t going to call him?” Leah asks, poking me from behind. “Hell, give me his number, and I’ll call him to let him know you’re here.”

      Is Leah a comedian today? Jeeze.

      Colby is super loyal, and even though we might not be the best of friends, there is no doubt in my mind that he believes I’m a part of his life from being associated with Rory, so the simmering irritation about to boil over is something I don’t want to see happen in front of Leah and his friends. This needs to be a private conversation.

      Even though I’m practically naked and oddly self-conscious, I unfold myself from the lounge chair and nod with my head toward Leah’s cabana.

      “Don’t leave. It was just getting good,” Rowdy calls out as we make our way into the cabana.

      “I agree, don’t leave,” Leah joins in.

      We ignore both of them.

      Hands clasped together, I spin around and almost come face to face with Colby, a very angry-looking Colby. Eyebrows tilted downward, jaw clenched, and a tension rolling in his shoulders he leans forward, venom in his voice. “Ryan, what the hell are you wearing?”

      The way he asks—with that specific tone of voice—reminds me of how my mom would talk to me. It sets off a layer of anger I wasn’t expecting to feel today, not when I thought we’d have a nice day drinking and lounging by the pool.

      I place my hand on my hip, lift my chin, and say, “What does it matter?”

      Not answering right away, his eyes rake up my body, settling on my cleavage for a breath before scanning my neck to my face. He licks his lips and leans forward. “It’s asking for trouble, Ryan.”

      I get it, Colby is a good guy and a protector, but I don’t need his protection.

      “How about instead of lecturing me, you give me a hug and tell me how nice it is to see me.”

      The muscle in Colby’s jaw ticks a few beats before he sighs, pulls me in by the hip, and gives me a hug, both arms wrapped around me, providing a familiar temporary shelter. My hands go to his bare back, where I revel in the feel of his skin under my palms.

      It’s been three months since I’ve had sex. Three months. And the last person I had sex with is holding me right now. I thought I wanted to do the no-boy thing, but for some reason, with Colby wrapped around me, I might reconsider that since a spark is igniting deep in my stomach.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” he asks when he pulls away.

      I adjust a strap on my bathing suit and say, “I didn’t want you to think I was some desperate girl who followed you to the desert, especially after the night we shared.” I whisper the last part of that sentence.

      “Isn’t that it? Couldn’t go another day without seeing me so now you’re playing cool?” I’m caught off guard for a second before he grins at me.

      Playfully, I swat his stomach. “You ass, I thought you were serious for a second.”

      He chuckles. “So that’s not it?”

      “No.” I fold my arms over my chest. “God, I’m not pathetic. Leah, my friend, got me a job as a makeup artist for the variety show she works on. It was a huge opportunity I couldn’t refuse. It just happened to be in the same city you live in.”

      “Seems suspicious.” He scratches his jaw.

      “Shut up.” I push him, but he doesn’t move an inch, because he’s a solid piece of rock in sinful board shorts. “And what are you doing here? This adult pool party doesn’t seem like your type of fun.”

      Tilting his head back, he scans the area. Drinks are poured, people in skimpy bathing suits dance, and there are some questionable things going on in the pool between what I’m hoping are couples, or soon to be one-night stands. When he turns back to me, he shakes my head. “So not my scene, but Rowdy begged me to come.”

      Begged me to come.

      God, I remember when I was practically begging him to come, his cock driving in and out of me. The thought warms my cheeks, sending a wave of heat up my spine.

      “Well, you’re a good friend.” My voice sounds slightly strained from how dry my throat has suddenly become.

      “If I didn’t at least make an appearance, I wouldn’t have heard the end of it, so here I am.”

      “It’s good for you. Plus, you got to see me, so that’s a plus.”

      “It is.” He licks his lips and nods toward the couch. “Want to sit?”

      “Sure.” I snag a water for both of us and take a seat next to Colby, making sure to position my body so it’s in the most flattering position.

      Once we’re settled, Colby asks, “So were you ever going to let me know you lived here?”

      “Maybe, but not right away. I’m actually kind of surprised.”

      “Surprised at what?” He takes a gulp from his water and I watch, fascinated, as his throat works the water down into his stomach.

      “Uh, Stryder said he was going to call you to let you know I was here, but I made him promise not to call you. I really wanted to do this on my own.”

      “He was going to call and didn’t? The fucker.”

      “Don’t blame him. I threatened him.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We look out for our own, and he should have told me.”

      Our own. For some reason, that makes me really happy, especially since the only two people I’ve ever called my own are in Colorado; my dad and Rory.

      Playfully I push his knee. “Are you saying I’m part of your squad, Colby?”

      “Maybe.” He slouches in the chair, legs spread wide, hands relaxed in his lap. The difference of Colby now than when I first met him is like night and day. When he was at the Air Force Academy, he was toned and muscular, but now, years later, time has done him well.

      There is a rugged air about him, a more masculine vibe, like he’s been to hell and back and survived.

      Maybe he has. I have no clue how many deployments he’s had or what he’s really done in that airplane, but I know he’s different, a little more relaxed. He’s not as guarded and seems willing to open up quicker than when he was going out with Rory.

      Is he more relaxed because he’s finally flying? Doing what he’s always wanted to do?

      Now I’m here in Vegas, ready to start my new journey, I can feel how much more relaxed I am, on some things. I’ve always been outgoing and ready for the next greatest adventure, but instead of carrying around this overwhelming pressure to do more, I can ease up just a little.

      “Who’s your friend?” the big guy I think named Balboa asks, coming into our cabana, his boys following close behind, besides the one named Bent who is lounging in the cabana next door.

      “Yeah, what’s her name?” Colt, I think, asks.

      Glancing up, clutching his water, Colby speaks with finality in his voice. “No.”

      “No, what?” Balboa asks. “Need I remind you who you’re dating?”

      Colby is dating someone? Interesting. According to Rory, who heard from Stryder, Colby hasn’t dated anyone since they were together, so this is a surprise. I wonder who the lucky girl is.

      An exasperated sigh leaves Colby before he shifts and smooths his board shorts down. “This is Ryan, my friend from Colorado. She’s off limits.”

      “Why?” Colt asks, giving me a once-over, his Texan drawl intriguing.

      “Yeah, why?” I add playfully.

      Acting casual, but stern, he takes a sip of his water and points to the guys. “They’re players, and you’re not the playing type. Not on my watch.”

      And with those words of protection, my heart relaxes in my chest, and the arid, dry, hot-as-hell weather of Las Vegas starts to feel like home.
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        * * *

      

      Colby wasn’t kidding when he said I was off limits. Any time one of his friends tried to talk to me, he would budge in right away and keep a watchful eye. It has gotten to the point now where Colby just sticks to my side, never letting me be alone with any of the guys.

      Are they really that much of players that Colby can’t let me have a simple conversation with them?

      From the way they’re flirting mercifully with Leah’s friends, I’m going to guess yes.

      Two women sit on Balboa’s legs in their strappy and incredibly skimpy bathing suits, each of his hands circling around their narrow waists, their boobs thrust forward, perfect for his viewing pleasure. Colt is hanging out with a brunette wearing a lime-green bathing suit that does nothing to hide her incredibly hard nipples. Hello, areola. Rowdy is chatting it up with Colby and me while Bent seems to be observing our little crowd.

      The entertainer for sure, Rowdy has to be the life of the party, making sure everyone’s drinks are full and having a good time. Our cabanas have converged, and now we’re having one giant cabana party, which I don’t mind since the girls here don’t seem to want to talk to me. That’s fine. I’ll stick with Colby.

      “Shot?” Rowdy asks, holding out a tray to me.

      “Always,” I answer, taking a blue one and downing it in one quick tilt of my head.

      Rowdy nods his head in appreciation and offers the tray to Colby who shakes his head no. “What, you’re not going to keep up with your girl?”

      “I drove here, and I’m sure I’ll be driving you idiots home, so I’m good.”

      I grab another shot and hand it to Colby. “It’s called Uber. Live a little, Colby.”

      He eyes the liquid substance, contemplating his intake. I nudge it toward his lips. A low growl comes out of him when he takes the shot glass from me. “Last time I did shots with you, we got in trouble.”

      “Oh?” Rowdy’s eyes widen as he takes another shot. “What kind of trouble?”

      “Yeah, what kind of trouble?” Bent asks. He’s the silent guy who’s been sitting in the corner observing. Apparently he’s the squadron leader; that’s what I’ve been told, at least.

      “None of your business,” Colby shoots back and then downs the shot, wincing from the flavor. “Fuck, that was nasty. What was that?”

      “Razz-a-ma-tazz shot. Didn’t like it?”

      Wiping his mouth with his big paw, Colby says, “Tasted like cleaning supplies. Don’t offer me another one of those.”

      There is a little knock against the wood of the cabana. Standing just outside the space is a petite, fair woman with platinum-blonde hair tied in French braids, wearing a white, flowy maxi dress and cute cat-eye sunglasses.

      “Sage.” Colby stands immediately and walks to her where he pulls her into a hug, his large body easily eclipsing her tiny one. His large hand falls to the small of her back as he places a light kiss on the top of her head and brings her forward.

      This must be the girl he’s dating.

      She’s . . . God, she looks like an angel—gorgeous and pristine.

      I suck in my bottom lip, wishing I wasn’t wearing this barely there bathing suit. I don’t mind showing skin, but as Sage walks closer, I can feel my inner self picking apart every piece of my outfit and how I look in it. I think I need to grab my cover-up.

      The boys welcome Sage as I stand just in time for her to take me all in.

      “Sage, this is Ryan, my friend from Colorado.”

      With a polite smile, she lends out her hand. I take it in mine as she says, “Ryan, it’s so nice to meet you.”

      Her voice matches her demeanor—sweet and angelic.

      “Sage, nice to meet you.” Colby has his hand protectively around her waist, his eyes cast down, a small smile ticking at the corner of his lips.

      Huh.

      It’s weird seeing Colby with someone else. I get it, I know we had sex; but that was only two people feeling in the moment. This is different. Colby likes this girl and the only other time I’ve seen him show this side of him was when he was with Rory, so it feels . . . weird.

      The only way to describe it.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it,” Colby says as they take a seat. I quickly snatch my cover-up out of my bag and throw it on, grateful for the coverage.

      I take a seat next to Colby but at quite a distance now, not wanting to make Sage uncomfortable.

      Hand on her knee, body tilted in her direction, Colby listens intently as she speaks. “I finished my baking early. I think it helped that Rowdy and Rocky weren’t home.”

      “Don’t worry”—Rowdy winks—“I’ll be home soon, and I’ll be sure to taste test for you.”

      “Touch my cookies and you’re dead,” Sage cutely threatens, pointing her finger at Rowdy. She might be small, but it sure as hell seems like she could pack a punch.

      “What are you baking for?” I ask, my legs crossed and trying to focus, even though I can feel the alcohol starting to flow deep.

      “The elementary school on base is having a bake sale and one of the girls I work with asked if I would help make four hundred cookies.”

      “Four hundred cookies? Are you insane?”

      She laughs, and Colby squeezes her knee. “Yeah, I might have been, but it’s for a good cause, and I love baking so I didn’t mind helping out. I’m just glad I was able to get my half done and come hang out. Although, I missed the mark on the bathing suit. I was in such a rush to get out of the house, I completely forgot.”

      “No one has stepped foot in the pool,” Colby says, pulling her in even closer. She snuggles into his side, smiling at him with brilliantly white teeth.

      Where the hell did he find this girl? She looks so perfect.

      Unlike me, she’s soft and feminine. She’s an angel to my devil, reminding me of the Mother of Dragons in Game of Thrones.

      Brining her attention back to me, Sage asks, “How do you know Colby?”

      Awkward.

      Skipping right over the part about how WELL I know Colby, I answer, “He dated my best friend for a bit before he went off to flight school. His best friend is now married to my best friend.”

      “Oh . . . really?”

      I nod and wave off her concern. “It’s cool, they’re all good now. For a bit there though, whew, who knew if Colby was going to get over it.” I wince, realizing what I’m saying. “Uh, you can thank the shots on that last comment. Sorry.”

      She chuckles. “No problem.” She blinks a few times and presses her finger under her eye. “Ugh, I never wear contacts but thought sunglasses would be better to wear today. Is there a bathroom around here?”

      My body voluntarily stands as I say, “I’ll take you. I have to go to the bathroom anyway.”

      “Oh, that would be awesome. Thank you.”

      Colby stands with her, helping her up like the freaking gallant knight that he is, and then asks, “Want me to order you a drink or any food?”

      “Do they have sliders? I’ve been craving some.”

      Is this girl for real? Sliders? What I wouldn’t give to eat something like that right now. I’m starving. But every time I look at food, I’m reminded of the outfit I’m wearing and think otherwise.

      “I think so. Buffalo sliders. I’m assuming that’s good. And a Sprite?”

      “Perfect.” She squeezes his hand and takes off with me. I keep my eyes focused on the ground, placing one foot in front of the other, trying not to show just how much alcohol I’ve consumed, even though I told myself I wouldn’t. I guess I’m drinking my calories today.

      Once we make our way out of the busy pool area toward the bathrooms, I ask, “So how long have you and Colby been dating?”

      “Not very long,” she answers, steadying me when I veer off course for a second. “We’ve been on a few dates. We talk almost every day though. Obviously only when he’s able to.”

      “Is texting and flying against the law?”

      She laughs. “Pretty sure he could lose his job if he did that.”

      “Makes sense. How did you guys meet?”

      I catch the smile that lights up her face from the question. Oh God, it’s going to be a cute story, isn’t it? I prepare myself to swoon, because if anything, I am a romantic, always looking for my very own meet cute and someone to love me . . .

      Let’s not go there.

      “In the commissary actually. He ran his cart into me causing me to drop a watermelon. We talked for a little bit but then went on our own ways. The next day, I was looking through our mail and realized we had some of our neighbor’s mail a few houses down. It was Colby’s.”

      “Seriously? You guys live that close?”

      “I live with my brother, Rocky, or as the guys call him Balboa, and Rowdy.”

      I still, the marble hallway we’re standing in echoing my voice. “You live with two fighter pilots?”

      She nods and continues down the hall, taking my arm with her. I thought I was the one showing her where the bathroom is. “It has its moments, but most of the time, I’m dodging girls that are constantly coming over. Not so much fun.”

      “Ugh, that’s annoying.” I think about it for a second. “Wait, your brother brings girls home?”

      “Yeah, he’s the worst actually. Rowdy not so much. He’s a little more reserved.”

      That makes me laugh. “Rowdy is so not reserved. Before you got to the cabana he was flinging one of the girl’s shirts around his head and flossing it between his legs.”

      “Really?” She stands aghast. “Oh my God, I would have loved to see that. That’s so crazy; he is kind of quiet at the house.”

      I shrug. “Maybe he’s winding down. Doesn’t flying take a lot out of them?” I’m just throwing stuff out there; I really don’t know anything.

      “No, that’s something I remember when Rocky started flying. He had a really hard time unwinding afterwards, sometimes it was almost like he was a zombie when he got home. It was startling. He’s better now.”

      We reach the bathroom, thankfully it isn’t crowded, but there are just enough people where I’m not peeing alone with Sage having to listen to everything I’m doing. Like the sound of me struggling to take my bathing suit off. It’s so freaking tight.

      It takes me longer than I wish to go to the bathroom, and when I exit the stall, Sage is sitting in a chair off toward the entrance waiting for me. I smile politely, wash my hands, and walk to her while drying them off.

      “Sorry it took so long. This bathing suit is a maze. It’s hard to find where everything goes.”

      “It looks really complicated, but it’s pretty.”

      I know she doesn’t mean that. She seems like a really nice girl, someone who has never truly insulted another human being to their face, so there is no way she would tell me my bathing suit was built for hookers.

      But I have no problem saying it.

      “Pretty not so much. Slutty? Now we’re talking.”

      “No, not slutty . . . it’s . . . it shows off your confidence.”

      That makes me laugh. “You’re sweet, Sage.”
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        * * *

      

      “You really didn’t have to take me home,” I say to Colby and Sage who are sitting right next to each other in Colby’s truck, holding hands, and looking like a picture-perfect couple. God, they are so sweet together.

      Seriously, that’s the only word I can come up with: sweet. He’s the doting boyfriend who’s always checking on her, making sure she’s well fed and hydrated, and she’s sneaking kisses here and there, holding his hand, and allowing him to fawn all over her.

      It was sickening to watch, but I also couldn’t tear my eyes off them. Not because I’m jealous. I don’t have feelings like that for Colby, despite our history, but because I want what they have so desperately. I can’t remember the last time I had a guy in my life who wanted to hold my hand whenever I was close to him, or a guy who would instinctively push a stray lock of hair behind my ear because he didn’t want anything distracting him from taking in my face. Now it’s right in front of me again, it makes me think of Rory and Stryder. Just another couple who found their very own happily ever after.

      Watching Colby with Sage reinforces how lonely I really am. And I know I came out here to improve my career, to take the next step forward, but now I’m here, about to start my job, I can’t help but realize how empty my life is without someone to share it with. And I think deep down, I had expected Colby to be one of those friends I could occasionally hang with when we were both bored. Not for sex, but just a friend I genuinely liked. And now, that was doubtful.

      Ugh, single lady problems.

      Rowdy sobered up toward the end of the night and took Sage’s car so he could give the rest of the guys a lift home, while Colby and Sage were stuck with me. I almost feel like the annoying little sister whose brother had to take home while with his date. Rather pathetic, really. But Leah met up with Tyler a few hours ago and never returned. I shot her a text to make sure she was okay, and she sent me a picture back of Tyler sleeping on a pillow, his torso completely naked.

      So, I’m pretty sure I know what they were doing.

      “I don’t mind,” Colby says.

      “Take a right here, and I’m in the apartments on the left.”

      Colby leans his head forward to get a better look at the apartments, and the distinct sound of his disapproval rings through the truck.

      “It looks sketchy at night, but I promise it’s a great area, super cheap and, hey, no kitchen to clean, so yay.”

      “You don’t have a kitchen?” Sage asks, astonished.

      I shake my head. “Nope. It’s an efficiency apartment, so I only really have a mini fridge and microwave, but it works.”

      Colby pulls into a parking spot and checks out the area, a crease in his brow. “I don’t like it.”

      “It’s fine,” I answer, exasperated. “Trust me, I’m incredibly safe here.” I gather my things and open the truck door. “Thank you for the ride, and Sage, it was so nice talking to you and getting to know you.” I point at Colby and smile. “You got a good one there; don’t let him fly away.” I elbow her in the arm. “Get it, fly away.”

      She chuckles. “Totally got it.”

      “Okay, good night, you two, and no funny business. You both are to go straight to bed when you get home.” I tap my nose twice and then point at them. “Safe sex is abstinence.”

      I don’t know why I just said that.

      “Christ,” Colby mutters under his breath. “Do you need help to your apartment?”

      “Nope, all good.” I hop out of the truck. “Thanks again, and call me; you have my number, Sage. I would love to get together, really show you the town . . . not a buffet.”

      “You can leave now,” Colby says as Sage laughs.

      I shut the truck door and make my way to my apartment. That was fun today. I made a new friend and set a new mission: find a man, but not just any man. There have been enough douches in my life. Rory is settled and so happy. And well, I want that. The benchmark is high though, because I want a man like Colby. After all the shit I’ve been through in my life, surely by now I deserve nothing less.
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        COLBY

      

      

      “I’m fucking tired,” I say, flopping on my couch.

      Bent sits across from me, beer in hand, a weary look on his face. “That was brutal today.” He runs a hand over his jaw, looking into the empty space.

      “What happened up there? You were off your game.”

      “So were you,” Bent counters.

      I was.

      And this is why I’ve avoided getting into a relationship, because my mind wanders when it shouldn’t, when I’m flying a heavy piece of machinery at Mach speed. It’s dangerous when your mind isn’t clear. And my mind isn’t, not after the other day . . . after running into Ryan.

      “What’s up?” Bent asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “I should be asking the same with you. Still seeing that girl?”

      He takes a sip of his beer and sucks in a sharp breath of air before slowly letting it out. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on with her.”

      “Looks like she’s got you twisted.”

      He shakes his head. “Nah, temporary insanity. What about you? Does your lack of focus have anything to do with the hot-as-fuck girl who walked back into your life the other day?”

      “She’s just a friend.”

      “She’s got to be more than that. I saw the way you reacted to her.”

      Who wouldn’t react to her in that bathing suit? Almost everything was visible apart from a few strategically placed pieces of nylon. The moment I saw her, flashbacks of our night together seared through my mind. Her ass in the air as I drove in behind her, the look on her face when she came. Yup, every part of the last time we “hung out” together came back to me, and it made me feel guilty as fuck.

      Those were the kind of memories I needed to wash away, not have at the forefront of my mind, especially when my girl showed up shortly after.

      “Is there history there?” Bent pushes on.

      My hand falls to my forehead where I rub it a few times before saying, “A little over three months ago, at my buddy’s wedding, we might have hooked up.” Bent nods his head, understanding crossing over his face. “It was nothing really. We were both kind of lost and horny, so we had sex.” I leave out the details of spending the wedding together, the next day, and then the night together. “It was stupid and dumb, but at the time it felt good. We left with a mutual understanding that it was a one-time thing.”

      “She knows that?”

      I nod. “She does. And she’s chill. But . . . I don’t know, man, I felt uncomfortable having her there. I didn’t want Sage to feel weird.”

      “Does Sage know something happened between you and Ryan?”

      “No,” I answer quickly. “Fuck no, and I would never tell her. I don’t think that’s something she needs to know. It was one time, and I didn’t even kiss her.” Well, I kissed her, a lot. Everywhere but her mouth.

      “You didn’t kiss Ryan? How is that possible?”

      I smirk. “We fucked, dude.”

      He returns my grin. “Okay. So what’s the problem?”

      What is the problem? Exactly what I’ve been asking myself. I don’t have feelings for Ryan. She’s a friend, yeah, and she’s pretty, but that’s the extent of my feelings. It’s pretty shallow, nothing like I feel for Sage right now. But . . .

      “I don’t know. I have this feeling like I need to watch over Ryan, make sure she’s going to be okay.”

      “Why?”

      For someone like Bent who might not have suffered the kind of childhood I have, I understand why he’s missed it, but I haven’t. To me, it’s clear as day. Ryan is damaged, her soul bruised and beaten down. I can see it in her eyes, how she puts on a good show, is fun and outgoing, but deep down, her smile doesn’t reach her heart.

      I don’t know why she’s like that, because I have no insight into her past, but what I do know is she carries the same heavy and cracked heart that I do.

      “I feel like she needs a friend. A solid friend who’s going to be there for her and guide her. Rory was her rock and without Rory here, I fear Ryan will go down the wrong path.”

      “Do you think it’s your responsibility to take care of her?”

      “Sort of. I’ve known her for a long time now and even though we haven’t been super close, I still think we’re tied together by our friends, which means she’s my responsibility. I know Rory and Stryder would appreciate it if I watched over her.”

      “Then be that friend.”

      I scratch my jaw. “You don’t think that will be weird for Sage?”

      “Let me ask you this. You’ve been on a few dates with Sage. Does she seem like a girl who you could see yourself with? A girl who would follow you from duty station to duty station, waiting for you to come home, being okay with you missing holidays and birthdays because you’re overseas? Do you think she has what it takes to be an airman’s girlfriend?”

      Pretty, sweet, understanding Sage. Does she have what it takes?

      She’s put up with my lame dates.

      She’s already endured a cancelled night together and me picking her up.

      She’s dealt with my crazy schedule thus far, not seeing me much, even though I live only a few houses down from her. Every time I do see her, instead of annoyance, she beams with joy, pulling me into a tight hug. Whether or not it’s because of her brother also being a pilot, she seems to have the ability to quietly accept and respect the responsibilities of an airman. I don’t feel like I need to constantly apologize, and that’s actually a relief. If there is one feeling I remember more than anything else when I was with Rory so many years ago, it was the feeling of guilt. Of my dreams and goals being something that competed with her. And with Sage? Even though things are so new, I don’t feel that same guilt . . . and it feels good.

      Do I think she has what it takes? One hundred percent.

      “She does. I could see a future with her.” I take a long pull on my beer. “She gets me, and she gets the lifestyle. And fuck, she knows all about planes. Turns me on, dude.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “That’s some weird shit.”

      “Come on.” I level with him. “If a girl you were dating started talking about the speed an F-35 can fly at and you watched her eyes light up while talking about it, you can’t tell me that isn’t a turn-on.”

      Slowly, Bent nods his head. “All right, all right. I get you.”

      “See? It’s hot.”

      Growing serious again, Bent says, “So if you like her, and you think she could be the one, don’t worry about what she might think of Ryan as your friend. If she likes you, she’s going to deal with all your baggage, and I mean all of it.” After Gramps's funeral, after that whole fucking disastrous week I was in the Springs, Bent was there. Stryder was definitely one of my best friends, but in the last few years through flight school, and on our home assignments and overseas, this man is someone I've come to deeply respect. As an airman. As a man. I trust his opinion and also his wisdom. He knows about my baggage. He knows how much I was screwed up. He knows how much I've changed too. For the better, I hope.

      "So, what the hell do I do about Ryan?"

      “Be her rock, dude.”

      Be her rock. That I can do. And nothing less.
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        SAGE

      

      

      I’m nervous.

      Like . . . really nervous.

      I convinced Rowdy and Rocky we should have a little barbecue in the backyard and invite all the guys over for steak, grilled veggies, and some of my famous apple crisp. Both men said it was a good idea but instead of inviting everyone over, they wanted to keep the party between us three.

      I knew what they were getting at; they didn’t want to share my cooking.

      That didn’t go over well. I thought since we haven’t had anyone over since I moved in and made the house look one hundred times better, we should have a get together.

      They both informed me that none of the guys would care about the fresh flowers I leave around the house or the three-wick candles I get from Bath & Body Works, even though the house constantly smells like fresh laundry now. I don’t know about the guys, but that’s something I notice when walking into someone else’s house.

      Plus . . . this will not only be the first time Colby is coming over to hang out, but it will be the first time I cook for him. Every other date we’ve had he’s either taken me out or he’s cooked, which consisted of spaghetti and meatballs,  the first thing he learned how to cook.

      The meatballs were so good and the rest tasted just as amazing.

      But back to tonight. I’m nervous. I want everything to go right, and because Rocky and Rowdy are the worst roommates ever, there is no counting on them to make sure everything is set and ready to go.

      Rowdy comes strolling into the kitchen wearing his usual attire—no shirt and athletic shorts. The first few days I was here, he wore a shirt, but now I don’t think he cares that I’m around. Not that I can complain. Rowdy has a fantastic body. He goes straight to the fridge where he opens the door and starts rifling through the bowls of prepared salads I’ve made. Pasta salad, fruit salad, broccoli salad, and potato salad. Rocky told me the guys like to eat, so I made sure there was plenty on top of the steaks and grilled veggies.

      I watch as he carefully starts to lift the Tupperware top off one of the salads and sticks his finger inside the bowl.

      “What are you doing?” Sitting in the corner of the kitchen at the little breakfast nook, Rowdy must not have noticed me because he startles, slamming his hand into one of the fridge shelves. He removes his hand and shakes it out while turning toward me.

      “Jesus Christ, how long have you been there?”

      “Since this morning. I’ve been in this kitchen since this morning.”

      “So you’re the one making all the ruckus when I’m trying to get my beauty sleep? Not cool, Sage.”

      Irritated, I say, “Did you get ice like I asked last night?”

      “Ice? Sure.” He bends at the waist, pulls out the drawer of the freezer, and holds up a tray of twelve cubes. “Ice, check.”

      Steam comes out of my nostrils as my breaking point hits me.

      I know this was my idea, but I’m doing it for Rocky and Rowdy’s friends; a little help would have been appreciated. Instead, I’ve cleaned the entire house from top to bottom, made all of the food, and even set up a badminton court in the backyard in case anyone feels the need to recreate the volleyball scene from Top Gun but with badminton instead.

      All I asked was for ice and beer. Rocky is out getting the beer now, and Rowdy had one job.

      “Seriously? How is that supposed to keep beer cold?”

      The ice is set down on the counter while he pushes the freezer shut with his foot and goes to a drawer where he pulls out a bunch of cozies, tossing them next to the ice, as if that’s his solution. Turning toward me, leaning against the counter, his hands gripping the quartz, he says, “We’re military, Sage, we improvise. That ice and those cozies will be all we need to survive.”

      “I don’t want to survive, Rowdy. I want us to be good hosts.”

      He chuckles and bends his head forward, shaking it. “Sage, you realize I’ve hung out with these guys almost every day of my life for the past eight years. We’re past the hosting phase.”

      “Well, I’m not, and I’m still new to everyone. I wanted to have a nice gathering for the guys and without ice, I can’t possibly see how we can make this nice.”

      He rolls his eyes dramatically. “You realize you’re being irrational?”

      I put my hand on my hip and shoot back, “You realize you’re being mean?”

      And just like that, his face softens. I see defeat in his eyes as he pushes off the counter, returns the ice tray to the freezer, and starts to walk out the kitchen. “How many bags do you want?”

      “Two big ones please. And, Rowdy”—he pauses and turns toward me—“thank you. It means a lot to me.”

      “It’s fucking ice, Sage, not a newborn child.” The rattling of keys sound off down the hall followed by the shutting of the front door.

      Smiling to myself, I finish my dessert and set it next to the oven in preparation to bake it. This is going to be such a fun party, I can tell.
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        * * *

      

      “Smells amazing.”

      The sound of his voice pulls me from the steaks on the grill to look toward the sliding glass door where Colby stands, all six foot two of masculinity, dressed in khaki cargo shorts and a navy blue polo that fits tightly around his pronounced pecs and thick biceps.

      It feels like yesterday when he broke my watermelon in the commissary. Like that day, when I look at him, my breath catches in my throat. He’s stunningly handsome, and I still can’t believe he sees anything in me.

      In all honesty, I could see him with a woman like Ryan, who is so beautiful and outgoing and fun. She’s an attention grabber, knows how to make you laugh and have a good time. I’m more reserved, and it shows whenever I’m around him.

      Even though we’ve been together for a few weeks now, I still get nervous when he’s near.

      He’s mysterious, with his dark brown eyes and sinful stare, it makes me shake in my sandals, especially when his gaze is intent on me with promises in his eyes.

      Standing in the doorway of the sliding glass door, he holds me captive. His eyes rake me up and down, taking in my lavender dress and wavy hair that I pinned half up on my head, the other half cascading down my back, brushing against my partially bare shoulders.

      He makes no pit stop in his pursuit to wrap his arms around me, and I love how determined his stride is, and how his body is authoritative as he takes the last few steps down the deck. The military oozes out of this man in droves, every time I see him, I’m reminded how he’s been molded and carved into a lean and determined airman. It’s a type of personality I’m attracted to, a man who’s sure of himself and has a set purpose in life.

      Taking me in his arms, his large hands on the small of my back, he leans in and presses his lips gently across my ear, spreading goosebumps over my skin. “You look beautiful.” His voice is gravely, coarse, and sexy.

      I anchor myself to his shoulder, holding on, as I feel dizzy with lust. “Thank you,” I answer, my voice just above a whisper.

      His lips move from my ear to my jaw then find my mouth. Slowly he nips, his hands keeping me in place—flush against his body—his mouth like magic, pulling me into a little world where there is no one else, just him and me and this palpable spark between us.

      “What did I tell you about doing that shit around me?” Rocky asks, stepping into the back yard with a beer in hand, one of Rowdy’s cozies suctioned around the bottom.

      Reluctantly, I step away from Colby and go back to the grill where I check on the steaks. “I don’t complain when you have women over here.”

      “My house, my rules.” Rocky sips his beer and sits in one of the outdoor dining chairs, propping one leg on his knee.

      Colby’s hand falls to my hip as he talks closely to my ear, ignoring my brother. “Can I help with anything?”

      Where was this man a few hours ago?

      “I’m good for now. Thank you though.” I smile at him, loving the way his brown eyes shine down at me.

      He presses one more soft kiss across my lips before saying, “I’m going to grab a beer. Do you want anything?”

      “I’m good.”

      Colby rubs his thumb across my hip bone and takes off toward the house. When the door shuts, Rocky comes up next to me at the grill.

      “Is he being good to you?” He takes a sip of his beer.

      “He is. I don’t think you would let him date me if you knew there was a chance he wouldn’t be good to me.”

      “That’s true.” He nods. “But it never hurts to make sure, especially after I dropped the ball on the last one.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for what Drake did to me.”

      “He cheated on you, Sage. I can blame myself for not seeing the kind of person he was, for not being there for you.”

      I don’t know if Rocky will ever get over the Drake debacle. It’s one of the reasons I moved to Vegas and got a job on base, because it put Rocky’s mind at ease. Being from Florida, it just about killed him that he wasn’t able to help me through my breakup, that he wasn’t able to take care of Drake himself. Because if he’d had the chance, he would have.

      I close the grill and turn toward Rocky, placing my hand on his forearm. “It’s over, I’ve moved on, and it’s time you move on too. I have a new job, a new place to live, and a guy who cares for me and would never hurt me.”

      “He better not.”

      “He won’t. I know he won’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      Fucking gross beer. I knew I should have brought some of my own. Balboa is all about chick IPAs that I can’t stand the taste of, usually some fruit concoction infused in them. Sighing, I take a bottle out of the cooler and read the label.

      Grapefruit.

      Christ.

      For such a big alpha male, he sure doesn’t hide his girly side.

      I take the bottle opener that doubles as a magnet off the fridge and pop the beer open. One sip and I’m gagging.

      “Fuck,” I sputter, holding the beer out in front of me to take another look at it.

      “Why are you drinking that?” a familiar voice asks. When I turn toward the front door, I spot Ryan. She’s holding two six-packs of my favorite beer, Sierra Nevada. I could hug her.

      “Please tell me you plan on sharing those with me.” I point to the green and brown bottles, my mouth begging to free my taste buds of the hellish flavor on my tongue.

      With a smile, she holds a pack out to me and says, “All yours, buddy.”

      “This is why we’re friends. You bring the good stuff.”

      “Is that the only reason?” She smiles wickedly, taking a beer out and putting the rest in the fridge.

      I pop both our beers open. “Right now it’s the only important reason.”

      Tilting my head back, I take a long swig of the beer, grateful. Grapefruit beer can go to hell.

      The past few weeks, Ryan has slowly integrated into our group of friends. Whenever we have a get together like this, I always make sure to invite her. I know I don’t have to, but I feel like I need to keep a close eye on her, make sure she’s okay, especially after I talked to Stryder on the phone once I knew Ryan was living here.

      He told me she’s been through the gauntlet of men, one right after the other, and she finally decided to make a change. Rory wasn’t too pleased that her best friend was moving, but Stryder, who’s spent a ton of time with Ryan, and considers her a good friend, agreed she needed a change.

      I need to be her rock.

      And I can see she needed it. I only saw a glimpse—the tiny amount she let me see— but it was a Ryan I didn’t quite recognize, more subdued and quiet. Since the day I saw her at the pool, I’ve slowly seen a change in her demeanor. She’s becoming the Ryan I knew at Rory and Stryder’s wedding. Outgoing, personable, fun.

      She’s the girl who steals the show.

      “It smells amazing.” Ryan scans the kitchen. “Your girl really knows how to cook, doesn’t she?”

      I pat my stomach. “I can’t wait to find out and by the smells coming off the grill, I’m ready to gain a few pounds.”

      Ryan rolls her eyes and breezes by me in cut-off denim shorts and a black tank top, her sunglasses perched on the top of her head. “Please, when your six-pack washes way, then you can start complaining to me about gaining weight.”

      She exits out the door and is quickly greeted by Sage, both girls giving each other a hug. I follow closely behind.

      “Dude, didn’t you see I have grapefruit beer in the fridge?” Balboa asks, tilting his bottle in my direction.

      “Yeah, I saw. There’s an open bottle on the counter waiting for you.”

      Grumbling, he stands from his chair and says, “Don’t waste the fucking beer.”

      Once Balboa leaves, Ryan says, “How was the other night? Did you two have fun?” She wiggles her eyebrows at Sage.

      How was the other night? Do these two talk more than I realized?

      And is it weird they’re talking about me?

      “It was good.”

      “Good?” I cough on my beer, thinking back to the other night when we hung out at my house. “Just good?”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “The movie was fine. We watched some documentary on flying airplanes.”

      Ryan’s head whips in my direction, her eyes narrowing. “Colby,” Ryan chastises, “you did not invite her over for a flying documentary. I gave you specific instructions on what to do.”

      “Did she?” Sage turns toward me, a playful hand on her hip.

      Why do I feel like these two will gang up on me? It feels like I’m in an interrogation room with both of them staring at me, ready to catch me in a lie.

      Not answering right away, I take a sip of my beer and swallow. “She might have texted me the other day asking if the boys and you wanted tickets to the variety show. I might have said it wasn’t our thing, and she might have suggested an idea for us to do.”

      “Wait, hold up.” Sage raises her palm to the air to stop me. “You told Ryan that variety shows aren’t our thing?”

      I nod, feeling my face start to flame.

      Sage walks up to me and circles her arms around my waist, a huge smile on her face. “Aww, you said our thing. That’s cute.”

      “Oh hell,” Ryan groans from the side, taking a large gulp of her drink.

      Just as I’m about to lean down for a kiss, Sage playfully swats my stomach and says, “And if someone offers you free tickets, you take them. Don’t be rude.”

      “Yeah, don’t be rude,” Ryan chimes in, lifting her bottle toward Sage. “Those tickets are a hot commodity.”

      “What tickets?” Rowdy steps outside and takes a seat next to Ryan at the table. He leans back in his chair and puts his arm over the back of hers. I eye him, giving him a non-verbal warning. He just smirks at me.

      Turning toward him, Ryan says, “I asked Colby if you all wanted tickets to the variety show I work at, and he said no.”

      “What the fuck, man? I want tickets. I love a good variety show and those things aren’t cheap.”

      “I didn’t want to put her out,” I groan, getting irritated.

      “She offered,” Rowdy counters. “If someone offers, that’s not putting them out. Maybe it would have been good for you to get out of your house, do something fun. What’s with the flying documentary, man?”

      I give a long side-eye to Sage who has her hand covering her mouth, chuckling.

      “He’s got you there, Colby,” Ryan adds, a devilish grin on her face.

      Motherfuckers.

      “Hey Sage, how about we don’t talk about our relationship with these fools?”

      “Don’t listen to him.” Rowdy throws his bottle cap at me. “Come and talk to me anytime; I’ll tell you exactly what he’s doing wrong.”

      Shaking my head, I sip from my beer bottle. “Thanks, man.”

      He tips his head in my direction. “Chalk it up to the all-you-can-eat buffet.”

      “Damn it, Sage.”

      Turned toward the grill, I can’t see her face, but I can see the way her shoulders are shaking. Yeah, my girl’s laughter is ripping through her.

      Well, I’m glad someone else is getting pleasure out of this besides the two handing it out.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you seeing anyone?” Leaning back into my chest, Sage poses the question to Ryan, who is sitting next to us around the fire pit, the orange glow lighting up our faces.

      “No, not right now. I think I’m taking a little break on the man front.”

      Colt groans off to the side. He arrived an hour late with Bent but quickly took down enough food for four men. “Women who say they’re quitting men always find a man the next day. It’s logic. Let me save you the time. I’m right here, sweetheart.” He opens his arms wide in greeting.

      “Watch it, Colt,” I warn. “Off limits.”

      “You know, you’re going to give Sage a complex if you keep protecting Ryan.”

      My face blanches but is quickly recovered when Sage squeezes my hand that’s gripping her stomach, keeping her close to me. “No, I agree with Colby; Ryan is off limits.”

      Chuckling, Ryan shrugs her shoulders. “Sorry, Colt, although I think your Texas accent is hot.”

      “See”—Colt points—“she thinks I’m hot. Why are you pissing all around her, man?”

      “Because you’re an idiot,” I answer without skipping a beat. “She doesn’t need an idiot, she needs a good guy who’s going to treat her well and stick around.”

      “Is that right?” she asks, curling her legs in close to her body. “When did you become the know-it-all on my love life?”

      I can’t say Stryder, because I’m pretty sure she won’t like that, so I say, “I just know you.”

      She studies me for a few beats, and I avoid all eye contact with her, not wanting her to read the truth on the tip of my tongue. “Oh my God, you talked to Stryder, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe.” I move Sage in front of me as a shield.

      “Don’t use your girlfriend to protect yourself. Be a man and tell me what you talked about.”

      “Yeah, be a man,” Colt says, egging Ryan on. I could fucking punch him.

      I peek past Sage, and when I see Ryan a little more intrigued than angry, I relent and hand over the truth. “You happened to come up when I talked to Stryder last, and he told me you’re starting a new chapter in your life. I wanted to respect that, and I think with what you’ve gone through in the past, you don’t need someone who’s going to dick you around. Even though I would fall on a sword for my boys, I haven’t seen one of them hold a relationship past a few months.”

      “The girls don’t like the long hours,” Colt says, tossing a shuttlecock in the air that he snagged from the badminton set we’ve yet to play with.

      “Sage seems to be able to do it,” Ryan says, giving Sage some credit.

      Snuggling into my side, Sage says, “I’m used to it. Our dad was in the Army, and he was always gone with deployments or long hours at work. It doesn’t really faze me. I take what I can get.”

      And it’s why we work so well together. The girl is a saint. She never complains, never makes me feel guilty, and is one hundred percent there when I need to unwind.  And it’s why I think we’ll work well together.

      “Let me ask you this,” Colt says. “If you had to choose between the five of us, who would you choose?”

      “Five?” I question. “Only three of us are single.”

      “Bent is still to be determined.”

      “Leave me out of this,” he says from the side, keeping quiet, spacing out for most of the conversation. He’s the silent type, only speaks when he really wants or needs to, but it’s odd to see him this quiet.

      “Okay, so if you had to choose between me, Balboa, and Rowdy, who would you choose?” Colt asks. Like the idiot he is, he sits up in his chair, lifts his hand over his head, and starts pointing at himself while mouthing, pick me.

      Leaning back in her chair, wearing one of Rowdy’s sweatshirts, she studies all three men, her hand to her chin. “If I had to choose one of you? No foursomes?”

      “I’m up for anything, baby.” Colt winks.

      I point to him. “See, exactly what I’m talking about.”

      Chuckling, Ryan tilts her head to the side and apologetically says, “Sorry, Colt, but that was a test and you failed. You’re out of the running. I want a guy all to myself and who doesn’t want to share me.”

      “This thing was rigged.” He throws his hands up in the air, irritated.

      “You came up with the question, moron,” Rowdy states, leaning forward in his chair. Staring Ryan in the eyes, he says, “Let me remind you whose sweatshirt you’re wearing.”

      “I offered,” Balboa cuts in.

      “You offered, I went and got her one, so who’s more chivalrous?”

      “He’s got a point,” Sage chimes in.

      “What the fuck, Sage?” Balboa complains. “I’m your brother.”

      Wincing, she lets out a low chuckle. “I know and I love you, but you’re a man-whore. Sorry.”

      “So is Rowdy.”

      “Not that I’ve seen,” Sage adds, surprising me. If anyone is the center of attention, bringing many women home, it’s Rowdy. Is he having a dry spell? I feel like that would be the end of the earth if it were true.

      Rowdy and Balboa start arguing about who brings the most women home, both defending themselves stating they’re not that bad, when Ryan stands and quiets every one down.

      All eyes are on her, the fire lighting up the humor in her face, and that smile puts me at ease. I must have a soft spot for Ryan in my heart, because it’s really nice to see her smiling, laughing, having a damn good time.

      Even at the wedding, when we were laughing and drinking the bar dry, I sensed a haunted soul behind her eyes. That she didn’t want to go home the next day spoke volumes. She was struggling, a bruised human looking for something other than the life she was leading.

      But now, she’s vibrant, and it makes me damn happy.

      “Since this has become a debate, I’m really going to insist that the last two candidates make a speech.”

      “Not a problem.” Balboa stands and tips his beer toward Ryan, a glint in his eyes. “Six foot four, that’s all I’m going to say.” He winks and takes a seat.

      “You’re disgusting.” Sage boos him and starts rooting for Rowdy.

      Taking the stage, Rowdy gives Sage a nod and turns to Ryan. Bending at the knee, he looks up to her, pleading like an asshat.

      “You can always count on me for a sweatshirt, someone to pop open your beer, and to eat all the scraps off your plate.” Standing, he takes a bow and returns to his seat.

      Ryan taps her finger against her chin. “Tough choice, can I consult with the judges?” She turns to Sage and me for help. Sage jumps right on it.

      “Yes, come consult.”

      “Remember I’m your brother,” Balboa shouts.

      Squatting in front of us, Ryan holds on to the arm of my chair while she speaks. “I don’t know, guys, it’s a tough competition.”

      “You realize you’re not permitted to date either of them, right?” I dutifully remind her.

      She rolls her eyes dramatically and moves her attention to Sage. “What do you think?”

      She doesn’t even bat an eyelash. “Rowdy. One hundred percent; go with Rowdy.”

      “I think you’re right, but this needs to be a consensus. Colby . . .”

      Ryan places her hand on my forearm, drawing the ridiculousness out of me. “Come on, Colby. I need you on board. Are you team Rowdy?”

      “I’m team whatever makes you happy in this imaginary scenario.”

      Blinking a few times, Ryan looks me in the eyes, and even though this is pretend, it’s true. I really want what—or who—makes her happy.

      Clearing her throat, she stands and says, “My decision has been made.” She turns toward Balboa, who is casually drinking, thinking he has this in the bag, and Rowdy, who’s on the edge of his seat, ready to celebrate.

      “Well, get on with it,” Colt says, annoyed with the entire production. He’s such a sore loser.

      Holding her hands in front of her, she addresses the guys. “First, I want to thank both of you for giving such eloquent speeches. It was a very tough competition, but what it came down to was true passion, and one of you had it more than the other. Rowdy, you’re the winner.”

      “Fuck yeah!” He jumps in the air, pumps his fist, and then walks over to Ryan, picking her up and carrying her toward the house. “Time to make this official.”
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        COLBY

      

      

      After a long goodbye in the front yard, I gave Sage one last kiss and headed home, wishing she was with me, getting ready for bed, smiling at me through the mirror, and wearing what I can only imagine is some sexy lingerie to bed. That’s what in my head, at least.

      We’ve taken our time when it comes to getting intimate, but with each passing night we say goodbye, the need and yearning in our kisses grows tenfold. Tonight, when her hand glided down my stomach to the top of my jeans, I thought I was going to lose it. The last time I had sex was with Ryan, which is a weird thing to think about, but it’s been that long, and I’m about to explode.

      I strip out of my clothes, noticing the smokey smell engrained in the fabric, and brush my teeth before hopping into bed, naked. The sheets feel cold against my skin, and silky, so fucking silky that with each move I make the fabric rubs against my aching cock.

      I’m so fucking horny right now.

      I can’t stop thinking about what it would be like to take the next step with Sage, to feel her body under mine, writhing as I press my lips across her skin, sucking and licking her nipples into my mouth. What will she sound like? Taste like? Feel like?

      And even though it might just kill me, I will wait. I’ll take it slow and instead visualize what it would feel like to have her next to me in this bed, her tiny frame eclipsed by mine as I tell her all the naughty things I want to do to her.

      My phone beeps next to me.

      Sage. Perfect timing.

      I take no time in reading it.

      Sage: How would you feel if I snuck over to your place right now?

      My eyes widen, my dick immediately hardening into a full erection.

      Colby: Are you serious?

      Sage: Yeah, I want to cuddle you so much right now.

      A low hiss escapes from between my teeth as the excitement of finally sinking myself inside of Sage fades away. God, what I wouldn’t give to at least move past first base. A little second-base action, and third would be fucking perfect too. But cuddling? I don’t think my dick could take that right now.

      And I’m usually not this fucking horny, but Sage has me twisted in all kinds of knots, when it comes to her sweet kisses and petite body.

      Instead of beating around the bush, I decide to go with honesty because unless she’s ready, she can’t step foot in this house tonight, as there is no way I’ll be able to control myself.

      I text her back.

      Colby: I’m going to be honest, Sage. I’m fucking horny as shit right now, and if you come over here, I’m not going to be able to hold back. I want you, bad.

      I press send and squeeze my eyes shut, hoping and praying at the off chance she might be ready and comes knocking at my door.

      As I wait for her response, I slowly start to fist my cock, putting pressure at the base. Fuck, that feels good. Just the feel of my hand gripping my shaft eases some of my tension.

      I consider grabbing some lotion when there is a knock at my door. My eyes fly open, my pulse skyrocketing to a mile a minute. She came?

      I hop out of bed, slip a pair of shorts over my erection, not hiding it very well, but right now, who gives a fuck? Sage is going to see it at some point. I fly down my stairs and whip the door open, my chest heaving, my excitement bubbling over.

      Until I see Ryan standing at the door in her tank top and shorts. “I locked myself out of my apartment and the leasing office is closed.” She dances on her feet. “It’s cold, can I stay here for the night?”

      Fuck.

      My cock is hard as a rock, practically saluting Ryan at the door. For a second I think she’s not going to notice . . . until her eyes glance down, widening from the sight in front of her. Smiling, she looks at me and says, “Who knew you would be that excited to see me?”

      “Shut up and get the fuck in the house,” I answer, scooting her in, shutting the door, and grabbing a pillow from one of my couches to cover my crotch. “You can have the guest room.” I walk up the stairs with her following closely behind.

      “Am I interrupting you and Sage? I can find a hotel.”

      “Sage isn’t here.”

      It takes her a second but then she says, “Ohhh, having some personal time?”

      I stop in front of the guest room and point inside. “This is you. Everything is in the bathroom across the hall. I’m going to bed.”

      She giggles and says, “Thank you, Colby. And sorry about barging in.”

      “Let’s forget this happened.”

      She holds her hands up. “Forgotten.”

      Not even bidding her a goodnight or asking her any questions about how she locked her keys in her apartment, I go to my room and shut the door, tossing the pillow to the ground and leaning against the door, letting out a long breath, willing my dick to calm down.

      I count to ten, twice, and once I feel better—the tension coiled at the base of my cock has eased—I move toward my bed just as I think about Ryan not having anything to wear to bed.

      Because I don’t want her wandering around the house naked, I pull a T-shirt and a pair of shorts from my dresser and make my way toward the guest room . . . where I find Ryan in the middle of the room wearing only her bra and thong.

      The lingerie is see-through, leaving nothing to the imagination.

      Fucking hell.

      Hard nipples.

      Round ass.

      Smooth skin.

      Hot-as-all-fuck body I’ve tasted.

      Devoured.

      Christ.

      I shield my eyes and hold out the clothes. “Thought you would like something to sleep in.”

      “Oh, thank you.” I hear her pad across the room to collect the articles of clothing. “You know you’ve seen it all before, Colby. You’ve actually licked it all, so you don’t have to shield your eyes.”

      I do. I really do. Not because I’m tempted, but out of respect for my girlfriend. And because I think if I take another look, I might come in my pants. That’s how insanely hard I am.

      I really need fucking sex. Bad.

      Not responding, I back away once she has the clothes and say, “Have a good night, Ryan.”

      Knock. Knock.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Not right now.

      Please let it be anyone but Sage. Please, for the love of God, let it be Rowdy or even Colt, or Bent. Anyone but Sage.

      Painfully I make my way toward the door, grabbing another pillow to shield my crotch once again.

      On a deep breath, I open the door.

      Sage.

      Of course. Why wouldn’t she come over now? And what the hell is she wearing? Some kind of trench coat? Christ, is she naked under that thing? And I thought I couldn’t get any harder.

      Shit.

      Shit. Shit.

      Fuck . . . Ryan’s . . .

      “Sage.” My voice cracks. This could look so bad . . .

      This looks so bad.

      Hard-on.

      Practically naked woman in my house.

      Not answering her text right away.

      Telling her to stay away.

      Yup, this is really bad.

      “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      “I don’t know, feeling a little wild,” she answers, a shakiness to her voice. Hell, she’s nervous. This is so not good. “Can I come in?”

      Don’t look behind you; that will seem suspicious and you did nothing wrong. Be honest.

      I’m about to answer when Ryan comes down the stairs, asking, “Do you have a pair of boxer briefs I can wear? These shorts are pretty big.” She pauses when she sees Sage standing at the door.

      For the love of God, please let Ryan be wearing the shorts, please let her be wearing the shorts.

      When I take in Sage’s reaction, I know immediately there are no shorts on the woman behind me.

      Hell.

      “Sage, oh my God,” Ryan quickly says. “This is so not what it looks like. Please don’t get upset.” Ryan starts rambling about her apartment, how she tried calling Leah but she wasn’t answering, so I was her last resort before a hotel. “I don’t know why I’m not wearing the shorts. That was stupid of me. I’m tired, and so used to not caring about what I wear that I was thoughtless, really, I’m so sorry. I’ll, uh, I’ll just get out of here and go get a hotel. I’m sorry.”

      Ryan starts to back away when Sage says, “Stop. It’s fine, Ryan. I know you wouldn’t do anything like that to me or to Colby. You’re a good friend.” What the fuck? Sage is . . . okay with this? Not worried . . . “Stay, I just came over to give Colby something, that’s all.” She did?

      “No, it’s okay, really. I can leave.”

      “It’s fine, Ryan. Really. Don’t worry about it. If Colby said you can stay the night, then it’s okay with me.”

      “Okay,” Ryan answers awkwardly. “Um, well, I’m just going to walk backward up the stairs so you guys don’t see my ass. These shorts are fine. I’ll deal. Have a good night, you two.” She gives us a quick wave before making her way up the stairs, backward of course.

      The minute the click of her door shutting sounds through the house, I begin apologizing. “Sage, I’m so sorry—”

      She presses her finger against my mouth and scoots into the house, shutting the door behind her. Taking my hand in hers, she leads me to the downstairs bathroom where she shoves me in and shuts the door.

      Eh, okay.

      She pushes me against the counter and takes the pillow away from my grasp, placing it on the ground between us.

      Raising her eyes to mine, she takes a deep breath and undoes the tie to her coat revealing her lithe body encased in a white lace bra and panties. The coat drops to the floor. She looks like an angel. There is no sign of tan marks on her smooth, porcelain skin, her breasts are a small handful, but sexy as shit in her white lace bra, the cups short and barely covering her nipples. And her stomach, flat and toned, leading down to her white lace panties. My dick grows exponentially harder with the thought of what she would look like naked.

      Her white blonde hair falls past her shoulders, and her dark brown eyes look up at me—a hint of trepidation hidden in them—and that’s when all sense is knocked back into me.

      “Sage, what are you doing?”

      “Taking this relationship forward.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I don’t want you to take one giant step forward when you’re not ready.” Especially when Ryan is upstairs.

      I take her hand in mine and tug her against my body. Her hand falls to my chest where she quietly grazes her fingers over my bare skin.

      “I want this too, Colby.”

      “Then why do you seem unsure?” I ask, cupping her face.

      “I’m not unsure, just nervous.”

      I bring my lips to her forehead. “You don’t have to be nervous around me, Sage. And you don’t have to do this right now, especially in the downstairs bathroom of my house. This isn’t how I envisioned our first time together.”

      “No?” She chuckles. “Because this is how I envisioned it—you turned on, me wearing white lace. Why does the location matter?”

      “Location matters, Sage, and I’m not about to have sex with you in a bathroom.”

      Slowly her eyes lift to mine, and the side of her lips tip up. “Who said anything about sex?”

      Before I can answer her, she drops to her knees, using the pillow as protection from the cold tile floor and brings her fingers to the waistband of my shorts.

      I suck in a sharp breath, my cock relentlessly growing once again, showing easily through the thin fabric. There is no stopping or hiding it for that matter.

      I’m turned on as hell with the image in front of me: Sage on her knees, lips wet, eagerness in her eyes. Shit. I don’t know how much resolve I’m going to have when it comes to this woman being inches from my cock.

      Gripping the counter behind me, I barely squeak out my next word. “Sage . . .”

      That’s it. That’s all I have.

      It does nothing to stop her. She hooks her fingers into my shorts and pulls them down my legs, revealing my erection, the cold air feeling good against my heated body.

      Gliding her hands up my toned thighs, she stares at my cock as she says, “You’re so big, Colby.”

      And I’m going to be even bigger the minute she puts her mouth on me.

      Pre-cum covers the head of my cock from having her this damn close, from seeing her in her lingerie, and from watching the way she carefully licks her lips.

      “I’m not very good at this . . .”

      “No one can be bad at it,” I say, feeling like an insensitive prick, but with every little breath she takes, my cock grows harder. Mustering something a little more sensitive, I say, “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I want to.”

      She brings her hands higher up my thighs, her tentativeness just about killing me, and when her hand connects with my cock, I nearly shoot my hips forward from the contact.

      “So big,” she mumbles, moving her hand over the pre-cum and working it up and down my length.

      Leaning forward, she licks her lips and I hold my damn breath, all my attention and feeling drawn to the center of my body, waiting for that one little touch.

      Her pretty pink lips spread and her tongue peeks out. Jesus Christ, she’s going at a snail’s pace, but because I don’t want to make this a bad experience for her, I stay still, letting her take her time. Meanwhile, I’m fighting a war against myself inside. My orgasm is building at the base of my spine, and she hasn’t even done anything.

      But the way her breath passes over my cock, to the shaky grip she has on me, I’m ready to pump a few times and call it a night.

      I press my lips together, trying to avoid shouting at her out of pure desperation. I need release, so fucking bad. If neither Sage nor Ryan had come over tonight, I would have already yanked one out and gone to bed.

      And even though Sage is here, the real deal, tongue about to lick my shaft, I’m so fucking impatient that this is pure torture.

      I count to ten, breathing with each count, hoping and praying that she lowers her mouth soon.

      Six.

      Seven.

      Eight.

      Her tongue presses against the underside of my cock and drags up to the tip, pressing at the head, swirling, around and around.

      Holy fuck. My eyes widen, my hips accidentally thrust forward, the tension in my body immediately settling into the pit of my stomach where it builds with each swipe of her tongue.

      One of her hands tugs gently on my balls and that’s my undoing. I suck in a sharp breath just as she brings the entire head of my cock into her mouth and sucks hard.

      “Fuck,” I grumble, eyes shut, my legs going numb, my impending orgasm at the precipice of taking me over. “Fucking hell, Sage.” My hips move forward, her hand squeezes, her tongue swirls. “Christ,” I let out another long breath just before she squeezes my balls, sending my hips into a frenzy. “Shit, I’m going to come.”

      Stepping out of her reach, I turn away and place my hand on my cock to start pumping when she stands behind me and stops me. She presses a kiss against my back and then moves my hand away. “Let me,” she says right before gripping my cock hard. She pumps—relentlessly—and her lips trail kisses up and down my skin. The feel of her soft breasts against my back . . . it’s, God, so good. I want my mouth on them. I want to fuck them. Her smooth hands moving up and down my cock. Oh fuck . . . so hot. Her lips, which were just on my cock . . . And then I’m coming. My orgasm tears through me like a tidal wave, sending me into a state of bliss.

      I rest my hand against the counter, holding myself up for support. I can hear Sage move around me, but am slow to notice she has her coat back on until she’s standing in front of me, a huge smile on her face.

      Standing on her toes, she kisses my lips softly and says, “I’m going to head back.”

      “But . . . I need to take care of you.” I have to catch my breath.

      She shakes her head. “No, I want my first orgasm to be in your bed.”

      I chuckle. “I thought the room didn’t matter.”

      “It doesn’t, but it’s what I want. Night, Colby.” She presses another kiss to my lips.

      And before I can gather enough strength to stop her, she’s out the door, leaving me completely sated . . . for now.
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        * * *

      

      Casually, Ryan comes trailing into the kitchen, wearing her outfit from last night, her hair a bit of a mess, and last night’s makeup still on her face. She smiles at me, struts to the coffee maker, and pours herself a cup with the mug I left out for her.

      She leans against the counter, a smile on her face. “So, tell me about last night.”

      “What about it?” I ask, keeping my eyes trained on my phone, reading about the news, or at least trying to.

      “Oh, come on. The girl was dressed in a trench coat and she had lady-on-the-prowl in her eyes.”

      “She did not.”

      “She soooo did. And even though you like to think this house is soundproof, it’s not, so I totally heard your orgasm sounds.”

      “How do you know—” I stop myself, stupid question. “I stubbed my toe, that’s what you heard.”

      She tilts her head back and laughs while helping herself up on the counter, feet dangling, mug halfway to her mouth, where she blows on the hot liquid. “Be straight with me, Colby.”

      Relenting, I set my phone down and sit back in my chair. “We might have done something in the bathroom.”

      “Yeah, now we’re talking.” She nods her head. “Tell me all about it.” What the fuck?

      “No.”

      She points her finger at me. “Oh no, you don’t. Don’t you dare start pulling that annoying one-worded answer shit on me.”

      “I’m not going to give you the details.”

      “Why not?”

      “Out of respect for Sage.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Come on, if I was a guy you totally would have told me by now. Just picture me with a penis and tell me.”

      I wince. “Not an image I want to conjure up, Ryan.”

      “Just tell me,” she replies exasperated. “Or I’m going to start guessing, and I have some wild thoughts in my head.”

      “Christ, please don’t. She just . . . you know . . .” I let out an embarrassed sigh. Why is this so damn hard? “She . . . blew me.” The words slip off my tongue, feeling so fucking awkward that I run my hand down my face, unable to look Ryan in the eyes.

      “Nice.” She nods. “Good for Sage. Coming over here and taking what she wants. Props to your girl.”

      “You don’t think this is weird? Talking about this stuff?”

      “Why? Because we’ve had sex?” She dismissively waves her hand. “Not even a little. We’re adults and friends, and what we did in the past means nothing. I’d rather focus on now and you know . . .” She bites her bottom lip, looking shy. “I’d rather focus on our friendship.”

      My brow lifts. “Friendship?”

      “Don’t make fun of me. I can see it in your eyes. I don’t have any friends here really. Leah is cool, but she’s all tied up with this Tyler guy she’s seeing, and the other girls who are part of the show kind of put me in the wrong headspace. I need some healthy relationships.”

      Wrong headspace? What’s that about? I want to ask her, I want her to elaborate but then again, now might not be the time.

      Continuing, she says, “And you know we do have fun together.”

      “Do we?”

      Taking a sip of her coffee, she hops off the counter and sits at the table, stealing a sliced apple from my plate, making herself right at home. And I don’t mind it. For some reason, it almost feels right, like Ryan is supposed to be here in my house right now, proposing friendship and eating my food, like everything we’ve been through leading to this moment was the culmination of starting a new friendship, one I can see lasting a really long time.

      “You know we do. Remember our trip up Pikes Peak? That was a good time. We could have more fun moments like that, strictly platonic of course.”

      “Obviously.”

      She’s silent for a second before showing a hint of vulnerability. “I need someone I can count on, Colby. You were that person last night, and I’m super grateful for it. I know your schedule is crazy and you’re dating Sage, so what spare time you have is for her, but if you can carve out maybe a little time to at least talk, that would be cool.”

      And just like that, I know I’ll be able to keep my promise. What Ryan asked took courage, and if she has the guts to put herself out there—ask for friendship—there is no uncertainty in my mind. I like her. I like her a lot, and I know she is someone I want in my corner too. My fearless, crazy friend. I will always be her rock.

      Always.

      Wanting to keep the situation light, I roll up my napkin and shoot it at her, hitting her in the forehead. She smiles at me as I say, “I think this is the beginning of one hell of a friendship.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      Sitting in a director’s chair, I stare at my phone, scrolling through Instagram as music booms around me, Frank Sinatra setting the mood for the final act of the show. Everyone has been gussied up, and my job for the night is done. I should be cleaning my brushes and packing up, but I take a second to breathe.

      Doing makeup for a variety show is a little more stressful than I expected. The amount of eyelashes I have to keep reapplying during dress changes is incredible, and man, are some of the girls bitchy. Perhaps that’s a given. I’d be bitchy too if I had to prance around with what looks like a Christmas tree on the top of my head while wearing a bikini, not to mention four-inch heels. That can’t be comfortable.

      “Are you packing soon?” Chance, the stage director asks me.

      I glance up, paused on an Instagram video of someone making scallops and capers. I can’t cook to save my life, but I can watch videos on how things are made.

      “I think so. Just taking a breather. Amanda was a bit of a raving bitch today.” It’s okay to say this to Chance, because he deals with the girls all the time and has his own moments with their antics.

      “She auditioned for Frozen, the musical, and didn’t make it, so she’s taking it out on all of us.”

      “She can sing?”

      “I guess not well.” He winks then presses his hand to his ear where an earpiece is propped up. He rolls his eyes and says, “I have to go tend to something. See you tomorrow.”

      I give him a wave and turn back to my phone just as a text comes in.

      Colby.

      What the hell is he doing texting me? He’s in the crowd with Sage and the boys.

      The boys. It’s what I call them now, because it’s a lot quicker than saying Bent, Balboa, Rowdy, and Colt.

      I open his text message.

      Colby: How much do those headdresses weigh? We have a bet to see who guessed right. Winner picks dessert.

      With the flying and training schedule these guys have, it’s almost impossible to plan something, but luckily I was able to finally get everyone tickets. We decided we’d get dessert afterward. It wouldn’t look like it, but all the guys have a serious sweet tooth, well, besides Bent, as he’s in his own league of eating.

      Ryan: It’s unfair that I’ve been nixed out of the chance to pick dessert.

      Not that I have any idea of where we would go, but it’s nice to be put in the running.

      Colby: I can see how that’s disappointing.

      Ryan: So . . .

      Colby: So you’re still out. How much does the headdress weigh?

      Ryan: Oh no. There is no way in hell I’m telling you that now. Not when I’ve been completely eliminated from chances of picking dessert.

      Colby: You’re being difficult, like always. Just tell us.

      Ryan: No.

      Colby: You’re fucking frustrating, you know that?

      I chuckle to myself and type him back.

      Ryan: You should really be watching the show. Kick lines are some riveting stuff.

      Colby: Colt apparently has laid dibs on the redhead.

      Ryan: That’s Amanda. I highly suggest he stays away. She is not very nice.

      Colby: I’m pretty sure “nice” isn’t what he cares about.

      Ryan: He’s such a pervert.

      Colby: Stop deferring and tell us the weight of the damn headdress.

      Relentless. Once he has his mind set on something, he doesn’t let up until he gets it. It’s a very annoying attribute, especially for a stubborn, hardheaded person like myself.

      Ryan: Make it good for me and I will tell you.

      The dots on the phone start to jump but pause, and I can only image what’s going on in row twenty right now. I can see it in my mind. All the guys leaning in, trying to decide how to accommodate my demands. I might not be able to date any of them, or really want to date any of them, but I still kind of have them wrapped around my finger . . . and I like that.

      The dots start jumping again and his text is sent.

      Colby: Rowdy said if he wins, he’ll let you pick.

      Ryan: What was Rowdy’s answer?

      Colby: Did you think I was born yesterday? I’m not stupid, Ryan. If I tell you, that’s what you’ll answer. We wrote down all of our answers.

      Ryan: Okay, then to make this truly fair, I’ll reveal the answer when you guys meet me backstage.

      Colby: Did I mention you’re frustrating?

      Ryan: Multiple times a day. See you soon!
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        * * *

      

      “There she is, the belle of the ball,” Rowdy calls out, walking up to me and wrapping me in a giant hug. Before he can say anything, Colby tears him away out of my grasp.

      “Don’t even try to tell her what weight you guessed. Actually, just turn around and don’t look at her. Don’t even try to mouth to her your answer or use your fingers. Hands are in pockets.”

      “What about counting off in stomps, is that prohibited too?”

      “Go wait in the car.” Colby points to the side while Sage comes up to me and gives me a hug.

      “Thank you so much for the tickets. The show was amazing.”

      I squeeze her back. Colby’s face softens when he sees me embrace his girl. “Of course I’m glad you all could make it. And you had fun?”

      “So much fun,” Sage answers, stepping back into Colby’s embrace. “But we’re dying to know, how much do the headdresses weigh?” She’s bouncing on her toes, so excited.

      “Do you have the paper with the answers?”

      Colby pulls a piece of paper out of his pocket and holds it up. “Tell us the answer and then I’ll show you the paper.”

      “You know, Colby, I never realized how competitive you are. It’s not a very attractive side of you.”

      “Just give us the answer.”

      Sage pats his chest. “He really wants to win. There’s some giant cannoli he’s been really wanting to try.”

      “It’s like three fucking feet long. When are we ever going to share that together? Let’s just see what Ryan says, and then we can reveal our desserts. Closest to the number gets to pick, but if you go over, you’re out.”

      “Like The Price is Right?” I ask. Colby nods, a smile on his face. “All right. Drum roll please?” Colt rolls his eyes, but Rowdy plays along as he makes a drum-roll sound. I can always count on Rowdy. “The headdresses at the end of the show weigh about twenty-five pounds each.”

      “No way.” Colt throws his hands up and protests.

      Rowdy shakes his head in disappointment, and Bent and Balboa both give a quick salute and thank you before taking off, leaving a very happy-looking Colby and a very sad-looking Sage.

      “Let me guess, you said twenty-five pounds?” I ask Colby.

      He flips the paper around in his fingers and shows me the top name.

      Colby. Twenty-five pounds.

      The fucker knew all along.

      Staring me in the eyes, he says, “I hope you like cannoli.” It’s a friendly challenge. This wasn’t my idea, and yet I got roped into it. No idea why.

      “What about the other guys, they just left?”

      “They’re watching their figures.”

      “So am I.” I prop my hands on my hips.

      “No, you’re not.” Colby wraps his arm around my shoulders and starts guiding Sage and me out the back door of the theater, Rowdy following closely behind. “Let’s go eat some cannoli.”

      Bending forward, Sage catches my eye and says, “I don’t think you know how happy he is right now. This is all he’s been talking about lately. This damn cannoli. I think he set us all up.”

      The smirk on Colby’s face lets me believe maybe he did.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to hand it to you, man, this was a good fucking idea.” Rowdy takes a sip of his coffee and leans over to shake Colby’s hand. Colby takes his hand and gives it a few good pumps before letting it go. “And who knew there would be little cannoli inside the giant cannoli? Genius.” Rowdy kisses his fingers and tosses them in the air.

      I can’t stand him right now.

      But, I chuckle at his antics.

      I will admit, it’s a damn good dessert. I’ve only had one piece though because frankly, I don’t want to have to spend two hours in the gym tomorrow morning working off more.

      “Do you like it, Sage?” Colby asks, his arm stretched behind her.

      Cutely, she licks her fingers and nods. “It’s so good. My idea was to go to one of those self-serve ice cream places with all the toppings, but this was such a better idea. Did you send a picture to the other guys?”

      Colby nods. “They sent a picture back holding up bottles of beer.”

      “Clearly they don’t know what they’re missing out on,” I add, eyeing another cannoli piece but chastising myself. That’s old Ryan. She would have eaten more, but new Ryan doesn’t eat excessively.

      “Should we get a to-go box? Because there is no way I can eat any more.” Sage pats her stomach and rests her cheek on Colby’s chest. He leans in and gives her a kiss on the top of her head.

      It’s really cute watching Colby and Sage. They’re so freaking sweet. I can actually see how he’s matured and mellowed over the years. He is still intense, and I doubt that will ever change. But he’s also . . . calmer. As if he’s grown into himself and is good with who he is and where he’s at. And watching him with Sage? He looks at peace, something I never saw in him all those years ago. Sage has found herself a damn good man. How she isn’t climbing him like a tree is a little beyond me, because seriously, the man is gorgeous.

      “I’ll grab a box,” Rowdy says, standing from the table.

      I pull out my phone and open my Uber app. “If we’re leaving, I’m going to call for an Uber now. Who knows how long it will take.”

      “I’ll take you home,” Colby offers.

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “You are not taking an Uber,” Sage says. “I’ll go home with Rowdy since I have an early morning, and Colby can take you home.”

      “What’s going on?” Rowdy asks, setting down a to-go box.

      “Colby is taking Ryan home so she doesn’t have to take an Uber, and you’re going to take me home.” I really want to argue this, because yes, it's a forty-minute round trip, but surely Sage wouldn't want to go home with Rowdy when she could get an extra forty minutes with Colby? Not to mention the goodnight kiss.

      “Oh.” Rowdy pauses. “That works.” Huh. Rowdy looks as confused as I am here.

      “You guys, I really don’t mind taking an Uber. I do it all the time.”

      “Just let me take you home. Christ,” Colby groans, irritated.

      And the man has spoken.
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        * * *

      

      “Why do you take an Uber to work when you have a car?” Colby asks, buckling his seatbelt.

      I do the same and set my purse on the floor of his truck, getting comfortable.

      “Because I hate driving in this traffic. I’d rather have someone else drive me while I read.”

      “I thought you only read on occasion, when Oprah tells you what to read.”

      I can’t believe he remembers me saying that. We were in the hotel room after the wedding and he told me he likes to read books, and I made an off-the-cuff comment about Oprah. Some one has a good memory. Hell, I can barely remember what I wore yesterday, let alone remember something someone said months ago.

      Turning toward him, I lean against the side of my passenger door and say, “I decided to expand my reading. I picked up a mystery at the grocery store the other day, and so far, it’s really captivating. I like the escape I get when I read.”

      “I’m the same way.” Colby’s voice grows serious. “For the longest time, it was the only escape I had when I was a kid, and now I find comfort in it. I might read some of the same books over and over again with a new one interspersed between them, but nonetheless, I enjoy the way I can shut off the outside world and live in another reality.”

      “Don’t you read fighter pilot stuff? Isn’t that already your reality?”

      He chuckles and tilts his head toward me, eyes still on the road. “Want to know a secret?”

      “Always.”

      “Not all of them are fighter pilot books.”

      In disbelief, I say, “If you tell me you read romance, I’m going to keel over right now.”

      He shakes his head. “Nah, nothing like that. But I do like a good thriller every once in a while. I didn’t start reading those until later on, after college. The aviation fiction genre started to become too much, so I picked up a thriller, and I really enjoy them.”

      When you look at Colby, your initial reaction wouldn’t be this guy reads. You’d more likely wonder what gym workouts he does, because he’s that ripped. But once you begin peeling back the layers, you start to realize he’s not the meathead he looks to be. He’s a kind, caring, and sensitive soul. From what I know about his grandpa, he sounds just like him.

      “Does Sage read too?”

      “A little, but nothing like me. She picks up a book and dabbles in them here and there, but she’ll have a pile on her nightstand, acting as if she’s a big reader.”

      That makes me chuckle. “Putting up a front, huh? That trickster.” Changing the subject because he gave me an opening, I say, “So you saw her nightstand . . .”

      He shakes his head, a grin tilting up his lips. “And?”

      I nudge his arm with my fingers. “Have you two done it yet?”

      Light from the street lamps helps me catch a little glimpse of a blush spread over his cheeks. No matter how many times I try to talk to him about this, he’s still shy. Which he shouldn’t be, because from experience, I know the guy is amazing at sex. Like really fucking amazing.

      I hate to admit, and I would never tell him this in fear of inflating his ego, but he’s the best I’ve ever had. By far. No competition. Colby Brooks is in his own league when it comes to hot fucking, and Sage is one lucky girl to be able to experience what he has to offer.

      He scratches the back of his neck. “Well, no, not really. We’ve fooled around, but we haven’t gone all the way.”

      “Really?” I ask, shocked. What’s the girl waiting for? Hell, I practically jumped his bones the minute I got a chance. Well, there was no practically about it. I did jump his bones the minute I got the chance.

      “Yeah. I don’t know. I feel like she’s not ready, and I don’t want to push her. Balboa was telling me she’s had some trouble in the past with a boyfriend cheating on her so I wonder if maybe that’s why she’s taking it slow. I don’t mind. I’m having fun.”

      “But you’re jacking off every morning in the shower, aren’t you?”

      “Jesus,” he mutters.

      “Stop being so prudish. Hell, I use my vibrator almost every night. It’s almost like clockwork for me now.”

      He stops at a stop sign and turns toward me. “Really?”

      “What? Are men the only ones allowed to masturbate? Don’t be that guy, Colby. Women can do it too.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know that, but I didn’t think they did it that often.”

      “I’m a sexual creature, my friend. I like to get off before I go to bed, as it helps me relax. I always get a really great sleep if I have a huge orgasm. Don’t you?”

      “Never kept track,” he mutters.

      “What did you say?”

      “I never keep track,” he says a little louder, a hint of annoyance in his words.

      “You really should. After you drop me off, go home, pull up some naked selfies of Sage, and stroke one out. Tell me how great you slept in the morning.”

      “I don’t have naked selfies of Sage.”

      “God, I admire her. Such self-control. So sensible. Sensible Sage.”

      He props his arm up on the car door and steers casually with one hand. “Do you send naked selfies?”

      “Not anymore. That shit will bite you in the ass if you’re not with the right guy.”

      “And you think Sage is with the right guy?”

      I nod very slowly. “I think Sensible Sage is with the perfect guy.”

      Colby shakes his head. “There’s no such thing as perfect, Ryan.”

      “Lies. I’ve seen perfect before.”

      “In what?”

      I think about that for a second and feel the shift in the mood. It’s gone from teasing to more serious. I want to say something profound, something that will blow Colby out of his seat.

      “I guess it’s how you look at it.”

      “What do you mean?” He stops at a stoplight and gives me his attention.

      “To me, there is a left and right side of perfect. The right side of perfect is what society deems worthy of the title. It’s the kind of perfect you believe doesn’t exist, but in others’ eyes, it does. And then there is the left side of perfect, my favorite kind. That’s the kind of soul-bearing perfect, full of flaws and shortcomings. It’s the most beautiful side of perfect . . . the imperfect.”

      He blinks a few times, really studying me, giving thought to my perspective. When the light turns green, he doesn’t drive right away, the empty streets not urging him to move forward. “What side do you see yourself on?”

      I lick my lips, staring into those onyx eyes of his, so dark and focused that I can feel the beat of my heart in my throat.

      “In all honesty, I wish I was on the left side. I wish I could confidently embrace my flaws and be proud of them, but instead, every day, I strive to be on the right side.” Every. Fucking. Day.

      His brow creases, a frown forming over his lips as he tries to understand my answer. “Why?”

      I tear my gaze away, unable to look him in the eyes anymore. His stare is too intense, this moment too transparent for such a small space. “Why do I strive to be on the right side?” I was told to, because my flaws were too numerous. “Because it’s all that’s ever been engrained in me. I don’t even know how to commit to the left side when the right side consumes me every damn day of my life.”

      It’s why I’ll never be enough.
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        Eleven years old . . .

      

      

      “What did he say? What did he say?” My friend Aleesha jumps up and down.

      I try to be as calm as possible, to not freak out in front of everyone in the hallway, but I can’t contain myself. Grabbing on to Aleesha’s hands, I give her my biggest smile and say, “He said yes.”

      “Ahhh!” she screams at the top of her lungs while running in place, drawing the attention of everyone around us. And guess what? I don’t care, because he said yes.

      Eric Woodside said yes.

      He’s taking me to the dance this Friday. Me, Ryan Collier.

      I still can’t believe it.

      When I was telling my dad about the dance last night, he asked if I was going with anyone. I told him no one had asked, but it was all right because I was going with Aleesha and we’d have fun without needing dates.

      It was my first dance, and I wasn’t going to miss out because I wasn’t asked.

      Dad didn’t accept my answer. He asked me if I could take anyone, who would it be? Of course, I blushed enough for five girls before answering. I’ve never really talked to Dad about boys before, but he was so easy to talk to, so I answered on a whim, telling him I would ask Eric Woodside.

      His next words were, ask him. He told me if I asked Eric to the dance, he would take me shopping to get a new dress and some special makeup for the occasion.

      I’ve been eyeing a dress at Charlotte Russe for weeks that I knew I could fit in. I’ve lost five pounds, so I knew that dress was going to be mine.

      The dress and the fantasy of Eric Woodside taking me to the dance propelled me forward to ask and I’m so glad I did, because I’m going to the dance with one of the hottest boys in sixth grade.

      I could die and go to heaven.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re going to the dance with him. Umm, are you going to get that blue dress from Charlotte Russe?”

      “Yup, and I’m going to get matching blue eyeshadow to go with it.”

      “What about your hair?”

      “Ringlets. I’ll ask my mom if I can borrow her curling iron.”

      “I’m so jealous. Do you think I can come to your place to get ready? Could I use your blue eyeshadow and curling iron too?”

      “Of course!” I link my arm with Aleesha’s and walk toward our next class. I would pretty much let Aleesha do anything, because she’s really my one and only true friend.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh boo bear, you look beautiful,” my dad says as I walk down the stairs to the entryway. His camera flashes and I just about die, because he’s making this too much of a big deal. “And, Aleesha, you look beautiful as well.” She trails behind me, both of us choosing navy-blue dresses and matching eyeshadow.

      “Dad, the pictures aren’t necessary. It’s just a little dance.”

      “As a parent, I reserve the right to take as many pictures as I want.”

      My mom comes up beside him, assessing both Aleesha and me, her gaze judgmental, her eyes narrowing in at my waist. I suck in just enough to earn a curt nod from her.

      “Very nice, ladies,” my mom finally says, never pulling out the insults around company. “Where’s this Eric boy you told us about?”

      “Oh, I’m meeting him at the dance. I told him I’m wearing navy-blue, so I hope he matches.”

      “He will.” Aleesha squeezes my arm.

      “Well, let’s get in the car so I can take you lovely ladies to the school. You don’t want to be late.”

      We pile into my dad’s Mustang convertible, both sitting in the small back seat, joking the whole time that Dad is the chauffer, which he laughs about and then threatens to throw the top down. But that would only mess up our hair.

      The minute we pull up at school, Aleesha and I bounce out of the car, thanking my dad quickly, and take off toward the gym.

      “I’m so excited. Do you think anyone will want to dance with me?” Aleesha asks.

      “Oh, for sure. There will be so many guys who want to dance with you. They will be lining up out the door.”

      “Stop it,” Aleesha teases as we make our way through the doors.

      The gym isn’t as magical as I thought it might be, with the bleachers out for seats and only a few decorations hanging from the basketball hoops, but the lighting surrounding the perimeter is blue, our school colors, which adds a fun feel to the room.

      There is a DJ to the right, students nowhere to be found on the dance floor, but instead, segregated by boys and girls.

      “Why isn’t anyone dancing?”

      “Maybe it’s still early,” Aleesha answers. “Let’s find Eric for you. He’s going to die when he sees you in this dress.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      We walk around the gym, looking for Eric, saying hi to a few people we know, and stopping at the table with cupcakes and juice. We each take a cupcake and slowly eat it as we stand to the side.

      “Where do you think he is?” I take a bite of the chocolate cake, savoring the flavor. So freaking good.

      “No idea. Oh wait, isn’t that Chris, his best friend?”

      My eyes scan to where Aleesha is pointing, and she’s right. “Let’s go ask him.”

      We make our way across the dance floor where a few kids are dancing now and tap Chris on the back. When he turns around he groans.

      Not the kind of greeting I was expecting. “Hey Chris. Do you know where Eric is? We’re going to the dance together.”

      “No, you’re not,” Chris answers, his voice irritated.

      My brow pulls together. “Yes, we are. I asked him this week. He said yes.”

      Chris sighs and shakes his head. “He said yes because he felt bad saying no to your face. He’s here with Becky, see?” Chris points to the corner where I see two figures, one looking a lot like Eric, with his lips all over another girl.

      The room fades as my eyes narrow in on the two figures. They’re kissing and holding hands, doing all the things I wanted to do with Eric, that I thought I’d be doing with Eric tonight.

      “I don’t understand,” I say, deflated, unable to suck my stomach in any longer.

      “He doesn’t like you, Ryan. You’re not his type.” His type?

      “What’s his type?”

      Chris walks by me, muttering something under his breath.

      “What did you say?”

      Turning one last time, he looks me up and down and says, “His type isn’t you. You’re no one’s type, Collier.”

      Oh God.

      I’m going to be sick.

      And with that, he walks away. A Pink song plays in the background, and an empty hole forms in my heart.

      His type isn’t you.

      You’re no one’s type.

      I can vaguely hear Aleesha telling Chris off, and trying to console me, but my mind is in a fog. I was so very wrong. Eric never would have said yes to me. Did he tell everyone I asked him? Will the whole school find out? There is no way I want to stay and look around the room. But, because I'm stupid—ugly and stupid it seems—I glance to the corner of the gym where Eric is with his actual date. His actual type.

      I take in the way Eric is pressing against Becky, the way he holds her hand, and pushes her hair behind her ear. His type isn't you.

      Pretty and absolutely perfect Becky is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “What took you so long?”

      I open the door and let Ryan in, taking the bag of steaming food from her, my mouth watering.

      “You know, a thank you would be sufficient.”

      “You said you were going to be here at twelve hundred hours. You’re half an hour late.”

      She sheds her shoes, shuts the door behind her, and follows me to the kitchen. “I did not say twelve hundred hours. I don’t speak like that. I said noon, which encompasses the time between twelve and one.”

      I pause, lifting an eyebrow in her direction. “Where the hell did you get that from?”

      “It’s general knowledge. People say noon to avoid making a commitment to an exact time.”

      “No.” I set the bag on the table and pull out to-go boxes. “Noon means twelve hundred hours.”

      “Can you speak like a human, please?”

      I roll my eyes and pop my box open while taking a seat. I couldn’t care less about a drink right now; I need food. I had one hell of a workout this morning and breakfast barely held me over. We have a nighttime mission tonight, and since Ryan works at nights, I figured it would be cool to hangout. I told her to bring burritos, but had I known she’d be late, I never would have suggested it.

      “That is speaking like a human. Twelve hundred hours is the same as twelve o’clock, which is the same as noon.”

      Making herself at home, she goes to the fridge, grabs water for the both of us, and then takes a seat, digging into her burrito. She points to my hand while the other scoops up a giant bite of burrito. “Go ahead, look it up. I bet you anything I’m right.”

      “You bet me anything?” I challenge her.

      “Well . . . not anything. Name your price.”

      “All right.” I take a giant bite out of my burrito and chew, thinking about what I could possibly bet her. And then it hits me, a smile spreading across my face. “Okay, if I’m right, you have to get a tattoo with me.”

      Her consistent chewing ceases and her eyes widen. Blinking a few times, she swallows, and says, “A tattoo?”

      “Yeah, a tattoo. What, are you scared?”

      “No,” she scoffs. “But, why the hell do I have to get a tattoo about how to say the time? That’s a huge commitment, Brooks.”

      I shrug, my demeanor casual. “Well, if you think you’re wrong, then don’t make the bet.”

      “I’m not wrong.” She points her fork at me. “I know I’m right.”

      “Then shake on it.”

      “Hold on a second there, chappy.”

      “Chappy?” My brow lifts in question.

      Ignoring me, she says, “What do I get when I’m right?”

      “Up to you. I chose a tattoo.”

      “Oh, I like this. I can choose anything?”

      I slide my jaw back and forth, speaking between my teeth. “Within reason.”

      “Hmm . . .” With an evil glint in her eye, she stares at the ceiling giving her answer some thought.

      “It’s not rocket science, Ryan.”

      “I’m aware, Colby, but it’s not very often I get to have the upper hand over you, so I need to make this good.”

      “Christ.” Instead of waiting for her to answer, I focus on my burrito. So freaking good. There is this place outside of Nellis that looks like a shanty, but it should be on Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives because it’s so good. I took Sage there a few weeks ago and she was skeptical, but I convinced her it would be the best burrito she’d ever eat. She admitted I was right, which was satisfying, so was the fooling around we did after.

      “I got it,” Ryan finally says, slapping her hand on the table.

      “What is it?”

      Sitting up tall, she tilts her chin up in pride and says, “If you are right, I get a tattoo. But if I win, which I know I will, I get to ask you any question I want about your relationship with Sage and you have to answer truthfully.” She’s been on my ass wanting to know everything, and I know it’s because she’s a girl who loves love. We’ve talked about it before, how she wants a solid, loving relationship, so I’m not offended by the prodding, because I can see why she’s desperate to know. I hold back a lot, I always have, but she wants in. She wants to know all about her friend, and she’s choosing this moment to cash in. Well played. Too bad she’s going to lose.

      I let out a long breath. “What is your obsession with knowing the details of my relationship with Sage?” I ask, just to confirm.

      “You’ve made me obsessed by not sharing anything with me. How long have you guys been dating now?”

      “Three months,” I answer, knowing exactly how long it’s been and how great it’s been having Sage at my side. She’s funny, and sweet, and gets my job and me. When I talk to her about my day, she understands . . . for the most part.

      “Three months and I know nothing. That is unacceptable as your friend. I need details, Colby.”

      “Fine, whatever. If you win, I tell you everything.”

      Bouncing in her chair, she claps her hands together in excitement. “Oh, I have so many questions to ask you. I can’t wait to invade your privacy.” The humor in her eyes makes me smile. I love the teasing side of Ryan.

      “You have to win first in order for that to happen.”

      “Oh, I’m winning.” She winks at me, as if she knows something I don’t and for a minute, I’m nervous I might be wrong, that her asinine reasoning might actually be true. But, no. Noon means twelve o’clock.

      Taking my phone from my pocket, I say, “Okay, I’m going to look it up.” When I unlock my phone, I notice a few missed texts from Sage. “Hold that thought for a second.”

      I scroll through the texts.

      Sage: Have fun eating the best burrito ever with Ryan. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for going there without me. I’m addicted.

      Sage: A kid came into the office today with the thickest glasses I’ve ever seen, the poor guy, and I wish there was more we could do for him.

      Sage: I wish you didn’t have to work tonight. I’m really wishing I could stay the night.

      Sage: Tomorrow night, can we keep that night for us? Do something at your place . . .

      Sage: And when I say do something at your place, I mean, you know . . . fun things.

      I inwardly groan and shift in my seat. Fun things means she wants to get handsy, and I want nothing more than for her to lay her hands all over my body.

      “Why are you licking your lips like that? It’s weird,” Ryan says, a disgusted look on her face.

      Ignoring Ryan, I send a quick text back.

      Colby: Tomorrow night, you and me. Can’t wait.

      Now to prove Ryan wrong. It’s about time that smirk is wiped off her face. Noon as a timeframe—ridiculous. I open up my browser on my phone and type noon into the search engine.

      Right away, noon is defined as twelve o’clock, and I smile to myself.

      “Are you still sexting?” She points to the grin on my face. “It’s weird to me that you’re getting all excited in front of me. Could you save it for later?”

      “I’m not sexting. I’m trying to figure out what kind of tattoo I want you to get. Maybe one of my face, right on the middle of your chest.”

      “What?” She snags my phone from my hand and looks over the right answer. “No, noon is a timeframe.” She’s shaking her hand, searching for anything to prove me wrong.

      “Face it, Ryan, I won.”

      “No, what kind of life have I been living? Noon is a timeframe. Like morning and night.”

      “Noon is twelve hundred hours. You’re wrong, I’m right, and now I get to decide your tattoo.”

      With a grumpy look on her face, she slides my phone across the table and crosses her arms over her chest, indignant at losing. And then it hits her. Her head snaps up, mouth wide in shock. “Wait a hot second. I never agreed to you choosing the tattoo. I only said I would get one.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nods. “One hundred percent positive. There is no way in hell I would ever let you choose my tattoo. Knowing you, it would be some really awful tattoo I’d have to cover up with an intense amount of makeup on my wedding day.”

      “That’s not true. I’m considerate.”

      “Yeah, right.” She shakes her head. “Not going to happen.”

      “What if . . .” I pause and gnaw on the side of my mouth. I have an idea for her. It’s one of the reasons I suggested getting a tattoo, because I think she needs this as a reminder. But I want to surprise her, so I offer a way to get her to trust me. “What if I let you ask me questions about Sage, if you in return let me pick out your tattoo?”

      “I’m not that desperate.” She leans back in her chair and crosses one leg over the other.

      “Okay.” I pick up my phone and smile to myself, pretending to text Sage.

      “Whatcha doing over there?” She leans her head to the side, trying to take a look at my phone screen.

      “Talking to Sage about tomorrow night.”

      “Is that right?” She scoots over a little bit more, and when I shield my phone away, she groans with irritation. “Ugh, why do you torture me?”

      “Just trust me.”

      “Trust you? Do you really think I’m going to let you choose my one and only tattoo?”

      I nod. “I really do.”

      She mulls that over, working the idea back and forth in her brain. I can see that she’s leaning toward yes, only because she is a romantic at heart and loves to talk about relationships and offer advice. I know she did a lot with Rory and now she’s turning it on me.

      Letting out a long exhale, she says, “You’re not going to be mean and do something stupid, right?”

      “Never.”

      She runs her teeth over her bottom lip and tilts her head back, giving in. “Fine. You can choose my tattoo.”

      “Smart choice, Ryan. Smart choice.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve avoided me enough. Get on with it; it’s time to answer my questions.”

      Ryan is curled up on my couch, one arm balanced over the back, the other in her lap. I have the TV on low, not really watching anything important, just filling the silence when we’re not talking.

      “Okay, hit me with them.”

      Excitedly, she sits up and rubs her hands together, her smile contagious. Oh shit, I should have negotiated a limit of questions by the way she’s looking at me, devil horns peeking out the top of her blonde head.

      “Let’s see . . . Have you had sex yet?”

      “I knew that would be your first question.”

      “Then you should already have an answer ready for me. And you have to be truthful, none of this tiptoeing around the truth. I want the down and dirty version, the dirtier the better.”

      “You do realize how weird it sounds that you want to know so bad.”

      She waves her hand at me. “It’s normal. Now go on, tell me.”

      Hand on my forehead, I rub it back and forth and answer, “Not yet. We’ve done pretty much everything but the actual deed.”

      “Have you seen her boobs?”

      I nod, hating her so much right now. “Plenty of times.”

      “Do you like them?”

      “Jesus Christ.” This was a bad idea. “Yes, I like her boobs.”

      “Is she a good kisser? She seems like she would be a good kisser, those pouty lips are perfect for kissing.”

      I smile inwardly. “She’s a very good kisser.”

      “Awww, look at you. You’re blushing.” Ryan tilts her head to the side. “You really like her, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I really do.”

      “Like . . . what kind of like level are we at? From one to ten, ten being I love her and will kill myself if she leaves me, to one being I tolerate her face. Where are you on the scale?”

      “I tolerate her face?” I chuckle. “There is something seriously wrong with you.”

      She nudges me with my foot. “Just answer the question.”

      “Uh, I mean, I don’t know . . . an eight?”

      “An eight?” Her eyes bug out and she repositions herself so she’s sitting on her knees. “That’s serious, Colby.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m serious about her.”

      “Really? Like she could be the one serious?”

      Without skipping a beat, I nod my head. “Yeah.”

      Shocked, Ryan sits back on the couch, mouth parted, completely stunned. “Wow, it happened that fast for you? Three months, and you know like that?”

      A flash of pain crosses her eyes, and a piece of my soul breaks for her. It’s why I don’t really want to talk about Sage to Ryan, because I know how sensitive she is about her own love life, or lack thereof. She deserves someone amazing, someone who’s going to be her rock, her person, and for some fucking reason, she can’t seem to find him.

      Which is mind-boggling to me.

      She’s a fucking catch. Beautiful, smart, funny, sexy as shit, and she’s a really good time. Hell, she pushes me out of my comfort zone most of the time, which is a rare accomplishment.

      Feeling guilty, I say, “Maybe we should talk about something else.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m fine. I’m just a little shocked, that’s all. I didn’t know things were going that great for you two. I’m super happy for you.” Cracking a smile, humor written all over her face, she holds up her fingers an inch apart and says, “Maybe a little jealous.”

      See? Funny. And honest.

      “It’s okay to be jealous. We’re the type of couple people are usually jealous over.”

      “Oh boy.” Ryan rolls her eyes. “Settle down there, pony boy.”

      “Pony boy?”

      She shrugs. “Seemed right at the moment. So you’re at about an eight which means, do you think you could see yourself proposing to her?”

      Biding myself some time, I run my fingers through my hair and slowly nod. “Yeah, I could see myself proposing. It’s almost like when you know, you know. Sage is that person I think I’ve been looking for all this time.”

      “Holy. Shit.” She whistles out a low breath. “Well, if that’s the case, I better be the one who goes ring shopping with you.”

      “Ha.” I shake my head and turn back to the TV, switching the channel. “That won’t be happening. You’d end up spending all my damn money.”

      With a wink she says, “But it would be worth it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why are we here again?” I ask, following closely behind Ryan who is like a kid in a candy shop.

      “Because it’s fun. Plus, what if we find a stone?”

      “A stone?”

      With a glint in her eye, she nods. “Yeah, you know, an engagement ring.”

      Have you ever told someone something and immediately regretted it? That’s where I am right now. Two weeks ago, I confessed to Ryan all the things she wanted to know about my relationship with Sage, and she has yet to drop it whenever we’re around. She’s constantly making sure I’m doing everything right. She says I’m lucky to have Sage and she doesn’t want me to “fuck it up.” I get that. I don’t need the reminder.

      “Is that why you brought me to this pawn shop?”

      “Of course not,” she scoffs, giving me a get real look. “We’re here to find something special, something I can put in my little efficiency apartment and make it my own. The glamping I’ve been doing needs some spice. Plus, it would be nice if you came over to my place every once in a while. The drive to Nellis plus the interrogation with the guards is getting annoying.”

      “They ask for your ID. How is that interrogation?”

      “Uh, they ask what I’m doing on base, and what if I was going for a booty call? Am I supposed to tell them sex-fest, leave me alone?”

      “I’d pay you fifty bucks to say that to them. But you have to record it to earn your money.”

      She tsks me. “You clearly don’t know who you’re dealing with, Brooks. Consider that fifty bucks mine. Now help me find something for my apartment that will make it more appealing for you to visit me. It would be nice if YOU brought ME burritos.”

      “You realize that if I lie down in your apartment, my arms and legs take up the entire space.”

      “Oh wow, way to over exaggerate.”

      Her place is not that small, but it’s pretty damn small and the camping chairs are only nice for the first hour, and then they start cutting into your legs.

      “What if instead of finding some random decoration, we find you some furniture?”

      Eying an old umbrella, she flips it between her hands, examining it. “No furniture until I can find a bigger place. My chairs and blowup mattress work for now.”

      “First piece of furniture to replace is that bed.”

      “There is nothing wrong with my bed.”

      I level with her. “You have to blow it up every night because it has a hole in it, and you end up being sucked in like a human taco by the morning.”

      She jiggles the umbrella at me. “And you know what? It’s comforting, because it feels like my bed is hugging me, and what a wonderful thing to wake up to. A hug.”

      I remove the umbrella from her hand and set it back in the bucket it came from. “We really need to find you a guy if you’re getting love from an air mattress.”

      She chuckles. “I’ll take it where I can get it. At least I know the mattress will always be there for me, even if it doesn’t stay erect for the whole night.”

      “You just had to say erect, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” She smiles up at me and then wraps her arm around my waist, pulling me into a hug. “Seriously though, thanks for coming with me. I like it when we get to hang out, just you and me. I like the boys, but they can be . . .”

      “Obnoxious?”

      “So obnoxious. By the way, you told Sage to meet us for dinner, right? At Pine?”

      “Yup. She’s excited.”

      “Good. The manager is obsessed with Heather from the show, and she told me to drop her name in front of him, and he’ll give us the best seats and foods on him. Can’t get better than that.” Pausing, Ryan turns toward me, head bent back to look me in the eyes. “Is it weird that he said bring a date and I’m taking you and Sage? Will he think we’re sister wives?”

      I chuckle and pull her into another hug. “I fucking hope so. Shit like that is funny.”
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        * * *

      

      “Go ahead, tell her what you got.” Ryan motions to me once we’re seated at Pine, water in our glasses and bread on the table with some of the best homemade butter I’ve ever had.

      “You got something at the pawn shop?” Sage’s face is lit up, excited to hear about our shopping adventure. It’s why I . . . why I . . . like her so much. She’s a bright beam in this dull and scary world, and instead of being jealous of my relationship with Ryan, she’s supportive, always making sure I’m checking up on her.

      Although, sometimes Sage gets too involved. She keeps telling me that Rowdy and Ryan should go out together, that they are soul mates and don’t know it yet. Even though Rowdy is my boy, I don’t see it. Yeah, they’re both fun and entertaining, but Ryan needs someone who will balance her out, someone who will give her guidance, and Rowdy is in need of the same thing.

      I might be old-fashioned, but in my mind there are two types of people in a relationship. There is the responsible and organized one, the realistic person. And there is the dreamer, the person who pushes their partner to try new things, to think outside the box, to let loose. Ryan and Rowdy are both dreamers, which is a dangerous match. They might have fun at first, but someone needs to step up to ground the relationship and neither of them have the capacity to do that. Dreamers should be allowed to dream, and their partners should ground them when necessary.

      “Don’t be shy, tell her.” There is a giant smile on Ryan’s face, having way too much fun with this. “She’s going to find out at some point when you hang it above your bed like you said you wanted to.”

      “Oh, did you get wall art?” Sage is leaning toward me, her water glass halfway to her lips.

      “Maybe,” I coyly answer.

      “Ugh, you’re driving me crazy,” Ryan says, leaning toward Sage, drawing her attention. “He totally got a picture of a plane with a naked girl leaning against it.”

      “What?” Sage’s face morphs into a combination of excitement and shock, looking so damn cute. “You got a nudey pic?”

      “She’s not naked.” I drag my hand over my face. “She has strategically painted stars over her tits and crotch.”

      “Ew, don’t say crotch.” Ryan bites into a piece of bread.

      “Is this girl voluptuous?”

      Ryan nudges Sage with her elbow. “The knockers on this chick put me to shame. We’re talking huge, and she has a tiny waist, with long freaking legs and red hair.”

      “A redhead?” Both girls eye me.

      And I decide to tell them truth why I really got the picture. “It wasn’t about the girl; it was about the plane. It was the same plane my grandpa flew when he was in the Air Force.”

      Both their faces soften before turning to each other. Silently they speak. It’s a crazy thing to watch, their lips curving at the same time before they both say, “It was totally for the nude girl.”

      Christ. I really shouldn’t do anything with these two together. I’m asking for trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      Exhausted.

      My mind feels like fucking mush.

      We spent over two hours in the air today, having to refuel once while practicing maneuvering. My lungs are tired from pulling more Gs than my body intended for the day, my legs feel cramped from the long hours in the cockpit, and my brain is depleted from the two-hour debrief we had.

      As our four-ship formation leader, Bent was relentless during the debrief, going over every single move we made, playing back videos from the HUD, asking what we were thinking at each exact moment we made a move. It was fucking painful.

      And now that I’m home, I want to crack open a beer, put on mindless TV, and fall asleep because tomorrow, we have another mission mapped out with the same aerial maneuvers we tackled today.

      Don’t get me wrong. I feel privileged every damn day to fly an F-22, but it’s days like today that remind me I’m not just living out a dream, I’m doing a job. A job I love.

      I open the door to my apartment, flip on my light switch, and set my duffle bag on the bench next to the door. I took a shower in the locker room and changed into a fresh flight suit that I’ll wear tomorrow.

      Untying my boots, I set them to the side along with my cap, and hang my keys on a little hook I keep close to the door. When I look up, I catch a figure standing a few feet away, startling the ever-living fuck out of me.

      I cock my hand back, ready to deck the person, when my eyes focus and notice it’s Sage.

      It’s Sage standing in my living room, wearing nothing but a light pink nightie that barely covers her hips, the fabric see-through, showing off every inch of her smooth skin.

      “Jesus Christ, you scared me, Sage.”

      “I’m sorry.” She walks toward me and places her hands on my chest. My hands instinctively fall to her hips where they move to her back and down her ass, inching up the fabric of her nightie.

      Bending forward, I nuzzle her ear and whisper, “What are you doing here?”

      Her fingers slowly start to unzip my flight suit, her nails grazing along the sand tee I’m wearing underneath.

      “I wanted to see you, even if I had to stay up late. I missed you. I haven’t seen you in a week.”

      “I know.” I kiss the side of her neck. “I’m sorry. Our schedule has been crazy lately. And Bent told me today that in the next couple months, we’ll be going on TDY.”

      She pulls her head back, her hands pausing on the zipper. “Really? Where?”

      “Not sure yet.” I press a light kiss against her lips. “But I don’t want to talk about work. I want to talk about this little piece of fabric you’re wearing.”

      Her cheeks turn a pretty shade of pink as her fingers continue with their pursuit to undo my suit.

      “I saw it today and had to have it. I couldn’t stop thinking about you peeling it off me.”

      If I wasn’t already hard, I’m a fucking stone now.

      I bring one of my hands to her shoulder where I lightly play with the thin strap holding up one side, running it between my fingers before slowly lowering it down her shoulder, letting it drop.

      “It’s fucking sexy.” I reach my hand under the fabric covering her ass and give her cheek a good squeeze. “Everything about you is sexy, Sage.”

      Her hands bring the zipper of my flight suit to my crotch where she pauses and moves her hands inside, cupping my erection without hesitation.

      “Fuck,” I groan into her ear, my will slipping with each passing second. “I want you, bad, Sage. I want to fuck you so bad, bury my cock so far in your sweet pussy that you can barely walk tomorrow.”

      “Colby,” she says shyly.

      “I want to know what it feels like to have your slick pussy contract around my cock when you orgasm. I want to see how far I can make you lose control.” I nip the spot just below her ear. “I want you naked, in my bed, legs spread, and begging for me.” I move the hand on her ass to the front of her body and press my finger past the small thong she’s wearing and into her slit. I’m greeted by her arousal. “Shit, sweetheart, you’re so wet.”

      Slowly, I gently move my finger over her clit, loving how easily I slide up and down.

      “Please tell me you want this, that you want us.”

      On a short breath, she nods and says, “I want this, Colby.”

      Not able to hold back any longer, I pick her up where she wraps her legs around my waist, and I take her to my bedroom where I lay her on the bed.

      Her white-blonde hair spreads over my dark bedding, her eyes intent on my body as I unzip the rest of my flight suit and strip to my boxers. The entire time, her legs glide back and forth, lust brimming with the excitement I can see in her smile.

      I crawl onto the bed, straddle her head with my palms, and lean down where I press my mouth against hers. Her hands ride up my back, tentatively at first, but once I slide my tongue inside her mouth, cracking open the seal of her lips, she groans and digs her fingers into my back.

      Fuck, yes.

      Her legs wrap around mine, anchoring me in place while we make out, something we’ve been doing for the past few months, something we’re really good at. I love Sage’s lips, as they’re so soft and pliable. At times she can be rough and other times she can be shy. Right now, she’s being rough, and I like it.

      This is what I need. This release. This connection. After a long fucking day in the air, I want to come home to this. Fuck, it turns my shitty day into something pretty damn good.

      I bring one of my hands to the hem of her nightie and drag it up her body. She arches her back to help me remove it completely. I drag it over her head and toss it to the side, fixating on her small breasts, her pebbled nipples.

      Dragging my mouth down her body, I take one of her breasts into my mouth and suck hard, her body moving with my mouth, lifting and squeezing, her hands falling to my head where her fingers tangle with my hair.

      “Oh, Colby.” Her voice tight, strained, it turns me on even more.

      My cock swells, the fabric of my briefs barely able to contain my erection as I pulse it against her thong-covered pussy. Just two thin layers separate us and yet, it feels like we’re wearing a full set of clothes. I can’t have any barriers, not this time. Not now.

      “Need you naked, sweetheart.”

      “Then strip me.”

      Fuck.

      The green light.

      Like a crazed man, I reach down, remove her thong and my own briefs, my cock falling heavy across her leg.

      Her breath hitches in her chest when I work my mouth back to hers, taking her lips against mine, my hips barely rocking back and forth, the tip of my cock pressing against her slit.

      “Oh God,” she moans.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask between kisses.

      She tilts her head to the side, giving me access to her neck while she says, “Yes.”

      Thank Christ.

      Normally, I would take my time with her, I would maybe eat her out a bit before fully burying myself inside her, but I can’t, not tonight. My cock is aching so damn bad that if I don’t get inside her soon I fear it might fall off.

      Pausing my kisses, I reach over to my nightstand where I snatch a condom, rip the packaging open, and quickly roll it over my length, fisting myself a few times while staring at a fascinated and extremely turned-on Sage.

      Her eyes are heady, her mouth swollen, and her nipples so goddamn hard that my mouth falls to them again as I reach between us and bring the head of my cock to her slit. I rub it up and down slowly, sucking hard at the same time.

      “Oh, God. Oh, Colby.” She holds on to my shoulders, stilling beneath me as I work her body like my own damn instrument. Stroking, sucking, licking, pleasing every inch of her.

      Bringing my mouth to the side of her head, my teeth nibbling on her ear, I say, “Spread your legs, Sage. Wide.”

      She nods and moves her body so she’s completely spread for me.

      I press my forehead against hers and say, “Grab on to my neck and hold me in place. I want to watch your eyes as I slip my cock inside of you. I want to see you take me all in.”

      Slowly, I push my erection inside her, wanting to die a very happy death with every inch. It’s been so damn long since I’ve been inside a woman that this feels like absolute heaven. We’ve gotten off together, but nothing like this, nothing this good.

      When I’m fully inside her, I still, letting her adjust to my thickness. “I’m going to be honest,” I breathe out. “I’m not going to last long.”

      “Me neither,” she answers as she starts to pant. “I’m right there. Move once and I’m falling over.”

      Her pussy starts to spasm, and fuck if it doesn’t feel amazing.

      Wanting to follow close behind her, I pump my hips, pulling my cock almost all the way out and then slamming hard inside her. With each thrust, her head falls from side to side, eyes shut, pleasure morphing her face.

      “Yes, Colby. Yes, right there.” Her fingers sink into my skin as her moans grow louder and louder.

      “So close. This pussy, fuck, Sage, so tight, so perfect.” I drive harder inside, my vision starting to tunnel as a wave of pleasure starts to ripple up my spine. “Fuck, I’m going to come. Where are you, sweetheart?”

      “Right . . . there . . . yes,” she screams and moves her hips with mine, pulling my orgasm out of me.

      My stomach bottoms out, my dick pulsing, as I fall over the precipice, my entire body feeling like it’s floating on a cloud.

      Slowly, I move my hips in and out, dragging out our orgasms until we have nothing left to give.

      “Shit.” I look at her, smiling. “That was . . . fuck, Sage.”

      She lifts her hand to my face where she slowly traces my cheek. “That was amazing, Colby.”

      “It was.”

      Sincerity crosses over her face, and I lose my breath when tears slip from her beautiful eyes. I’m about to ask what’s wrong, but she says, “I’m so glad I met you. You’ve made me so happy these last few months.”

      Still inside of her, I lean down and kiss her lips. “You’ve made me happy, sweetheart.”

      Continuing to stroke my face, she locks me in place, not letting me leave my position. She studies me for a few heartbeats before she licks her lips and says, “I love you, Colby.”

      Everything around us stills as her words sink in. The only other person who’s ever said that to me is Rory, and she’s the only person I’ve said it to. But in this moment, with this girl slowly working her way into my life, I can honestly say I feel the same way.

      I press my lips against hers one more time, loving the way she tastes, and with happiness feeling my chest, I say, “I love you too, Sage.”
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        * * *

      

      Colby: It happened.

      Ryan: What happened?

      Colby: Seriously? You ask me every single day of my life.

      Ryan: Wait . . . did you . . .

      Colby: *Nods*

      Ryan: You got the freaking panini without me?? How could you? I told you I could go on Thursday. What is wrong with your self-control?

      Colby: You know, your blonde really shows sometimes.

      Ryan: Soo . . . you didn’t get the panini without me?

      Colby: NO! Sage and I had sex. Jesus.

      Ryan: WHAT?!?

      Colby: Do I really have to type it again? You know I hate this shit.

      Ryan: TELL ME EVERYTHING!

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: Did she orgasm?

      Colby: Of course she fucking orgasmed. What kind of question is that?

      Ryan: Got you to talk about it.

      Colby: You’re really annoying.

      Ryan: And yet, I’m still your best friend.

      Colby: Best friend?

      Ryan: Don’t you dare deny it or try to tell me it’s Stryder or Bent. It’s me. I’m claiming the title and that’s final. I would appreciate a T-shirt with our faces on it that says best friends forever.

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: God, I hate it when you get all one-worded on me. It’s super annoying.

      Colby: I’m glad we both annoy each other.

      Ryan: So . . . tell me more. Was it everything you ever hoped for?

      Colby: We’re not doing this.

      Ryan: Please!

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: Lighten up.

      Colby: Best friends know when to quit.

      Ryan: Not this best friend. Nice try. At least tell me this . . . was it missionary?

      Colby: Jesus Christ.

      Ryan: It was, wasn’t it? You totally looked her in the eyes while sliding inside of her, didn’t you? Hands interlocked? Why am I picturing this so well in my head? Is that weird?

      Colby: I’m saying bye now.

      Ryan: I am so right! Aren’t I? Just say it. Just admit to it. Come on.

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: Come on . . . just tell me I’m right. Say it.

      Colby: Don’t expect to hear from me for a week. We’re on a break.

      Ryan: Don’t you dare Ross Geller me. Just give me an answer.

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: I have all afternoon to text you, nothing better to do. Tell me.

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: Yes.

      Colby: No.

      Ryan: Yes – I can do this all day.

      Colby: Fine! Yes, it was missionary. Happy?

      Ryan: Very much so. Have a good day, bestie.
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      “What’s up.”

      “Hey,” I cough into the phone. “Uh, I don’t think I can make the barbecue tomorrow night.”

      “Why?” Colby asks. “Wait, are you sick?”

      I cough some more. “Just a little, but I’ll be okay. I don’t want to make anyone else sick. I’m finishing my shift here at the show and then I’m taking the day off tomorrow to get better. Figured going to a barbecue won’t help.”

      “What kind of sick are we talking about?”

      “Sore throat. I think it’s a post-nasal drip situation. So much snot, Colby. So much snot.”

      He chuckles. “Thanks for the details.”

      “You asked. You know I don’t hold anything back.”

      “Well, you sound like shit. Don’t you think you should take tonight off?” he asks, concern in his voice. What a stand-up guy.

      “I would but taking two nights off won’t do well for me, plus I can’t call in this short of notice.”

      “Sneeze on one of the girls, then they’ll send you home.”

      “Now there’s an idea.” My Uber driver pulls up to the theater, and I thank him quickly before exiting the car. I’ll tip him after I get off the phone. “I just got to work, so I should go, but thought I would give you the heads-up.”

      “Okay. Sage will be upset. You know she was looking forward to seeing you. She hasn’t seen you in a long time.”

      “I know. I miss her.” I heft my purse on my shoulder and make my way through the back entrance of the theater, using my employee key card. “But the last thing you guys need is to be sick, especially since you’re probably going at it like bunnies now, am I right?”

      “Just when I was feeling bad for you, you go and say something like that.”

      I chuckle, my lungs constricting on me, causing a nasty cough to fly out of my mouth. “Ugh, sorry. I should go.”

      All annoyance leaves Colby’s voice. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yup. All good.” I hold back the cough that wants to escape me, my voice tight. “Just going to drink some tea. Talk to you later.”

      “All right. Let me know if you need anything.”

      We hang up, and I make my way to my little makeup station where I slouch in the chair, the bright bulb lights shining on me, highlighting the bags under my eyes and the dryness of my red nose from blowing it every few minutes.

      Like I said, so much snot.

      “Hey girl.” Leah comes strolling up to me, takes one look and slowly backs away. “You look like you were hit by a truck.”

      “Thanks.” I rest my head in my hand and shut my eyes.

      “What happened to you?”

      “The post-nasal drip. It has taken over my body, seeped into my brain, and has made everything fuzzy.”

      Leah makes her way to the makeup vanity and leans against it, arms crossed, wearing her short purple silk robe. “Mucus doesn’t do that.”

      “This mucus does.” I rub my eyebrows where it feels like there is a hammer trying to erupt out of my forehead. “I already said I can’t come in tomorrow.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Tera couldn’t make it in on such short notice. So I’m going to wear this.” I lean over to my purse and pull out the same mask dentists wear, planning to wear it to cover my mouth tonight.

      “You are not.”

      “Yes, I am. You know Amanda; she’s going to bitch about the fact that I’m sick, and I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      Slowly, Leah nods her head. “You’re right. She will.” Leah tilts her head from side to side stretching. “I’m so sore.”

      “If you say it’s from sex I’m going to smack you.”

      She’s silent.

      “Ugh,” I groan. “Come on, everyone is getting sex, and here I am trying to live my life, avoiding men, growing a healthy self-image, and all I want is penis.”

      She chuckles. “Well, you’re definitely not getting penis with mucus dripping out of your nose.” She tosses a tissue at me that I quickly use to wipe the snot away.

      “What?” I hold out my arms. “This isn’t attractive?”

      “Not even in the slightest. But you know, Tyler was telling me his friend Donovan is single now and looking to date.”

      “No.” I shake my head, feeling foggier by the second. “I’m not going out with anyone.”

      “He’s so hot though, has an amazing body, and he has money.”

      “Oh wonderful, because money is on the top of my list of must needs when it comes to a man.”

      Leah examines her freshly manicured nails. “Doesn’t hurt.”

      “I don’t want a hot guy with money. Been there, done that. I want someone who’s going to want to be with me, hang out with me, take me out to lunch, care for me.”

      Leah rolls her eyes. “You want Colby.”

      “No.” Although, if I think about it and connect all the dots, maybe I do want someone like Colby. And is that such a bad thing? To want someone genuine and kind, someone with a heart of gold, who would do anything for me?

      It’s not.

      I’ve been through horrible relationships, survived some of the toughest criticism and bullying growing up. I think it’s time I wait to find someone who will treat me like a queen, and not by showering me with gifts, but someone who will drown me in their kindness and sweet gestures.

      I deserve a Colby.

      “Would it be bad if I wanted a guy who had the same values as Colby?” I ask, biting on the tip of my finger.

      “No,” Leah answers honestly. “But good luck finding someone like him. He’s a once-in-a-lifetime guy.” He is. That’s exactly what Colby Brooks is. But he’s not my once-in-a-lifetime guy. There must be another man out there like him. And I’ll find him. Because I deserve a Colby.
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        * * *

      

      “Fast money,” I groan with tissues stuffed up my nose and a water bottle clutched to my chest. Steve Harvey is the only good thing in my life right now and Family Feud. I’m on episode five so far for the day, my second box of tissues, and a round of cold medicine in my stomach.

      Taking the night off was a really smart idea. There is no way I would have been able to make it through work later on tonight. I’m barely making it through lunch.

      Steve Harvey is funny, at least in my delirium he is. I would be so good at this game. I would be the leader of the group, that’s how good I am. And if I were to assemble a team, if it was a friends group instead of family, my right-hand girl would be Rory, then Stryder, then Colby and finally, I would take on Rowdy because he’s the wild card, the guy you need who gets the obscure answers that only four people answer with. We would kick ass.

      If only Family Feud didn’t require us to be a real family.

      Damn you, Steve Harvey.

      There is a knock at my door. Ugh. I don’t want to get up.

      “Not here,” I call out.

      “Ryan. It’s me, Colby.”

      Colby? What the hell is he doing here? I quickly assess my attire and cringe. Holey sweatpants, oversized sweatshirt, hair tied on top of my head in a frantic mess, and absolutely zero makeup.

      “Uh, what are you doing here?” I call out, sitting up on my bed.

      “Don’t make me talk through the door.”

      “I’m sick,” I call out, inching off my blowup mattress while looking around my apartment. There are tissues everywhere, one of my camping chairs is flipped over from when I tripped over it this morning, and there are dirty dishes in my bathroom sink. This is not good.

      “Open the damn door, Ryan.”

      “Uh”—I give my room another once-over—“give me a few minutes.” Or an hour. Or maybe come back when my place doesn’t resemble Snotville. Now, that’s a plan.

      He bangs on the door, the force of his fist startling me. “I’ll be obnoxious until you open up.”

      God, my neighbors are going to flip. I hobble to the door, my legs half asleep from being crossed a good portion of the afternoon. Unlocking the locks, I swing the door open just in time to halt one more pound to the wood.

      Colby stands in front of me, wearing his flight suit and carrying a bag. He looks me up and down and the scowl in his brow softens.

      I cover my face with my hands and say, “Don’t look at me. I’m not wearing any makeup.” Turning away, I go to my bed where I bury my head in my pillow and turn toward the wall.

      The soft click of my door shutting echoes through the room, followed by the sound of Colby’s boots approaching the bed. He sits down next to me, places his hand on my hip, and rolls me so I’m forced to face him. I throw my pillow over my face and say, “Why are you here?”

      Not saying a word, he takes the pillow from my hands and tosses it to the other side of my bed. I quickly cover my face with my sweatshirt-covered arms. “Stop it,” I scold.

      Leaning over some more, he grips both of my arms and pins them to the bed, his body slightly hovering over mine.

      Eyes blinking rapidly, I look up at him. His pupils are wide, his irises dark and sinister, but there is a sense of calm in his features as his eyes roam over my face, taking his time, almost as if he’s memorizing every curve.

      “Colby, stop.”

      Gently, his thumbs rub my wrists, sending a soothing warm ripple through my body, his assessment making me feel raw and exposed—a feeling I absolutely hate.

      I’ve had to deal with that feeling for so many years. I was so grateful when I was finally allowed to wear makeup, because it’s my safety blanket, my mask, my ability to stay on the right side . . . It provided the ability to fool people into thinking I’m perfect rather than the little girl who was called chunky her entire childhood, or the girl who was made fun of at parties, or the girl whose boyfriends constantly cheated on her.

      Right now, with Colby intently taking me in, I can feel all those emotions resurfacing, and I hate it.

      I. Hate. It.

      I try to shift out of his grasp, but he doesn’t let me go. Instead, he holds me in place.

      Panic starts to set in. “Colby, let go. Stop looking at me.”

      I close my eyes, hoping that will help. Maybe if I don’t see him, he might not see me.

      “Open your eyes, Ryan.”

      “Will you just let me go?” I snap, doing everything in my power to release myself, but he tightens his grip.

      “Open your damn eyes, Ryan.” His voice is sharp, commanding, and it reminds me of something Rory once told me years ago when she was dating Colby. He has this voice that he pulls out only on occasion, a voice that will send a shiver from the tips of your toes to the top of your head, and there is nothing you can do but listen to him when he uses it.

      It has the same effect on me.

      Despite the war raging inside me, my insecurities surfacing and the need to bury myself in a hole, I open my eyes to find the most sincere look on Colby’s face, soft and full of concern. My breath hitches in my chest as I try to bring air into them, the panic deep within me rising and rising until Colby opens his mouth.

      “You look beautiful, Ryan.”

      Everything inside me comes to a halt, my body turns numb, my blood no longer pumping, my lungs no longer taking in air as his words float into my ears and trying to register in my brain.

      I what? I’m sick, I look revolting, I haven’t showered since yesterday, and I know without even going near the bathroom mirror, that beautiful would not—could not—describe me.

      I blink a few times, trying to understand if I heard him correctly. He must sense my confusion, because without skipping a beat, he repeats himself. “You look beautiful, Ryan.”

      I search his eyes, looking between them, trying to find the humor in them, or the lie, or the pity, but when I come up short, my eyes start to well up with tears.

      You’re not the right shape to wear that.

      Stop eating all that junk food. You’ve grown another size larger.

      You’re not his type.

      Boys do not want fat girls, Ryan.

      If you shed some more pounds, you might be pretty.

      Luckily you’re smart, Ryan. It’s good you’ve got that going for you.

      Words after words after words rush through my mind. I can see my mom’s face, the constant sneer, and I can’t hold back the pain.

      You know I love you, but . . .

      Why? Why is there a but?

      How on earth has this all come to the forefront of my mind right now? And why the fuck can I not stop crying? I am not that girl too. Weak. Emotional.

      “Come here.” Colby sits on the bed, his back to the wall, and pulls me onto his lap, wrapping his arms around me and hugging my tightly. The tears escape, falling rapidly on my sleeve, years upon years of pent-up hatred for myself pouring out of me. It hurts. It hurts so much. Why was there always a but? Why?

      Family Feud plays in the background, cheers and laughter filling the silence between Colby and me as he gently rubs my back and presses his chin to the top of my head.

      He doesn’t ask any questions.

      He doesn’t say anything.

      He doesn’t pressure me to explain.

      Instead, he acts like the man I know him for—protective. He holds me close to his heart, letting me purge my sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you okay?” he asks, after what seems like an hour. His voice feels warm, rolling over my body, reminding me that there is more to life than the little cocoon he has me in.

      There is nothing more I want to do than keep myself buried in his strong arms, but I realize not only does this position seem mildly inappropriate, but Colby has a barbecue to put on tonight, and I’m sure he needs to get back to his place to prepare.

      Wiping away any stray tears, I nod my head as I slowly back off his lap and lean against the wall next to him, feeling slightly embarrassed.

      I need to say something to clear the air, but the only thing I can think of is an apology.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pulling on the ends of my sleeves, keeping my eyes cast down.

      “Don’t be sorry.”

      “You must think I’m stupid.”

      “I don’t hang out with stupid people, so don’t insult me by saying something like that.” He turns my head so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. God. Now my eyes are so puffy, and I can barely see through them. And he wants me to look at him? “I meant what I said, Ryan. You are beautiful, just like this. There is no need to hide behind your hand or a pillow, or behind all that makeup you wear. This girl right here with the red nose, puffy eyes, and the light splattering of freckles on her cheeks, she’s gorgeous.”

      I try to shake my head but the grip he has on my chin prevents me. “Why are you doing this? Why are you here?”

      The pad of his large thumbs runs across my jaw before saying, “I came here to bring you soup and Gatorade, to check up on you. And why am I doing this? Because I care about you, and it’s about time someone told you the damn truth. This girl right here, the one I’m staring at, she’s beautiful, she’s stunning . . . she’s on the left side of perfect, and it’s about time you accept that. I’ve known you for a long time, Ryan, and I’ve always seen you hide behind new clothes, new hairstyles, and tons and tons of makeup. This is the first time I’m seeing the real you, and you’re fucking beautiful.”

      My lip trembles, my heart beats wildly in my chest—palpitating, skipping, pounding—shooting a wave of nerves and anxiety through my veins.

      You’re fucking beautiful.

      Words I never associate with myself, especially when I look in the mirror.

      Words I’ve heard before, but never have they impacted me before, like they are in this minute.

      Words I’ve strived to be for so many years that I’ve convinced myself I would never achieve them.

      Words I’ve projected on the outside but never truly felt on the inside until right now.

      “Colby . . .” My voice catches.

      “Shh.” He pulls me into another hug and kisses the top of my head.

      I snuggle into him, press my face against his chest, and wrap my arms around his waist, allowing myself to close my eyes and just feel as I drift off into a deep slumber that takes over every muscle and bone in my body. I should thank him for coming. I should thank him for saying such lovely things. I should explain why I cannot believe what he’s saying. I try desperately to ignore the first time I was called ugly by a classmate, to let the hateful words fall from my head temporarily. Can I? I want to. But those words, and the many, many after them plague me. I should communicate this with Colby, so he knows why I’m such a basket case.

      But I can’t. I’m too sick and too emotionally drained to say anything. All I want to do is sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, I have to go.” A strong hand cups my cheek, a deep voice wakening me from my deep slumber.

      Lazily, my eyes start to open as I take I my surroundings. I’m lying on my bed, my blanket up to my waist. A hot bowl of steaming soup is on my nightstand along with a bottle of Gatorade. Staring at me with warm eyes, in a squatted position is Colby.

      “Oh, yeah. What time is it?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Can you sit up for me?”

      I cough a few times, covering my mouth with my sleeve as I nod and sit up. Colby helps me adjust my pillow, his touch gentle.

      Once settled, he grips my knee and asks, “How are you feeling?”

      “Emotionally drained.” I chuckle.

      “I’m not sorry about that.”

      Shaking my head, I catch the darkness outside the window. Night has fallen, the moon casting light on the parking lot below my apartment.

      My eyes dart to Colby. “Did you miss your barbecue?”

      “I’m a little late, but I told everyone I was checking up on you. They understood and told me to tell you they hope you feel better.”

      “Colby, you should have left a while ago.”

      He shakes his head. “Nah, caught up on some Family Feud and made sure my best friend was going to be okay.”

      Fuck. My heart turns into a pile of mush, the feeling of his thumb stroking my knee just about doing me in.

      “I’m fine, but thank you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m going to take a nice long hot shower, put on some new PJs, and snuggle up with some more Steve Harvey.”

      “All-day marathon.” Colby winks and smiles. “But eat this soup first, please. It’s hot and ready for you, and hopefully it helps.” He hands me the bowl and gives it a quick stir. “It’s my favorite thing to eat when I’m not feeling well.”

      Do not cry. Do not cry.

      If you cry, he’ll never leave, and you need him to leave because . . . because you are feeling way too many things right now and might do something stupid.

      “Thank you. It smells really good.”

      “All right.” He stands and smooths his flight suit down. “Will you call me tomorrow to let me know how you’re feeling? I want to plan our day to get that tattoo.”

      “When I’m feeling better.”

      “When you’re better.” He stands there, not moving, just staring at me. “Are you sure you’re okay, with . . . everything?”

      I nod. “I’m good,” I say, attempting to reassure him. “I just . . .” I bite my bottom lip and look away. “You kind of ripped off a Band-Aid that’s been holding my heart together for several years. I wasn’t ready for it.”

      “And now . . .”

      “Now I feel raw, but the good kind, the healing kind.”

      “Good.” He squats down again and takes my cheek in his giant hand. “Because this is the girl I want to see more, this honest and true girl. She has so much to offer this crazy world, so don’t hide her behind layers of clothes and makeup. Let her shine, because fuck, Ryan, she’s one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever seen.”

      Leaning forward, his powerful body sucking all the air between us, he gently presses his lips against my forehead, forcing my eyes shut and my heart to plummet into a spiral of realization.

      In this moment, with Colby eating up my space, his protective instincts seeping into me, it hits me.

      I love him.

      Leah was so fucking right. Colby is a once-in-a-lifetime guy. And there are no other men out there like him. Which means I am absolutely screwed.

      Because not only do I love Colby Brooks, but I’m desperately and hopelessly in love with this man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “Are you ready for this?” I grip Ryan’s shoulders from behind and massage them playfully as we walk toward her tattoo chair.

      “I swear to God, Colby, if you tattoo something stupid on my body, this friendship is over.”

      “Nah, you could never cut me off; you’re too dependent on me.”

      For a moment, something flashes through her eyes, but before I can catch it she smiles and sits in the chair.

      Ever since I visited her at her apartment to check on her, she’s changed. She’s been a little distant, a little short with me, and I can’t help wonder if it was from what I said to her. Some text messages have gone unanswered, and when I’ve asked her to hang out, she’s been busy. This is the first day in two weeks I’ve actually been able to see her.

      It wasn’t until she came walking up to me wearing barely any makeup and shorts with a red plain T-shirt that I realized it wasn’t what I said, because she’s taken what I said to heart.

      And I meant every word of it.

      When Ryan first opened her door the day she was sick, I was stunned speechless. With a crusty nose and red cheeks, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her more beautiful. Her face was fresh and clean, not covered or hiding anything. It was like I was seeing her for the first time, and I was instantly enamored with my best friend. She’s gorgeous.

      Hell, I always thought she was hot, but her natural beauty, shit, it’s a rare type of beauty. And it made me feel guilty for a second, thinking of Ryan as that beautiful, but I knew, even though my eyes were caught off guard, my heart still belonged to another person.

      And once I saw Ryan’s reaction, I knew that not only was I there to make sure she was doing okay—being single and sick sucks—but I was there to make sure she understood her worth.

      From the look of it today, I did my job. But I’m hoping today speaks more than any words I could ever use with her. I hope today provides a permanent reminder that she is absolutely incredible just as she already is.

      “Are you ready?” the tattoo artist asks as he applies the stencil to her left wrist.

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Keep your eyes on me. No peeking.”

      “I know, I know.” She rolls her eyes and then speaks to the tattoo artist, her head tilted back. “If that stencil is a penis, please, for the love of God, change it to something else.”

      “It’s not a penis,” I answer exasperated.

      For the next half hour, Ryan and I play catch-up for the past two weeks. She tells me about some douche Leah keeps trying to set her up with, and I remind Ryan that she’s better than that and to look for the right man, not the wrong one.

      I tell her about work, our latest missions and my TDY that’s coming up. I was put on temporary deployment with Bent to Colorado Springs where we will be joining pilots from Luke to go over aerial maneuver exercises. Occasionally, we have these TDYs, and our one mission is to perfect our trade in a different environment and with other pilots, making us more adaptable outside of our normal four-plane formation.

      Stryder and Rory are excited to hang out, and I can’t lie, I’m excited about seeing them as well.

      “Just about done,” the tattoo artist says as Ryan winces once again.

      “I still can’t believe you convinced me to do this, and that you’re waiting to get yours. How is that fair?”

      I shrug. “It isn’t, but hey, you were the one who lost the bet.”

      She points her finger at me, narrowing her eyes. “But we’re still getting ice cream after this like you promised?”

      “Yes, we’re getting ice cream.”

      “That’s all that matters.”

      The buzzing of the tattoo gun ceases as the artist says, “All right, all done. Do you want to see it?”

      “Yes.” Ryan goes to look at it when I move my body, blocking her view.

      I turn toward the tattoo artist and say, “Can you give us a minute?”

      “Sure.”

      Taking off, he gives Ryan and me some privacy, at least what we can get in this busy tattoo parlor.

      “Before you look at your tattoo, I want to remind you of a conversation we had a while back.”

      “Okay,” she drags out skeptically.

      “You once told me there are two sides of perfect. The left and the right. The right side being the side society deems perfect, the side you’ve committed your life to achieving.” She nods, her eyes starting to well with tears. “And then there is the left side, your favorite side, the side that accepts your flaws and shortcomings, the most beautiful side of perfect. The side you wish you could live on.” She nods again, a tear falling down her cheek. I wipe it away, leaving my hand cupping her to catch any other stray tears. “Well, this tattoo is a commitment, a reminder that no matter what goes on in that pretty little head of yours, you should always live on the left side.”

      I bring her wrist into view and allow her eyes to focus on the pretty cursive I picked out for her tattoo, the writing simply stating: left side.

      “Never forget where you belong, Ryan.”

      Her other hand goes to her mouth as more tears fall from her eyes, understanding of the symbol on her body hitting her immediately, and before I can say anything else, she flings her body into mine and wraps her arms around my waist, holding me tightly.

      Letting out a pent-up sigh, I bring her in even closer and rest my chin on the top of her head, relieved that she likes it.

      That she gets it.

      When she pulls away, she says, “Thank you, Colby. This means everything to me.”

      I squeeze her hand. “It means a lot to me too, Ryan.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on a half brick wall, ice cream cones in hand, feet dangling, we stare at the sand-covered mountains, a comfortable silence between us.

      We became a bit of a sideshow at the tattoo parlor with Ryan crying and me holding her until she stopped. We actually had to move to the side so someone else could occupy the chair, but once she was good, she apologized—not necessary—and the tattoo artist went through aftercare.

      Once in the car on our way to get ice cream, Ryan thanked me again, her eyes trained on me the entire time. It felt good to do something for her that was so meaningful, that will hopefully make a good impact on her life. She means a lot to me, and even though Stryder and Bent have been my boys for the past eight years, somehow Ryan has slipped herself into the best friend position. Besides Sage, she’s the first person I text when something happens, the first person I go to when I want to hang out, and the first person I rely on when I want advice about my relationship.

      And she’s the first person I want to tell this to.

      “How’s your ice cream?”

      “So good.” She leans to the side, her hand propped up on the brick, her hair blowing in the wind. “Sprinkles was a clutch decision.”

      “You realize this is what kids get when they get a shot from the doctor.”

      “Well aware.” She winks. “Technically I got a shot, an adult one. There were needles involved.”

      I chuckle. “Do I get ice cream once I get mine?”

      “Will you need ice cream once you get yours?”

      I take a long lick of my cone and nod. “Yeah. I’m going to need ice cream.”

      Humor curves her lips as she studies me. “You know, I was thinking, do you think people are going to think I’m stupid?”

      “Stupid for what?”

      She holds up her wrist. “I have left side tattooed on my left wrist. Do you think they’ll assume I can’t tell my left from my right?”

      “Doesn’t matter. You know what it means. People can assume anything they want, but don’t let it devalue the meaning on your skin. You know what it stands for, so live by it.”

      Her lips curve again, as she looks down and shakes her head. “Never in my life did I think Colby Brooks would be such a poetic motherfucker, but here you are, digging yourself into my heart one word at a time.”

      “Better be.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “That’s what best friends are for, right?” I nudge her leg with mine.

      “Yeah,” she sighs, “that’s what they’re for.”

      “Which reminds me, I have something to tell you.”

      “Oh yeah? Have you told anyone else?”

      “Not a single soul.”

      She straightens up and turns to face me on the wall. “Okay, so this is serious.” She takes a lick of her ice cream. “What’s going on?”

      Lowering my cone, I scrub the back of my neck, feeling nervous as shit for some reason, but this is Ryan, I can tell her anything. Hell, I told her about how I prematurely came the other night, embarrassing the ever-living fuck out of myself. I can tell her this.

      “I’m uh”—a smile crosses my face. Fuck it—“I’m going to ask Sage to marry me.”

      Cars pass by in the distance as Ryan sits on the wall next to me, blankly staring, her eyes blinking every few seconds, before she shakes her head and clears her throat. “Uh, what?”

      “I’m going to propose to Sage. She’s the one, Ryan. She’s the one.” I pause, letting that sink in. “I really want to make it special, so that’s why I’m telling you. I have the ring. I just need the idea. I have a few but I don’t know if they’re lame or not.”

      “Wow, I . . . uh, I didn’t know you were that serious.”

      “We are. She gets me, she understands the lifestyle, and she makes me happy.”

      Ryan swallows hard and nods. “That’s . . . I mean, that’s important. Wow.” She rests the hand holding her cone on her leg and sits back, stunned. “I’m a little shocked.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I mean, it’s great,” she replies, pressing her hand to my leg. “It’s really great.” Her eyes start to water. “I’m sorry.” She waves her hand in front of her face. “I’m really happy for you.”

      “Ryan, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to cry. This is great news. You caught me off guard that’s all. I’m really happy for you.”

      “Yeah?”

      She grips my hand and squeezes it, a nod to her head. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, good, because you being on board with this means a lot to me.”

      She takes in a deep breath and then lets it out. When she looks at me, her eyes shine and her lips curve up at the ends, but it’s not a smile that reaches her eyes. There is a sense of sadness behind it. I know she’s expressed wanting to find someone, someone who is going to treat her well. I never thought this might make her feel bad.

      “I’m on board.”

      Thinking about how this might affect her, I consider doing this myself. I mean, I have some pretty solid ideas, so this shouldn’t be a big deal. I just don’t want to set Ryan back. She’s made so much progress in not going out with the wrong guy, in focusing on herself. Will this hit her too hard?

      “You know, you have a lot going on, I shouldn’t—”

      She squeezes my hand again and reassures me. “I’m on board, Colby. Let’s get you engaged.”

      Feeling a shit ton of emotions, I pull her into my embrace and kiss the top of her head, so grateful for this woman in my life. “That means a lot, Ryan. A whole fucking lot.”
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        RYAN

      

      

      I feel dead inside.

      Like the world is spinning around me in hyper speed, but I’m going at slow motion. Walking is an effort, breathing I have to think about, and food, I don’t know what that is anymore.

      A few weeks ago, I realized I was in love with my best friend. There was no denying it, no stopping it. The realization hit me like a Mack truck going eighty on a highway.

      Bam.

      I love Colby.

      It hit me so hard that it took me a few days to catch my breath, to recover. I didn’t know what to do with the information. I didn’t know how to act around him, or what to say in text messages. I felt like anything I said or did, he would figure it out, that if he lifted the thin veil I was trying to use to cover my emotions, he would see it plain as day.

      Ryan is in love with Colby.

      But he didn’t.

      Even after getting a tattoo, he didn’t see the look of love in my eyes, the outpouring of adoration like a tidal wave the moment he revealed my tattoo, the meaning behind it, the confidence he has in me. How can someone be so good, so kind, so thoughtful, and truly not love me back? Why again, am I second place?

      All I wanted to do in that moment was bury myself in his arms, tilt my head up ever so slightly, cup his cheeks with my hands, and kiss him relentlessly. I wanted to show him how much of an impact he’s made in my life and how much I truly love him.

      I never got the chance.

      I never will.

      Not when he’s dating Sage.

      Beautiful, stunningly amazing, sweet Sage.

      I can’t even be mad about them being together, because they really are the perfect match. She’s strong and confident, the type of girl he needs in his line of work. And I’ve tried to hate her. I’ve forced myself to sneer whenever I see her, but it’s impossible. Freaking impossible. She so easily captures you with her endearing attitude and the cute way she adjusts her glasses. I get it. I get why Colby loves her.

      I’m mad that I didn’t do anything before he met her, that I didn’t try to start something up with him.

      But then again, after the wedding, I had no idea the kind of bond we’d have. The kind of bond that would ignite my soul and make me feel so damn alive that I didn’t think it was possible to love anyone but him.

      And yet, here I am, a champagne bottle with cups in my backpack, a camera ready and poised, and hiking behind Colby and Sage, who are cutely holding hands, as we make our way through the beautiful Red Rock Canyon.

      It’s all a ruse. Sage has no idea. I “invited” them on a hike with a little picnic of cheese, crackers, and fruit. We jokingly called it a threesome that I laughed at, even though the smile never touched my soul.

      I haven’t talked to anyone about my feelings. What would I really say at this point? That I’m in love with my best friend and he’s about to propose to his girlfriend, what should I do?

      Tell him it’s a mistake.

      Make a distraction.

      Roll my ankle.

      Do anything to stop this from happening, and when I’m alone with him, tell him.

      Tell him I love him more than anything and want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life showing him how special he is to me. How perfectly we fit.

      With every forward step I take, it feels like I’m walking the plank, waiting for that moment when Colby drops to his knee, pulls out the ring—the gorgeous, blinding ring—and asks Sage to be his wife.

      With every step forward, I consider what I should do, if I should stop him. If I should pull him to the side and talk to him, tell him: maybe you need to think about this a little longer.

      Maybe you don’t propose.

      Maybe you choose me.

      Maybe you give us a chance.

      The decision to stop him is so heavy in my heart that I begin to gather the courage to do it, to talk to him.

      Just a few more steps up.

      I can do this. He needs to know all the facts before making this decision. It’s only fair.

      I take a few seconds to catch my breath, to realize the enormity of what I’m about to do, psyching myself up to possibly destroy Colby’s plans when I look up to find Colby and Sage, hands linked, the Las Vegas skyline behind them, looking so in love.

      And as he takes a knee in front of her, my heart sinks to the ground just as Sage’s hands fly to her mouth, complete shock falling over her perfect features.

      I watch in slow motion—and somehow remember to take pictures—as Colby talks about his love for Sage, how she’s changed his life, how he wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his life with her by his side.

      He wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his life with Sage by his side.

      Nothing. More. Than. Sage.

      I’m a complete and utter mess on the inside.

      Sage reacts with tears, happy tears, nodding, a faint yes passing her lips before he slips the ring on her finger. I continue to take pictures, my brain on autopilot, as the world around me starts to fade, the vibrant colors of the rock and landscape turning into a muted brown.

      Silence rings through my ears. The only thing I can hear is the cracking of my own heart as I watch Colby pick Sage up and spin her around, her happy cries vaguely pushing past the silence in my head.

      She cups his face and brings her lips to his, and they passionately kiss, their mouths molded, made for one another, their connection true.

      And as their figures start to fade, my ability to focus drowning in my sorrow, I feel an overwhelming sense of doom spread over my body. Despite all the lovely words, despite trying to face the world rather than hide behind the façade of makeup, despite the sentiment behind the tattoo, despite the many hours I’ve spent with my best friend, I’m not the one he loves. Not the one who is enough.

      You’re never going to be enough.

      His type isn’t you.

      You’re no one’s type.

      My soul blackens, dying in this very moment.

      The man I’m in love with is getting married, and it’s not to me.
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        COLBY

      

      

      “To Colby and Sage.”

      “To Colby and Sage,” everyone cheers and clinks glasses.

      When I told Balboa about my plans to ask Sage to marry me, he insisted on throwing a little gathering the following day to celebrate. I told him he could as long as none of that grapefruit beer was offered. Thankfully, he took custom beer orders and promised if I made an honest woman out of his sister, he would get me whatever beer I wanted.

      It’s why I’m drinking a Sierra Nevada right now.

      Arm wrapped around my waist, Sage takes a sip of her champagne I requested for her and looks up at me, love in her eyes.

      She said yes.

      She fucking said yes.

      I’m on top of the world.

      After we hiked back down the mountain, we parted ways with Ryan—but not before going over the pictures one more time—and then spent the night together, making love and staring at her ring. Fuck, it was amazing.

      Speaking of Ryan.

      I look around the party and don’t see her blonde head or hear her addictive laugh. I thought she’d be here. Turning toward Sage, I ask, “Have you seen Ryan?”

      She scans the space as well. “I haven’t. Rocky told her about the party, right?”

      “I thought he did. Shit. Balboa.” I nod for him to come over. When he reaches us, I say, “Did you invite Ryan?”

      “Yeah. Is she not here?”

      “I don’t see her.” Maybe she’s running late.

      I take out my phone and send her a quick text.

      Colby: I thought you were coming to the party tonight. Where are you?

      I keep my phone in my hand in case she texts back and walk to one of the outdoor couches, taking Sage with me. She sits on my lap and brings her head down on my shoulder.

      “I still can’t believe you proposed.”

      “Why not?” I press a quick kiss against her lips.

      “I don’t know. You surprised me.”

      “Good, that’s what’s supposed to happen.”

      My phone buzzes in my hand and I open the text from Ryan.

      Ryan: Sorry, got called into work. Hope you guys have fun.

      My brow pinches together, confusion written across my forehead, as I read her text over again. She was called in? When has she ever been called in to work?

      “What’s wrong?” Sage asks.

      “Ryan. She’s not coming tonight. Said she was called in.”

      “Oh no. I have something to give her,” Sage says, disappointed. “I hate that she works nights. It makes it so hard to get together with her especially when I have to work during the day.”

      “Yeah, her schedule sucks.”

      “Ah, we’re getting married,” Colt says, running and tackling us on the couch. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening. I’ve waited so long for this day.”

      Sage laughs, and the sound usually warms me from the inside out, but it doesn’t right now. I’m concerned.

      Ever since I told Ryan I was going to propose, she’s been a little off, not her usual outgoing and fun self. More quiet and subdued. I first told myself it’s possibly she was a little shocked, or maybe because her love life wasn’t where she wanted it to be, but now, I’m thinking it’s something else. She would have never missed this party. Or at least she would have told me she was missing it and apologized profusely, because that’s how we are with each other. We depend on each other and when we can’t be there, we let one another know.

      Everything feels fucking weird.

      Needing some breathing space, I kiss Sage on the cheek and say, “I’m going to go check on something. I’ll be back, okay?”

      “Yup.” She presses her lips against mine one more time and then slides onto the couch, letting me get up. Colt gives me knuckles as I pass him.

      I make my way through the house and out the front door where I sit on the steps, music and voices sounding off in the backyard. I lean against the porch post and look to the sky.

      I’m excited. I’m happy. I’m fucking engaged, but a little part of me doesn’t feel right, like it’s missing, and until that part finds its way back, I won’t feel whole.

      I think that part is Ryan.

      I decide to text her back.

      Colby: Is everything okay? You’ve been a little quiet lately.

      I usually hear from you about ten times a day.

      I press send and kick my legs up on the porch, sitting sideways and resting my head.

      Fuck, I’m tired. I feel like all the excitement, long hours, and late nights are coming to a screaming crash, exhausting my body, draining everything from my limbs.

      I can’t remember the last time I took vacation days and with a TDY looming ahead, I don’t foresee myself taking time off anytime soon. At least my TDY is stationed in Colorado Springs. Seeing Stryder will be a welcomed relief, someone from my past, someone who knows me so fucking well. Maybe it will be a good refresher.

      My phone buzzes in my hand, and I quickly read the text message.

      Ryan: Just busy.

      I drag my hand over my face. Something is definitely wrong.

      Colby: Don’t lie to me, Ryan. Something is up. Why won’t you tell me? We tell each other everything.

      Ryan: Everything is good, Colby. Don’t worry about me.

      Colby: Well, I am worried about you.

      Ryan: No need. I’m good. How’s the party?

      Of course. She always deflects when she doesn’t want to talk about real-life things. Normally I would push her more, try to drag the truth out of her, but I feel like our relationship is fragile for some unknown reason, and I don’t want to fuck it up. So I take the opportunity she’s giving me now.

      Colby: It’s all right.

      Ryan: Just all right?

      Colby: Good beer, good food. Would be more fun if you were here.

      Ryan: Ah, looking for the life of the party, huh? Isn’t Rowdy there?

      I smile to myself, relieved she’s talking to me, relieved there is humor in her texts, relieved that, for a moment, I feel a weight lift off my chest.

      Colby: He is, but he’s being a Debbie Downer, sulking in the corner. Pretty sure it’s because he wanted TDY in Colorado Springs.

      Ryan: Oh I forgot you’re leaving soon.

      Colby: Yeah, and I better see your ass a few times before I leave.

      Ryan: My ass? Aren’t you an engaged man? You really shouldn’t be sexting with a single lady.

      Colby: And there she is, the sassy girl I’ve been missing.

      Ryan: She didn’t go anywhere. But yes, if you want to see my ass, just ask and let me know thong or granny panty.

      Colby: You’re ridiculous.

      Ryan: So I take that as granny panty.

      Colby: Always thong, Ryan. Always thong.

      Ryan: Some things never change.

      Colby: When do I get to see you?

      Ryan: I’ll have my secretary finalize a date with you. I’m a hot commodity these days.

      Colby: Still full of yourself.

      Ryan: Hey, trying to stay on the left side here.

      Colby: Always stay on the left side. It’s the most beautiful.

      Ryan: So you keep telling me. Hey, I have to run, makeup emergency.

      Colby: Let me guess, an eyelash fell off?

      Ryan: Something like that.

      Colby: When do I get to see you, seriously?

      Ryan: Uh, I don’t know. I’ll think about it and let you know tomorrow. How does that sound?

      Colby: Don’t avoid me.

      Ryan: Couldn’t if I wanted to. Have a great party, Colby. XO

      Sighing, I set my phone next to me and lean back on the post, a smile curving my lips, as I start to feel a little more whole again. It’s funny how much one person can impact your status quo. I need to know . . . I need to know she’s okay. And that we’re going to be okay.

      And I think we are.
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      “Do you want more salad?” Leah asks, hovering above me with a bowl in hand.

      My plate is full, my chicken’s cold, my salad’s wilted, and the only thing touched on my side of the table is the water in the tall glass.

      “No, I’m okay.”

      She sets the bowl on the table and sighs, resting back in her chair. Arms folded over her chest, she stares at me, her gaze not letting up. She’s going to ask, I know she is. Leah has been a pretty decent friend out here. She’s always been there when I’ve needed her even when she’s been occupied with her new boyfriend, Tyler. But when I asked her if I could come over tonight when she knew I had an engagement party to attend, she kept quiet.

      Until now.

      It’s on the tip of her tongue.

      And yet, I don’t want to talk.

      I don’t want to really do anything at this point.

      When Colby texted me, asking where I was, I felt so guilty lying to him about being called in for work, but there was no way I would have been able to attend their engagement party and put on a happy face. Not when I feel like my heart has broken into a million unfixable pieces.

      I need some time to let my mind adjust to what’s happening. Colby’s marrying Sage.

      Even knowing that, it’s still incredibly hard for me to comprehend. It feels like it came out of nowhere. They haven’t been dating that long, have they? I knew things were going well for them, but that well?

      Married?

      God, I want to go cry in my bed. Coming here was a big mistake, especially with Leah staring me down, wondering why I haven’t eaten any of my food, or why I’ve only been silently texting.

      “Are you going to make me ask?” Leah finally breaks the silence.

      I shake my head. “You don’t need to.”

      “Are you going to talk then?”

      I shake my head again and lean back in my chair. “I don’t want to.”

      “Well, that’s not good enough. I made you dinner, not that you touched it. You’ve lost weight, and there are some serious bags under your eyes. You were supposed to go to that engagement party, but now you’re not. What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Ryan, I swear to God, don’t tiptoe around this. I know something is up, so instead of keeping it inside of you, talk to me, talk to someone. Does Colby know what’s going on?”

      My throat begins to tighten, his name hitting me like a sucker punch to the gut. Of course Leah would ask if Colby knows, because pretty much everyone here knows Colby is my go-to guy, the one I rely on for everything. They know he’s my best friend; they just don’t know that I’ve fallen for him, and fallen hard. And that soon, he won’t be my go-to guy anymore, because that wouldn’t be right. In some ways, it’s like losing Rory again to Stryder. Our friendship is still great, probably because we’re women. But I’m no longer her person, understandably. And being really honest with myself, I can’t be Colby’s person, because that’s not fair to Sage.

      “He doesn’t know.”

      “Why not?” She leans forward, almost like she’s about to pounce on me if I don’t tell her the truth soon.

      “He doesn’t know because”—my breath hitches in my chest—“because he’s the reason I’m like this.”

      Leah cocks her head to the side, a questionable look in her eyes. “What do you mean he’s the reason?”

      A tremble rocks my lip, my jaw shakes, my hands sweat, and my eyes fill with sorrow. “I love him, Leah.” A tear dribbles down my cheek. “I love him.”

      As understanding hits her, her eyes quickly soften from their once annoyed state, and she rounds the table and sits in the chair next to me, taking my hand in hers.

      “Oh, Ryan. I had no clue.”

      “Neither did I,” I answer. “It struck me a few weeks ago, and I haven’t been the same since. We haven’t been the same since. I’m awkward and uncomfortable around him, and I can’t seem to find normal. He sees it. He called me out on it, and I don’t know how to make it better.” I take a deep breath.  “I love him, Leah, and he’s marrying someone else, someone who I actually really like.”

      “Sage is really nice.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know. She’s the best. It’s almost impossible to hate her.”

      “How can you hate someone so sweet and kind?”

      I throw my hands up in defeat. “You can’t, which makes this situation so much worse. At least if I hated his girlfriend, I could possibly throw him for a loop and tell him about my feelings, see if on some off chance he felt the same way . . . but I can’t do that to Sage.”

      “You really can’t, and you can’t do that to Colby. He is in love with her, Ryan, and he wants to be married to her.”

      “Yeah, thanks for the reminder.” I wipe away my tears and take a deep breath. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Leah twists her lips to the side and stares at me, her eyes searching mine. The look. “There is really nothing you can do, sweetie.” I knew I wasn’t going to like what she had to say. “You don’t want to hurt either of them, so you’re going to have to get over him.”

      “Get over him? Just like that? How is that even possible when he wants to hang out with me? Before he got engaged, when I realized the feelings I had for him, it was hard enough. I’ve never been in love with someone before, so trying to act like everything is normal . . . It was horrendous. But now”—I shake my head—“I just can’t.” I can’t pretend.

      “So what are you going to do? Phase him out? Do you really think he’s going to let you do that?”

      I shake my head, knowing that’s not an option.

      “I don’t know, Leah. Maybe I find a new job, a new place to live and start fresh.” Again.

      “But you haven’t even been here for a year. You should have a year at least under your belt before you move on.”

      “So then how do you think I combat these feelings? I can’t go five minutes without wanting to cry. Life really isn’t fair, you know? Why couldn’t I have had him? I focused so hard on being perfect. I tried so hard to be worthy of love. Why did it take me so long to find the one? Why did it have to happen this way? With someone I can’t have?”

      “Because life is fucked up and doesn’t work like the fairy tales we used to watch as little girls. Life is complicated, a roller coaster of emotions that strips us bare and exposes all of our insecurities. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.” I feel drained, what’s one more question at this point?

      “Do you honestly, in your heart, think you can do something about this? Looking past your feelings and desires, is it realistic to say this could turn around? That Colby could be yours?”

      Could he be mine? In a fantasy world where everything goes my way, sure. But in the real world . . .

      Deflated, I shake my head. “I don’t see how.”

      Leah squeezes my hand. “Then I think you need to take some time and try to accept it.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Love is never easy, sweetie.” She brings me into a hug, her arms wrapping around my shoulders. And even though I love and appreciate Leah, her comforting hug isn’t half as wonderful as Colby’s.

      When she pulls away, she wipes a tear off my cheek and says, “Tyler’s friend is still single, and he would be perfect for you.”

      “No, Leah.”

      “Come on,” she presses. “He is so hot, has that whole dark-hair, dark-eyes vibe, kind of like Colby, but this man is something else. Real smooth. He would easily get you out of this rut.” If only it was just a rut.

      “No. I don’t want to jump into a relationship because I’m heartbroken. That’s asking for trouble.” And it would probably hurt just as much. I need to harden my heart. That’s the only way to get through this. Go back to feeling . . . devoid of everything good. Empty.

      “Who said anything about a relationship? Have a little fun. You deserve it, plus it will give you an excuse as to why you’re not hanging out with Colby as much.”

      Ugh.

      She’s the devil. Leah is the reincarnation of the devil, because that reasoning right there makes me want to say yes. The word is on the tip of my tongue, ready to jump head first into Tyler’s friend’s arms. It would be so easy. Have some fun, have some much-needed sex, and get lost in a man while trying to forget about the one who owns my heart. It would be so easy to revert back to old ways, to give into the temptation of getting lost in another crappy relationship. But I’m trying to be better, I’m trying to improve my self-love and going out with Tyler’s friend is not the way to do that.

      And also, for some annoying reason, I think about Colby and what he might think. What he’s told me time and time again. I deserve more. I deserve someone who treats me right. Who knows, maybe Donovan is that person, but I don’t think I’m ready to take that chance, especially with how fragile I feel right now.

      Coming to a decision, I shake my head. “No, I’m fine. I’ll think of something.”

      “Are you sure?” No.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Leah pats my leg and stands, clearing the dinner table. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”
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      The metal table beneath my hand shakes, my coffee rocking ever so slightly as my leg bounces up and down out of pure nerves.

      Three unanswered phone calls, countless texts, and one angry voicemail has led me to this point, where I’m sitting outside a little coffee shop waiting for Colby and Sage to show up for a little “catch-up.”

      I still don’t know what I’m going to say to them. What does one really say to someone they’re in love with, someone they’ve been avoiding? Sorry, I can’t get you out of my mind, and my cold, black soul is splintering with every thought of you? Not so much.

      It’s why I’ve tried to avoid this gathering, but there were only so many times I could miss a text or phone call before Colby came charging to my apartment looking for me.

      And it’s why I’m sitting at this table, waiting for them, a freaking engagement present at my side, and the fakest smile I can muster plastered on my face.

      I’m happy for them.

      They are perfect for each other.

      You don’t love him.

      I repeat my new mantra over and over in my head, trying to convince myself that yes, I do believe everything I’m saying.

      But when I look up, my mantra is thrown out the window the moment my eyes land on Colby, walking toward me in a pair of perfectly fit jeans, a tight white T-shirt that clings to every corded muscle in his chest and stomach, and a pair of aviators that cover those deep mysterious eyes of his, the eyes I used to be able to stare into without crying.

      His stride is purposeful as he makes his way toward me, his shoulders tight and crisp with his walk, a watch on his left wrist, chunky and thick, adding to his breathtaking fighter-pilot appeal. Everything about him screams alpha, from the freshly shaven, carved jaw, to the rugged air surrounding him. One look at him and people know not to mess with him, and yet, he is gentle, sweet, and thoughtful. A lethal combination that has consumed my entire soul.

      When he reaches the table, he removes his sunglasses and casts those dark eyes on me, angry and relieved.

      “Are you just going to sit there? Give me a fucking hug.”

      Abruptly, I stand and circle my arms around Colby, taking in his masculine scent and the way his arms protectively shield me from everything around us. I shouldn’t take such pleasure in this hug, or the way being near him again ignites a fire deep within me, but being the sadist I am, I spend a few extra seconds pressing my cheek to his chest and soaking in every single second in his arms.

      His large hand cups the back of my head as he presses a sweet kiss to the top of my hair, mumbling, “I’ve missed you, Ryan.” I’ve missed you more than you’ll ever know.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and will back the tears. Not here. Not now.

      Deep breaths.

      You can do this.

      Letting the air flow through my lungs, allowing a few breaths to pass, I finally say, “I’ve missed you too.”

      When he pulls back, my heart seizes, constricts. At the loss of his arms, it almost feels like I’m having a heart attack, short breaths, sharp pains . . . the wish for one more second. He takes a seat and I do as well, straightening my oversize, off-the-shoulder shirt, trying to gather my strength before looking at him again. When I’m finally brave enough, I’m hit with his penetrating gaze.

      “You’ve lost weight.” It isn’t a question, it’s a statement. I tried to wear something a little looser so he wouldn’t notice, but apparently I didn’t do a good enough job.

      “Really?” I ask, stupidly. It’s obvious I’ve lost weight, and no matter how much I’ve tried to feed myself, I haven’t been hungry. My stomach has felt too sick to take any food. It’s like I am having the post-breakup blues without experiencing the breakup. Although to my heart . . . it’s the worst breakup I’ve ever endured.

      “Yeah, you have. What’s going on, Ryan? Why are you avoiding me?”

      Because I’m desperately in love with you, and I can’t stand that you’re going to marry someone else.

      Not answering him, because honestly, I don’t know what to say, I look around and say, “Where’s Sage? I thought she was coming too.”

      “She’s running a little late. Now answer my question. Why are you avoiding me?” His glare is so serious I can feel myself melting in my seat.

      I have to lie, but I don’t know what to use as an excuse other than . . .

      “I, uh, took the engagement hard.” His face softens. “As you know, I don’t have the best of luck when it comes to men. Rory recently married and now you, so it was just hard on me.” The lie falls off my tongue a little easier than expected. Possibly because a lot of that is true. “It makes me a shitty friend, and I’m sorry.”

      “I thought that’s what it might have been.” Oh Colby, if you only knew. “I’m sorry. I should have realized that before including you with everything. I know it can’t be easy on you.”

      “No, I’m glad I was a part of it. I just had to be a grown-up about it, that’s all. Sorry it took me so long.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’m just glad you’re back.” He pauses. “You’re back, right? No more avoiding me?”

      I swallow hard, keeping my eyes trained on him. “No more avoiding you.”

      A sense of relief washes over him as he takes my hand in his. “Good, because I’ve missed your sassy mouth and our burrito lunches.” I’ve missed everything. Seeing you, knowing you were available for me, knowing you were my best friend.

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      “Mad? Maybe for a while, but not now though. Now I know why you weren’t talking to me. You have to be honest with me, Ryan.” He looks me up and down. “And you have to fucking eat.”

      Self-consciously I pull on my shirt. “Yeah, don’t worry about that. I’ll go eat a donut after this.”

      “What about pancakes? I don’t have anything—”

      “Ugh, I’m so sorry,” Sage says, jogging up to us in black heels, her hair in a high ponytail swishing back and forth in such a cute Sage-like way. Damn her. She quickly greets Colby with a press to his arm and a kiss to his cheek before turning toward me and pulling me into a giant hug. “Ah, I’m so happy to finally see you. We’ve missed you, Ryan.” We’ve missed you, Ryan. They’re totally a we now.

      I circle her little body and hug her back, wanting to hate her, but I physically can’t. God, she’s so nice.

      Once she lets go of me, she takes a seat and gestures for me to sit as well. Setting her purse on the ground, she folds her hands and looks me in the eyes. “How have you been?” There is just plain, genuine curiosity coming from her. Of course, if she were a condescending woman, she would have asked that with pity in her voice.

      But not Sage.

      She’s the real deal, and I know that’s why Colby loves her so much.

      “I’ve been all right. You know, working and such. Just caught up with Colby a little bit.”

      “She’s done avoiding us.” He winks at me jokingly, and even though I know he’s bringing humor to the situation, I can’t help but feel embarrassed that they talked about me together. I know that’s what couples do, but it makes me feel self-conscious. What else have they talked about when it comes to me?

      Sage, the nicest person ever, nudges Colby in the side with her elbow, reprimanding him. “Don’t make her feel like a dick. If she wanted some time away from us, mainly you, that’s her choice.” She conspiratorially leans toward me and says, “Believe me, I wish I could take a break from this guy on occasion too.”

      Hell, if that doesn’t make me want to punch her square in the nose. Does she not realize how lucky she is? How much I would immediately trade places with her?

      Okay, maybe Sage has one check in the bad column. Just one . . . for now.

      “I’m just teasing her. We’re cool, right, Ryan?”

      I nod. “Yup.” I look between the two of them, feeling awkward, so I reach down and grab the little present I got them. “Here, I got you guys an engagement present.”

      Colby’s eyebrows lift, the corner of his lips tilting up once the shock wears off, a sweet smile caressing his lips. “You got us a gift?”

      “It’s nothing too special. Just a little congratulations,” I reply, feeling beyond shy right now, especially with the way Colby is looking at me.

      “You’re so sweet.” Sage takes the gift and starts to open it. I watch her, the entire time feeling Colby’s eyes on me, my body heating up from his stare. “Oh my God, I love it. Look, Colby, it’s little Mrs. and Mr. pint glasses. They’re so cute. Thank you, Ryan.”

      “You’re welcome. Figured since I couldn’t make it to the engagement party, I’d make it up to you guys somehow. I am also offering coupons for free counseling when planning gets tough.”

      Why the hell did I just say that?

      Oh God, I’m overcompensating for feeling awkward and uncomfortable. I need to keep my mouth shut, because the last thing I want to do is help with planning this wedding. That would be an absolute nightmare. Not only am I in love with the groom, but helping the bride plan the damn wedding? There is something completely wrong with that.

      No, thank you.

      I’m staying as far away from that shit as possible.

      “That means so much to us,” Sage says, taking my hand on hers. “Which reminds me, I have something to ask you.” Her eyes shine bright, a nervous smile plays at her lips.

      Uh-oh, I don’t like that look.

      I take a quick glance toward Colby, who seems to have the same hopeful look. I really don’t like the look on his face either.

      “I was talking with Colby and I asked his permission. I didn’t want to steal his best friend from him, but since I really don’t have any girlfriends here, I was hoping you’d possibly be my maid of honor?”

      Fuuuuuuck.

      Yup, I knew I wasn’t going to like where this is going.

      Before I can answer, Colby cuts in. “With me going on TDY soon for three months and Sage having no one but Balboa, who couldn’t give a shit about planning a wedding, we were kind of hoping you would be her right-hand man. That’s if you’re comfortable with it. I know you were feeling a little—”

      “I’m fine,” I tell him quickly before he can elaborate, not wanting to get into my “feelings” with Sage right here. “I’ll be fine.”

      “So you’ll do it?” Sage asks, looking so excited that it about kills me.

      Be her maid of honor? Sit there and watch her try on dresses? Throw her a bachelorette party? Stand next to her at the altar and watch someone so precious to me give his heart to another woman?

      I don’t think I’m strong enough to get through that, to make it through the entire process unscathed with a happy and healthy heart.

      No, it’s bound to destroy me.

      But when I glance at Colby, see pleading in his expression, I know right then and there that even though getting through this will be soul-destroying, I’ll do it, because it’s what he wants.

      I’ll do it for him.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn back to Sage and nod my head. “I would be honored,” I choke out before she pulls me into a hug.

      “Ryan, you seriously just made my day. Thank you so, so much. And I promise I won’t be that annoying bride. I want to keep this small-ish, and we’re going to make it happen quickly, so I won’t be dragging you along with all my plans. We plan on getting married this winter.

      “This winter?” I just about choke on my own saliva. “You mean in like a few months?”

      Sage nods her head. “Colby will be coming up for reassignment soon, and we want to make sure we’re married before that happens, because his next station will be overseas.”

      “What?” I whip my head toward Colby. “You’re moving overseas?”

      “It’s not definite yet, but it’s a great possibility since my last two stations were here in the States.”

      Married and moving across the world? What is happening to my life right now? Moving overseas . . . I’ll never see him. I’ll probably barely hear from him with his already crazy schedule and the time difference. What would that mean for our friendship?

      Would we even have one?

      Or would he soon forget me as he lives his dream-filled life with his beautiful and sweet bride?

      She’ll be his best friend, Ryan.

      There will be no place for you.

      Time to accept that.

      Basically it’s like the universe is sending me a signal, tearing us apart in every which way, and even though I’m not ready to accept it, I need to realize that Colby is a fictitious possibility in my head. There was never a chance where he would be mine, and this news is the nail in the coffin.

      I need to move on.

      “Wow, I had no clue. I guess I forget sometimes that you’re in the military and your life is unpredictable.”

      “Yeah, I’m at the mercy of the Air Force.”

      “But it will be okay,” Sage says, linking her fingers with Colby. “We will have each other and it will be an amazing journey.”

      Someone hit me upside with a baseball bat. Please. Anybody!

      I look at my phone and wince. “Uh, I should go. I have to get ready for work tonight.” I stand from my chair. “But it was great catching up with you guys. I’ve missed you.” And that’s the truth. I have. I’ve missed Sage’s friendship, even though I’m a jealous monster where she’s concerned and Colby, hell, it almost feels impossible to breathe, that’s how much I miss him.

      Not wanting to linger, I give them both a quick hug and start to walk backward while saying bye.

      “I’ll text you. Does that work?” Sage asks.

      “Works great.” I twiddle my fingers. “I’ll talk to you guys later.”

      Before I can fully turn around, Colby says, “Thank you, Ryan, for everything. And don’t fucking ignore me again.”

      I chuckle. “I won’t.”

      “Holding you to that.” He gives me a wink and then turns back toward Sage where he presses a quick kiss to her cheek.

      I focus my attention straight ahead. It’s time to move on, move forward. I think back to Leah’s question and have my answer.

      “Do you honestly, in your heart, think you can do something about this? That Colby could be yours?”

      No. Colby is moving overseas with his wife.

      I didn’t think there was much life still in my heart, but that has obliterated any semblance of hope. He’s happy. He’s leaving. There is absolutely nothing I can do about this.

      So, it’s time to rebuild the façade of indifference and be lighthearted Ryan Collier again. I look at the tattoo on my wrist, wishing I didn’t have it as a reminder of . . . of what will never be.

      I have a phone call to make.
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      “Are you nervous?”

      “Of course I’m nervous,” I answer, fixing my dress and running my tongue over the front of my teeth.

      Leah gives me a once-over. “Well, you look hot as sin. How come you didn’t lose any weight in your boobs? That’s really annoying.”

      “No idea, but I feel like they’re maybe a little too out there for tonight. It’s a first date; should I really be almost showing nipple?”

      “Donovan will love it, as he’s a tits man. You’re his type.”

      That’s not the first time Leah’s mentioned I’m Donovan’s type. She’s been trying to get me to go out with this guy for weeks now, and I’ve never wanted to say yes, but after my little gathering with Sage and Colby, I knew I had to do something, even if it’s getting lost in someone else until I have to make it through the wedding.

      Donovan seems like the perfect escape.

      “Oh, there they are.” Leah fluffs her hair and walks up to Tyler, who not-so subtly grabs her ass in one big handful and brings her close to his impeccably dressed self. I’ve met Tyler a couple times, and not only is he smart, good-looking, and can charm the pants off of anyone, but he has an incredible fashion sense. Loves to dress Leah up, reminds me of Kim and Kanye. Leah is Tyler’s own personal Barbie doll, who apparently fucks well, something Leah has also told me a few times.

      If Donovan is anything like his friend, I’ll be grateful for the much-needed distraction.

      Speaking of Donovan, I tear my eyes away from the very blatant public display of affection and take in the man standing near them, staring intently, one hand in his pocket, the other scratching the side of his jaw as he studies me. Tan skin, dark, wavy hair, hazel eyes, and a scruff on his jaw that looks like it could do some decadent damage to my inner thighs.

      His broad shoulders are draped in a very expensive-looking gray suit and crisp white button-up, the length of his pants ending at his ankles, the fabric tight and tailored, showing off what I can only imagine is a pair of very expensive loafers.

      Donovan oozes sex appeal. He’s the kind of guy I’m instantly attracted to, the kind of guy who usually gets me into trouble, and more importantly, the kind of guy I need right now.

      A distraction.

      Without speaking, he walks up to me, swagger in every step, his eyes fixed on me, trouble lurking behind his pupils.

      He holds out his hand and in a smooth voice, he says, “You must be Ryan.”

      Putting on my best game face—time to get my flirt on—I nod and take his hand in mine. “And you must be the sexy friend of Tyler’s Leah keeps talking about.”

      “Donovan.” He smiles and brings his mouth to my hand, placing a light kiss on the back of my knuckles before giving my entire body another appreciative once-over. I feel a tiny sting about his lack of reciprocal compliment. Although, maybe Tyler didn’t bother telling Donovan anything about me. Or, Donovan has found his type, and she doesn’t require flattery . . .

      “Looks like you two have met,” Leah says, removing her lips from Tyler’s for a brief moment. “Do we want to get going?”

      Keeping his attention on me, Donovan shakes his head. “Ryan and I are going on our own. You two have fun.” Donovan slips his hand into mine and intertwines our fingers, sending a small chill up my spine.

      Okay, maybe this was a good idea, just what I needed.

      “Oh okay,” Leah answers with a huge smile on her face. “Be good to my girl; she’s special.”

      “She is, isn’t she?” Donovan asks before giving Tyler a quick bro-shake and guiding me out of the lobby of the casino toward a bank of elevators.

      Ehh, okay, this guy is hot, but not that hot. I’m not ready to jump into bed with him right away. At least buy me a glass of wine first. Does he think I’m that easy?

      A little apprehensive about his plans, I ask, “Where are we going?”

      He jabs the up button to the elevators with his thick thumb before turning back to me. “To the top of the hotel, Bar Eleven, gorgeous view. Is that okay?”

      First impression of Donovan is that he’s an extremely attractive businessman who gets what he wants with one steely look. Now I can see there is a softer side of him, a concern in his voice, an attempt to make me comfortable by holding my hand and asking my opinion on his plans.

      “Sounds good to me. I’ve never been there.”

      “You’ll love it, unless, do you like steak?”

      “Love it.”

      He winks at me as the elevator opens up. “Then this is the place for you.” He presses the top floor and turns toward me, one foot propped up on the elevator, the other steadying his large body.

      “So how do you know Leah?”

      “We work together, but we also knew each other in high school. I’m the makeup artist at the variety show.”

      “Ah.” He nods. “You do a good job.”

      “Thank you. It’s a passion of mine I’m trying to turn into something. We’ll see where it goes. Experience is the first thing.”

      “Ever think about your own makeup line?”

      I can feel myself start to light up, and I’m kind of impressed that this guy—who frankly seems full of himself by the way he styles himself and the rich air around him—is actually interested in what I do and my aspirations. Coming into this date, I expected something a little different, someone a little more like Tyler, who is more involved with himself rather than paying attention to Leah’s needs. It works for them.

      I’ve been there, done that, not what I want.

      But Donovan . . . he’s actually showing potential. Donovan might be a nice way to forget about my feelings for a moment.

      “That would be a dream, but it’s such a shot in hell to be able to accomplish something like that.”

      “Never know until you try,” he says with a wink as the elevator doors slide open, revealing an incredibly posh-looking restaurant, the entire space cased in black with sparsely placed candles providing light throughout.

      “Wow,” I breathe out, amazed.

      As he leans closer, I catch a whiff of his sexy-smelling cologne that makes me feel weak in the knees. He whispers, “Told you, this place is amazing. A little secret at the top floor.”

      He wasn’t kidding. We make our way to the hostess station where a beautiful woman wearing a black wrap dress, guides us to a table right next to the window, offering us a beautiful view of Las Vegas’s nightlife, the lights visible for miles.

      Donovan pulls out my chair and helps me take my seat as I rest a napkin on my lap.

      “This is absolutely gorgeous. Wow, you can see everything from up here.”

      “One of my favorite places to eat.” Donovan leans back in his chair, looking confident and full of pride. “Would you feel confident letting me order for you? Can I show you a good meal and gain your trust?”

      I smile at him. “Do you think you can do a good job?”

      He places his hand on the table and leans forward, a wicked smirk curling the corner of his lips. “I’m going to give you a fucking good experience tonight.”

      Why do I think he’s not just talking about food?
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        * * *

      

      “Open your mouth and close your eyes.”

      My brow lifts as I ask, “You want to feed me?”

      “Trust me.”

      I place my hands in my lap, close my eyes, and open my mouth. When the first course came to our table, Donovan moved his chair next to mine rather than across, making our dinner more intimate. His intoxicating cologne is sweeping me into this opulent world he’s creating around us.

      He leans in, his lips inches from my ear. “Inhale.” I do as he tells me, taking in the aromatic steak that rests on his fork. “Now take a bite.” He places the steak on my tongue, and I swear to God it melts right then and there. No chewing necessary. Keeping his mouth close to my ear, sending a wave of chills down my arm, he says, “Savor the flavor, the experience. This is the best steak you will ever eat.”

      He’s not kidding. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten anything so refined and beautifully cooked in my life.

      When I finish chewing and swallow, my eyes flutter open, the dark room barely affecting my pupils. I take in the man next to me, the knowing glint in his eyes, the cocky grin playing at his lips. He’s got me and he knows it.

      “Well?”

      I lick my lips, enjoying how his eyes are trained on the movement. “The best steak I’ve ever had.”

      “Just wait until dessert.”

      “Why do I feel like you have other plans for dessert?”

      “Maybe because you’re fucking gorgeous, Ryan, and I can’t seem to take my eyes off you.”

      A blush creeps up my cheek. “Thank you.”

      The fork and knife seem so small in his large hands as he cuts up the rest of the steak, giving me bites, switching between the two of us. I fascinate about those hands, what they would feel like on my body as they spread across my hot and sweaty skin, dipping low on my abdomen to my pussy where he would expertly press my clit, rotating his thumb over the little nub until I’m screaming his name in passion. But then, Colby’s face rings through my mind—his lips, those eyes, the controlled tick in his jaw when he’s turned on. Our passionate night rolls into the fantasy of having Donovan all over me, but instead of the man who’s feeding me steak, all I can think about is the man I’m desperately in love with.

      “Hey, you okay?” Donovan asks, pulling me out of my reverie.

      “Oh yes, sorry. Just got lost there for a second.”

      “I hope it was good lost.”

      I smile, the movement not reaching its full potential. “Getting lost in dessert.”

      His eyes narrow, hidden promises behind his pupils, promises I know will help me forget, if not for the night, at least for a few minutes.

      And that’s all I can ask for right now. A few minutes of reprieve from the man who’s consuming every piece of me.

      Because with this man, I won’t engage my heart.
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        * * *

      

      “Leah didn’t tell me many details about you,” I say as I sip a glass of red wine. Donovan’s hand rests on my thigh, his thumb doing tortuous circles as he so casually sips two fingers of brandy. “All she said was you’re Tyler’s friend, and you’re extremely good-looking.”

      He swirls the glass pinched between his fingers as he slowly tilts his head to the side. “And was she accurate in her description?”

      “She was.” I sip my wine, licking my lips, an action I’ve noticed he really likes.

      “How accurate?” he presses, looking for compliments.

      With my index finger, I run it over his carved jawline to his lips where I barely pull on the bottom one before pulling away. “Extremely accurate.”

      His eyes darken and his hand glides higher up my thigh, causing a dull throb to take place inside me.

      Need.

      Yearning.

      A desire to escape.

      I want it. It’s not the touch of the man I dearly want, but it makes me feel good, so I’m allowing my body to simply feel.

      I want to forget.

      But I need to play with him a little before I take what I want.

      “So what is it that you do, Donovan?” I lean a little forward, giving him a great view down my very revealing dress, and just as I suspect, his eyes go straight to my cleavage. I watch in fascination how he adjusts in his seat, his pants tight enough I can see an outline of his bulge.

      Impressive.

      “For one, I own this restaurant.”

      That catches me off guard, causing me to blink a few times. “You own this restaurant?”

      He nods. “I own a bunch in town, the hottest places on the strip. Bar Eleven was my first, my baby, the dining experience I value the most. It’s the ambiance in here”—he glances around—“the mood lighting that creates a sinful sexy feel, and the food, everything some sort of play on sex and the experience of foreplay.”

      I think back over our meal. The oysters were a given, the cool and frothy watermelon gazpacho, the steak silky and smooth, the wine making the night more relaxing—it was all a setup, a beautifully laid-out setup. He’s good at seduction.

      “Do you take all of your dates here?”

      Not answering right away, he sips from his tumbler then turns that electric gaze on me.

      “No.”

      I lean my elbow on the table, wine glass still in hand, my chest about to fall out of my dress. “Do you tell all your dates that?”

      His hand runs farther up my thigh, his thumb riding dangerously close to the center, his strokes long and languid, imitating what it would feel like if his head were between my legs. “One thing you need to know about me? I don’t lie to impress. I don’t need to. My accomplishments speak for themselves.”

      “So it’s the truth?” I scoot in a little closer and move my hand to his corded and strong thigh. This guy must spend hours at the gym daily to have this body.

      He bites his bottom lip, and a low rumble escapes him when my hand moves in even closer. He moves the hand from my thigh to my hair where he twirls a long piece in his finger.

      “It’s the fucking truth,” he grits out.

      I scoot even closer; we’re practically on top of each other, the rest of the restaurant blocked out. “Can I ask you another question?”

      He nods, his eyes turning heady, my palm burning a hole through his pants.

      “How do you own a restaurant in a hotel you don’t own?”

      Smiling sharply, he answers, “They lease the space to me. My portfolio of restaurants draws more attention to their hotel, so they have no choice but to cut a deal with me.”

      “You’re that cocky about your business?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m that good.”

      “What else are you good at?” I move my hand closer to his bulge, my fingers lightly dancing across it.

      He sucks in a sharp breath before taking another sip of his alcohol. “You’re playing with fire, Ryan. Go farther and see what happens.”

      Wanting to test his will—and wanting to stop feeling so bereft—I cup him, his length thick and long against his leg. God yes, he can definitely help me avoid pain. God, he can definitely help me forget. I want nothing more than for this gorgeous man to take me to a room and fuck me until I pass out on the bed, falling asleep to the thought of absolutely nothing.

      Keeping my eyes trained on him, I squeeze my hand, causing him to buck his hips and thin his lips.

      “Fuck,” he grumbles, eyeing me, knowing just how naughty I’m being. He takes a deep breath and sits up, causing my hand to fall. He leans on the table as well and comes within inches of my face.

      He releases the strand of hair he was twirling and very slowly grazes my skin with the pad of his finger, tracing my jawline to my collarbone, and lower to the swell of my breasts. His finger dances along the edge of my dress, so close to my nipple that my body reacts to his touch.

      “I want to fuck these tits, Ryan.”

      Point-blank and honest; it’s an even bigger turn-on for me.

      “What else do you want to do?” I ask, taking his hand and running it down my side to the swell of my backside.

      “I want to know what your lips feel like on my cock, sucking as I come in your mouth. I want to see your eyes widen when I thrust my cock inside you for the first time. I want to feel your pussy squeeze me so goddamn tight, pulling every last drop of my come out of me.”

      “And how are you going to pleasure me, Donovan?”

      “You need to ask?”

      I reach out and pinch his shirt between my fingers, running them down the length, bumping over buttons, feeling the ridge of his abs. “It is when I don’t know how you are in bed.”

      His brow shoots off before he turns playfully sinful. “You’re a fucking tease, aren’t you?”

      “Just a girl who knows what she likes. I like sex, Donovan, good fucking sex. The kind of sex that makes me scream without worrying about other people hearing me. The kind of sex that makes me forget everything in my world but forces me to feel instead. The kind of sex that makes me come so hard I see stars for days.” When my hand reaches his belt buckle, I grab on to it and lean in even closer, bringing my lips close to his, our noses almost touching. “Do you think that’s something you can do, Donovan? Can you fuck me senseless?”

      He licks his lips. “Again, you have to ask?”

      “Then prove it.” I stand from my chair and turn so my ass is right at eye level. I look over my shoulder and say, “I’m assuming you have a room here?”

      He downs the rest of his brandy and stands, pulling a few hundred-dollar bills from his billfold and tossing them on the table. Pressing his hand to the spot just above my ass, he says, “When we get in the room, you’re mine, do you understand? You’re fucking mine.”

      A shiver runs up my spine as he guides me out of the restaurant and to the elevator banks again, his body pressed closely behind me, hiding his erection from onlookers. As we wait for the elevators, he wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me against his strong body, his cock burying itself against me. Leaning forward, he moves my hair to one side and presses his lips against my neck, and the feel of his hot mouth ignites something deep within me.

      Passion.

      “I hope you don’t plan on going anywhere tonight, Ryan.”

      I let out a low hum. “I’m all yours to do whatever you want.”

      “Be careful with what you say.” He nips at my neck and I melt into him.

      God, what better way to get over someone than to get underneath someone else.
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      “Thanks for waiting for me. I wanted to put on my comfy pants.” Sage comes strolling into my house wearing pink plaid pajama pants, a matching pink top, and her hair tied into a tight knot on the top of her head. Her face is freshly washed, a little red from scrubbing, and her thick-rimmed glasses are in their normal spot, propped on her nose. She’s adorable.

      “Not a problem. Come here.” I hold out my arm to her and she snuggles in close to my chest. “That baking show you like is on; want to watch it?”

      “Sure, we can have it on in the background while we talk about a few things. Do you mind talking about the wedding? I don’t want to be that bride but figured we should do a little planning.”

      “I don’t mind at all. I might not be any help though. I know shit about weddings. I just know I want it to be small.”

      “How small?” She looks at me and winces.

      “What’s that look for?”

      “Well.” She sits up and crosses her legs, facing me. “I was talking to my mom, and she doesn’t mind having the wedding in Colorado. She thinks it will be beautiful in the winter, but she was worried about the venue options, being so far away from an airport.”

      “It’s a distance, yeah, but you weren’t interested in getting married at the courthouse.”

      She scrunches her nose and shakes her head. “So not how I pictured the wedding.”

      “Some of the best marriages begin at a courthouse.” I scratch the back of my head, growing serious. “How many people were you thinking?”

      “Well, I kind of made a list today at work.”

      “Okay, smart.” I nod. “How many are on the list?”

      She twists her hands together in her lap as her brows creases. “Um, like two hundred.”

      My eyes fly open as I sit up on the couch, gripping the edge. “Two hundred? On your side?” She nods. “How the hell do you know two hundred people?” She told Ryan she only wanted a small wedding. This is not a small wedding.

      “It’s my parents, and then Rocky has a bunch of guys he wants to invite.”

      “Fuck Rocky. He doesn’t get a say.”

      Sage presses her hand against my thigh to settle me down. “He’s my brother, Colby, and he said he would help pay for the wedding.”

      “I don’t need him to pay for the wedding. I can pay for the goddamn wedding myself.”

      A little shocked by my tone, she sits back and assesses me. “You don’t have to get so angry, Colby.”

      “It’s two hundred people, Sage. Why do we need that many people at our wedding? I don’t want a bunch of strangers watching us get married.”

      “They’re not strangers to me,” she answers meekly, and I feel like a giant ass.

      I drag my hand over my face and let out a long, frustrated breath. “I’m sorry, it’s just that . . .” I pause, feeling like an idiot. “I really don’t have any family, all right? It’s hard for me to understand why you’re inviting so many people when I won’t really have anyone there besides my closest friends. It’s just a reminder of everything I’ve lost.”

      Realization dawns on her and before I know it, she’s climbing on top of my lap and gripping my shoulders, her warmth immediately defrosting my cold exterior.

      “I’m such a fool. I never even thought about that. I’m so sorry. Forget about the invitation list. We’ll keep it really small. Just best friends and family.”

      Now I feel like a dick. There is going to be a shit ton of compromising when it comes to our marriage, especially on Sage’s part. She’s going to have to put up with my hectic schedule, long nights without me, deployments, TDYs, and the multiple bases we’ll have to float between, never really being able to create a home until after I retire. She’s going to be the one sacrificing; I should be able to give her the wedding she wants.

      Relenting, I shake my head. “No, you’re going to be giving up a lot being with me, so if you want to invite two hundred people, that’s fine.”

      “Not if it’s going to make you uncomfortable. It’s your wedding too, Colby.”

      I cup the back of her neck and bring her closer, pressing a chaste kiss against her lips. “I know, but I want you to be happy. If this is important to you, it’s important to me.”

      “Really?” she asks, bouncing on my lap.

      I slow her hips down. “Sage, don’t fucking do that unless you want me stripping those pajama bottoms off you in seconds.”

      She rolls her eyes. “We don’t have time for sex, Colby, we have planning to do.”

      “Uh, there’s always time for sex.”

      Now that she mentions it, when was the last time we had sex? Should that be an actual question I ever need to ask? This is the first night in a while that we’ve actually spent together since we’re living opposite schedules right now, our missions being focused on night training.

      How could I not realize that?

      Shit. A week. What the?

      I’m lost in thought, trying to figure out what the hell is wrong with me—and this situation—when Sage mumbles something about Ryan I don’t quite catch.

      Shaking my thoughts out, I say, “What?”

      “Oh, just that Ryan and I were supposed to meet tomorrow morning, but she just texted me and she won’t be able to make it until later. I told her we could do a quick lunch date if she can meet me on base. Waiting to hear back from her. We’re going to talk about some wedding things.”

      “Why can’t she meet you in the morning?” Ryan doesn’t work in the mornings, and even though she says she’s fine, I’m still keeping tabs on her, especially because of the weight loss. That scares me. She doesn’t really have any more weight to lose, and from what Rory has told me, Ryan has the tendency to act like everything is perfect on the outside when in reality, she’s desperately hurting on the inside.

      Lighting up, Sage wiggles her eyebrows at me. “She’s on a date tonight, and it sounds like things are going well.”

      “She’s on a date?” I practically shout, not meaning to sound so loud.

      “Yeah, with a guy Leah set her up with.”

      My mind immediately goes back to a conversation I had with Ryan. Leah has been trying to hook her up with this guy for a long time, but I’m almost positive it seemed like the guy was kind of a douche and she didn’t want to risk going out with another dud.

      So why is she going out with him now?

      “Did she say his name?” A quick Google search will help me learn a whole bunch of shit about this guy.

      “Nope,” Sage says with a pop, turning to a notebook that she starts to flip through. “Just that she was going out with this super hot guy and will probably be out late so asked if we can move the get together to lunch.” Absentminded, Sage continues while writing something in her notebook. “I’m excited for her. Since I’ve known her, she hasn’t gone out on a date. She needs to get out there.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” I counter, growing irritated.

      “Yes, she does. She’s settled with her new job, so it’s time to start dating.”

      “You don’t know her like I do,” I say a little too quickly, grabbing Sage’s attention. “What I mean is that she hasn’t had the best of luck in the past with guys. She needs a good one, not some douche—”

      “You don’t know he’s a douche, because you don’t even know his name.”

      “If it’s Leah’s boyfriend’s friend, he’s a douche. Have you met Tyler? The dickhead only hangs out with guys who have asshole tattooed on their foreheads. Ryan doesn’t need an asshole.”

      Sage studies me, tilting her head to the side. “So let me get this straight. You won’t let Ryan date Rowdy, Rocky, Bent, or Colt, nor will you let her date Leah’s boyfriend’s friend. Is she allowed to date anyone, Colby?”

      My immediate reaction is to say no—not until she’s completely confident and comfortable in her skin, which she is not—but I also look a little overbearing. That doesn’t paint me in a good light with my fiancée, so I answer, “Yeah, but she needs someone who’s going to respect her, someone who’s going to be a solid force in her life. She has a damaged heart, and I think she needs someone who can sew it tightly back together and keep it that way.”

      “You really care about her, don’t you? I mean, I know she’s your friend, but you truly care about her.”

      “I do.” I link my hand with Sage’s and kiss her knuckles. “I want her to have what we have. I think she’s been used too much in previous relationships, and she needs someone who’s going to take care of her and help her be the best side of herself.” The left side. I don’t say that though, because I don’t think Sage would understand, and I don’t feel like explaining something so close to Ryan’s heart.  Ryan was very broken when she shared that with me. So real. It’s not my place to share her inner battle.

      “Maybe one of the two hundred people we invite to the wedding would be perfect for her. I have some real respectable cousins.”

      Back to that . . .

      “They’re not douchebags?”

      She twists her lips to the side, thinking about her answer. “Well, maybe one of them is. He spends a lot of money on shoes, Air Jordans, because he says they’re his life.”

      “That’s not douchey. That’s just a waste of money.”

      “And spending money on model airplanes isn’t?” She laughs before going back to her notebook, thumbing through it and making a couple notes. My mind freezes, and my skin prickles with a kind of anger I’ve never experienced with Sage.

      She doesn’t know. I’ve never told her about my planes and why they’re so important to me, the connection they provide me to my dad and my grandpa.

      And maybe that’s something I should have told her a while ago, something I should have shared with her, but for some reason it’s never come up. I never thought about bringing it up.

      Next to me, she hums a little song to herself, caught in her own little world, unaware of the anxiety rolling around inside me.

      I stand from the couch and walk to the kitchen where I grab myself a beer. I pop open the cap and lean against the counter, watching her thoughtfully. If I told her right now how much her comment hit me hard in the chest, she would feel so incredibly guilty and upset that we would spend the night going through my past and the shitty stuff I had to endure. And, I’m not in the mood.

      Hell, I’m never really in the mood to relive some of my worst experiences. I’d rather keep things easy and relaxed.

      Instead of going back to the couch, I stay in the kitchen and take my phone out of my pocket, sending a quick text to Ryan even though she’s on her date. A part of me hopes she texts me back.

      Colby: Sage told me about your date. You better catch me up tomorrow.

      Returning my phone to my pocket, I brace myself and try not to think about the night Ryan is having. He better be fucking good to her.
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      The door clicks shut behind Donovan. His hand travels over the swell of my ass as he passes by, leaving me in a wake of chills from his touch.

      I watch him shrug off his jacket and lay it across the couch; the expensive hotel suite matches everything about him. Clean lines, dark colors, smooth surfaces. It’s like this room was modeled after him. As he makes his way to the wet bar, I walk to the expanse of windows and take in the skyline I now call home.

      Growing up with the mountains always to the west, I never thought I would stray away from Colorado, let alone move to Las Vegas, but here I am, in a hotel suite, with a very powerful man who has his eyes set on one thing and one thing only: sex.

      It vibrates off him in his touch, in the deep tone of his voice, in the way his eyes continue to take me in, raking me up and down. He wants me.

      It’s a look I’ve received many times in my life. I’ve striven hard to earn that look from men, the kind of look that is supposed to make me feel better, make me feel wanted. Sadly, for some reason, it’s never alleviated that deep hole inside me. Nothing had.

      Until Colby.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, willing him to leave my mind. Not here. Not now.

      He’s marrying Sage. He’s moving away. He’ll never be mine.

      Tonight might be an act equivalent to falling back into old habits when it comes to men, but I can’t think of any other way to tamper this burning pain inside my chest every time I think about Colby.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” Donovan asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

      Without turning around, I shake my head. “I’m good.” Reminding myself to be present, I add, “This is such a beautiful view. Is this your personal suite?”

      He comes up behind me, wrapping both arms around my waist; one of his hands holds a short glass of amber liquid. His nose brushes against my hair before his lips fall to the curve of my neck. “It is,” he answers before moving his mouth across my skin. Goosebumps break out over my body. “But it isn’t my permanent residence, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      Ah, so his fuck pad.

      I should be offended, insulted really, but I’m not. I don’t care enough about the situation to be offended. I’m probably one of many he takes to his fancy restaurant, feeds food to, and then brings here to fuck.

      Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been used.

      The difference tonight is I feel as though I’m using Donovan more.

      Turning in his arms, I bring my hands to his chest where I slowly back him into the couch. He takes a seat, legs spread, tumbler resting on his knee.

      His eyes blaze a trail of need up my body as they land on my breasts. He is ready, wants me, is waiting for my next move, and even though a small voice in the back of my head is telling me to walk away, I block it out.

      Release. I need some sort of release from this confined heartache that’s consuming me. I need him—pleasure—and the feel of another man’s touch to erase the feeling of Colby’s.

      Reaching behind me, I take my zipper and slowly undo my dress until it falls to the ground, pooling at my feet. In just a black thong and heels, I straddle Donovan’s lap and grip his shoulders, enjoying how hard he is underneath me already.

      His teeth pull at his bottom lip as I start to slowly grind on top of him. Leaning forward, pressing my breasts against his chest, I nip at his neck, making my way to his jawline. “What do you want me to do first?” I ask, feeling the length of him between my legs, enjoying every wave of my hips.

      “I want you to turn around.”

      I hear him finish his drink and set the glass down as I turn around, my back to his chest.

      “Lean back,” he demands.

      I do exactly that as his head comes forward. His teeth lightly nip along my neck as his hands settle on my hips, his thumbs hooking under the strings of my thong.

      “You don’t need this.” He slips it down and I help him the rest of the way, exposing me completely, and even though I don’t know this man, I don’t feel the slightest bit self-conscious naked. His fingers glide up my thighs, to my hips and then my ribs, my body quickly reacting, shivering under his touch. A light ache forms between my legs.

      God, I need sex. I need this so badly right now.

      “When was the last time you came?” His lips dance across my skin, the scruff of his jaw adding a touch of roughness to his soft touch.

      “Months,” I reply, trying not to think about who it was with.

      “So you haven’t pleasured yourself for months?” His tongue lightly drags along my shoulder.

      Feeling a little breathless, I answer, “No, I’ve pleasured myself.”

      “Vibrator or fingers?”

      “Both.”

      “I want to see.” He bends his head forward and brings his hands to below my breasts. “I want to watch you play with your clit. I want to watch you make yourself come.”

      Keeping up the slow, methodic movements of my hips, I say, “And when will you come?”

      “When I fucking want to,” he growls, kissing the side of my face, my cheek, close to my lips. Shit, I want his lips on mine, so I turn my head and capture his mouth. It’s soft but demanding, his lips opening, his tongue finding mine. I try to turn all the way, but he holds me in place and tears away, the taste of brandy lingering on my tongue.

      Whispering into my ear he says, “Touch yourself. Tell me how wet you are.”

      I move my hand to my pussy where I slide my fingers across my clit, surprised with just how turned on I am. It’s been so long, so I shouldn’t be that surprised, especially since his cock is sliding between my ass, mimicking the feeling of sex. It feels so damn good.

      “God, so wet.” I rest my head against his shoulder and melt into his embrace, my finger gliding up and down.

      Without saying a word, he moves his hands to my breasts, cupping them, a slew of curse words escaping him. “Fuck, I’ve wanted to touch these all evening. So fucking sexy. And these nipples”—he pinches them, rolling them between his fingers—“so hard and perfect. Do you like that?”

      “Yes,” I breathe out, a wave of arousal hitting me hard in the pit of my stomach, my finger starting to move faster.

      “That’s it, just like that. I want to watch your finger work your clit. Smooth and fast.”

      He pinches my nipples, a groan pops out of my mouth, and then his teeth find my neck where he bites down, sucks, and then soothes with his tongue. It’s rough and unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.

      “God, yes. That feels so good.”

      “Slow your finger down. I want you to fuck yourself using long, smooth strokes. Go fucking slow.”

      I do as I’m told, dragging out my finger, feeling it slide along my bundle of nerves, shooting pleasure all the way to my toes. The feeling of euphoria starts to build in the center of my body, coiling at the base.

      “Fuck, pinch my nipples again,” I moan.

      He does.

      Hard.

      “God, yes.”

      “Harder. Faster,” he pants into my ear, his erection rock-hard against my ass. I grind into him. His breath becomes as labored as mine, and his hands perform magic on my breasts until I can feel my impending orgasm start to crest.

      “I’m going to come.”

      “Then come.” He twists my nipples one more time, the pain turning to pleasure as my orgasm takes over, hitting me right in the gut, deadening my legs, making me limp and useless.

      “Oh fuck,” I mutter, tilting my head back on his shoulder. “That was—”

      “We’re not done,” he growls. “Get your ass in the bedroom and spread your legs. I’m going to fuck you until morning.”

      He helps me up and then gives my ass a swat. When I startle and turn to him, he gives me a wicked grin. Sexy. Dominant. Knows how to please me.

      Yeah. Tonight was a good decision.
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        * * *

      

      My body aches as I turn to my side, feeling every little bit of sexual action that took place last night . . . this morning.

      What time is it?

      The room is dark, the curtains drawn, no light peeking through. It can’t be that early, right? I lift my head off the pillow, and my hair falls over my face. I push it to the side and see Donovan still sleeping. His hands are tucked under his pillows, his hair is a wild mess from me pulling on it over and over again, and his bare ass is exposed—tight and so freaking hot.

      When he stripped down for me the first time, I had to pick my tongue up off the floor. I wanted to ask him how many hours he spent in the gym, what kind of workouts he did, because he was sporting the same kind of defined six-pack Colby does.

      I mean . . . not that I was comparing the two last night.

      But hell, it was hard not to.

      Both dirty talkers. Both alphas in bed. Both hot as hell.

      And even though I came multiple times, one from me and some from Donovan, it still didn’t rock my world like the night Colby and I shared. I didn’t feel anything near to what I feel when Colby smiles at me or gives me a hug. I feel so much more when he gives me a simple look than when Donovan had my ass in the air and thrust into me from behind.

      Tearing my eyes off his ass, I glance at the clock on his nightstand. Five in the morning.

      I should go.

      I’m not good with awkward mornings, especially if this is supposed to be a one-night stand . . . since we’re in his fuck pad and all.

      I slip out of bed and pad across the floor to the living room where my dress, thong, and heels were discarded. Being as quiet as possible, I slip everything on, struggling a little with my dress until it’s righted properly. I zip up the back and scan the room for my purse. That’s when I see Donovan walking toward me in his dress pants, unbuttoned, and his palm rubbing his eye, still looking sleepy.

      “Where are you going?” he asks, stepping in closer.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you. I was—”

      “Ditching me.” He grabs me by the hand and pulls me into his chest, my palm connecting with his defined pec. “Come back to bed. I want to fuck you again.” He presses his lips against my neck, trailing a path to my ear. “And then I want to eat breakfast with you . . . naked.”

      I chuckle. “Seems like all your plans involve me being naked.”

      “Putting on clothes would be a disservice to the universe. You’re too damn gorgeous to be clothed. Come on.” He pushes me toward the bedroom and starts to undo my dress from behind, his lips kissing down my back with every inch of my skin he reveals until he reaches the slope of my ass.

      He presses me forward, so I bend at the waist until my hands reach the bed. “Just like that,” he mutters, slipping the rest of my dress off.

      “This fucking thong again.” This time he tears it off me, rubbing my skin a little raw from the jerky movement. “Next time we go out, there will be no underwear. Do you hear me?”

      “Th-there will be a next time?” I ask, feeling turned on and nervous simultaneously.

      “Do you think I can fuck this pussy once and be done?” He smooths his hand over my ass before slapping it hard, eliciting a hiss from between my teeth until he slowly kisses the red spot. “No fucking way. This pussy is mine, Ryan. Expect many nights with me.”

      Many nights.

      Many nights where I won’t be alone.

      Many nights where I’ll be fucked senseless.

      Many nights where I won’t be available to hang out with Colby.

      Many nights where I’ll be too mindless to wonder what Colby is doing, if he and Sage are together . . . if he’s thinking about me.

      No. He’s engaged. He won’t be thinking about me at all. He’ll be too far away to care.

      Many nights with Donovan. I can get on board with that, especially when he helps me escape, just like now with his head between my legs, ready to pleasure me from underneath. Yes, I can definitely get on board with this.
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      What would you do if your best friend went out with a guy you didn’t know, didn’t text you back the night before, and was supposed to have lunch with your fiancée?

      Invite yourself without them knowing?

      That’s why I’m marching toward the table I just watched them sit at, flight-suit clad, sleeves rolled up. Before I intrude, I take Ryan in. She looks . . . normal. Nothing out of the ordinary that I can see from here. Sage is wearing her typical slacks with a tidy blouse and heels. Very professional. Whereas, Ryan is sporting cut-off shorts, and an off-the-shoulder shirt that reveals her black bra underneath. Her hair a mess on top of her head, and huge black sunglasses cover her eyes.

      The only thing similar between the two is their blonde hair and even at that, Sage’s is much more on the whiter side whereas Ryan has some dirty-blonde streaks weaved in.

      They couldn’t be more opposite. Sage is quiet and reserved, and Ryan is outlandish and up for anything. Looking at them together, cataloguing their appearances alone, there is such a stark contrast between the two.

      I stride toward them, both unaware that I’m crashing their lunch. Just as I step up close, I can hear Sage say, “So how was your date last night?”

      “Yeah, how was your date?” I add.

      Startled, they both turn their attention on me.

      “Colby, what are you doing here?” Sage stands and places a soft kiss on my cheek, but I keep my eyes trained on Ryan who’s slouching in her seat, popping a piece of gum and shielding herself behind her sunglasses, a slight smirk on her face.

      “Wanted to hear about this new guy, and since Ryan is best at ignoring me these days, figured I would surprise you.”

      “I don’t ignore you. I just keep you waiting.” She adjusts her sunglasses, bringing my attention to her face, her neck, and then to her shoulder where there are a few bruises.

      What the ever-living fuck?

      Letting go of Sage, I lift Ryan’s chin with my fingers and take in her neck and shoulders. “What the fuck happened to you? Did he do this?”

      “Do what?” she asks, pushing me away.

      “You have bruises all over you.”

      Sage giggles next to me, placing her hand on my arm. “Colby, those are hickies.”

      The mention of hickies immediately takes me back to the one night I had with Ryan—our no-strings-attached night—where I marked her myself, not giving two fucks if she had to cover it up the next day. I took pride in claiming my territory, at least for that night.

      Unexpected anger takes over as I realize another man has marked her, a man I don’t know, a man I already loathe.

      “Did you have sex with him last night?”

      “Way to just jump to the good stuff. Come on, Colby, let her warm up first.” Sage tugs on my hand, forcing me to sit. She links my hand with hers, but I’m too fucking jittery to hold on for very long.

      “Is he hot?”

      Casually, Ryan brings one of her legs to her chest, propping her foot on the large seat. She folds her arms over her knee and leans forward, acting as if everything is hunky-fucking-dory, when there is a war raging inside me.

      “He’s really hot. Poised, a restaurateur with an apt ability to make everything taste good. We feasted on one of the best meals I’ve ever had, and then we went to his place.” She shrugs. “It was a good night.”

      “Eeep, sounds so romantic,” Sage gushes.

      “Where was his place?” I counter, ignoring the excitement in my fiancée’s voice.

      “Just below the restaurant.”

      “He took you to his fuck pad?” I seethe, growing angrier by the minute.

      “Colby, don’t be so vulgar,” Sage says. I can hear how irritated she is with me, but I don’t give a fuck. He took her to his fuck pad. She let him take her to his fuck pad.

      Ryan takes a sip of her water. “It’s okay, Sage. It totally was a fuck pad, which was fine with me, because it’s been a really long time since I’ve had sex.” She glances in my direction, and I swear to God if she wasn’t wearing glasses, I would be able to exchange thoughts between us.

      The last time she had sex was with me.

      She lets that hang in the air, dangling between us, reminding me of that night, how great she felt in my arms—how vulnerable she was—but also open to doing whatever the hell I wanted. And that next morning when I left, we parted as friends. She made it easy, almost too damn easy.

      “Was he good?” Sage asks, looking shy now.

      A small curve hits Ryan’s lips before she nods. “Oh yeah, he was good.”

      And that right there sends a bursting flame of anger right out the top of my head. I should not care, I really shouldn’t, but I’m starting to lose my shit.

      I marked her with my mouth.

      I was the one there for her. Who fucked her when she needed it.

      I’m the one who cares about her, not this stranger who came out of fucking nowhere.

      Ryan and Sage start talking about something, short business pants on men, I don’t fucking know, but I can’t concentrate, not when my face is burning up, my chest rising and falling a mile a minute, and my hands are clenching into tight fists.

      “Ugh, will you excuse me? I have to go to the bathroom.”

      “Sure. Want me to order that chicken salad sandwich for you if the waitress ever comes to take our order?” Ryan asks.

      “That would be great.” Sage takes off, and she isn’t even ten feet away before I shoot daggers in Ryan’s direction.

      “Why the hell did you fuck that guy last night?”

      Sitting back, a little stunned, Ryan asks, “Excuse me?”

      The need to punch something is strong. “Why would you sleep with him? I thought you were looking for someone special, someone who cares about you, building a relationship. You can’t fuck someone on the first night, Ryan.”

      “Funny”—she shifts in her seat—“I didn’t ask for your opinion on who I fuck or don’t fuck, Colby.”

      “Maybe you should have, then you wouldn’t have fucked this guy, ensuring he loses all respect for you.”

      Her mouth falls open, and her feet hit the ground. “You know nothing about him.”

      “Do you?” I counter. “Because how much could you learn about someone over dinner?”

      “Enough to know I wanted his dick inside of me.” Sparks of anger fly off her, venom from her lips with every word. “Thankfully, he erased the last guy who was inside of me.” In case she thinks I forgot, she adds, “That was you.”

      My teeth grind together; my mind whirls. “So you’re trying to get back at me? Is that what this is? For what? For taking care of you? For being there for you? For trying to help you find the right path?”

      “I don’t need your help, Colby. I’ve been perfectly fine on my own. I’m so sick of you hovering over me like a fucking helicopter mom. Newsflash. I’m a big girl and can take care of myself.”

      “Not when you fall off the face of the earth, lose weight, and fuck some guy who’s the last person on earth you should be seeing right now.”

      “You don’t know that. You can’t make that assessment. You weren’t there last night.”

      “Okay, what’s his last name?” She draws a blank. “Exactly my point. You’re going to get hurt again, and I’m going to have to pick up the pieces.”

      “Well, I’m sorry it’s been such a hardship for you, being my fucking friend.”

      “It’s not a hardship.” I drag my hand over my face. “I just don’t see when you’re going to grow up.”

      She pauses, her face registering in shock. “When I’m going to grow up?” She’s fuming, and I can tell she’s not going to hold back whatever she thinks she needs to say. “You know, Colby, you’re not the only one with a shitty childhood, with a fucked-up parent; you’re not the only one who suffered. I had to grow up early, really early. So don’t fucking ask me when I’m going to grow up. Want to talk about not knowing anything about someone? Try learning how to talk to your best friend again, because this is not the way to do it.”

      “Ryan—”

      “You can go to hell, Colby.” She shakes her head and stands. “I’m trying to do something with my life, and if that means I have a fantastic one-night stand with a man who made me come multiple times in one night, so be it. That’s my choice. Not yours.”

      “You’re going to get hurt.”

      “Too late,” she snaps back. “You already did that.”

      She snags her purse and tosses it over her shoulder. “Tell Sage I’m sorry I had to leave. I can’t be around her fiancé right now.”

      “Ryan, don’t fucking leave.”

      “Screw you, Colby.” And with that, she takes off toward the parking lot.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      How did that go so fucking bad? She’s being ridiculous. Careless. Why is she doing this? Why won’t she talk to me?

      Why is she making this so goddamn difficult?
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        * * *

      

      Colby: Can you please call me?

      Colby: Ryan, I’m sorry. Please just fucking call me.

      Colby: I overreacted and was a fucking idiot. I see that. Can you please call me so we can talk about this?

      Colby: Ryan, please.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks and nothing.

      No texts backs.

      No returned phone calls.

      And when I visited her at her place, she wasn’t there.

      I leave for my TDY in two days, and I want to patch things up before I have to take off. It’s why I’m sitting through her variety show again with backstage access, thanks to Leah. I know the last ten minutes of the show is pretty slow for Ryan—it’s when she starts packing up—so I take that moment to make my way backstage before things get crazy with the end of the show.

      I flash my badge to the security guard, who kindly thanks me for my service, and scan the dark, walled-in space looking for one person.

      I spot her immediately by the makeup vanity, where the big bulb lights shine down on her. She’s wearing tight black jeans, black high heels, and a black shirt that dips low in the front, showing an abundance of cleavage. She looks like she’s going out tonight, and that puts a sour taste in my mouth.

      Not wanting to start off my conversation sounding like a dick, I take a deep breath and try to remain calm as I head toward her. She glances in the mirror and spots me. I expect her to at least look shocked, but she doesn’t. Her face almost seems . . . lifeless, completely devoid of any emotion.

      In a monotone voice, she asks, “What are you doing here, Colby?”

      “Since you won’t return any of my calls or texts, I figured this was the only way to get you to talk to me.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      Not letting my anger take over, I say, “I wanted to apologize. I was out of line and never should have said the things I said.”

      “It’s fine.” She packs up her brushes.

      “Obviously it’s not if you won’t look at me.”

      She sighs and finally turns toward me. “Colby, let’s just call it what it is, okay? This friendship wasn’t going to last long anyway. Clearly you have your opinions of me and that’s fine, but I don’t want to feel judged every time I’m around you.”

      “I’m not judging you, Ryan, I’m looking out for you.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “You’re judging me. A true friend would never have said the things you said or jumped to conclusions. A true friend would have listened to me, asked about my night before chastising me for going out with someone they didn’t know.”

      “I was an idiot, okay? I’m sorry.” She’s slipping away, and it’s scaring the fuck out of me. I don’t know what else to say. “Let me try again. Let’s go out, get some dessert, talk. My treat.”

      “Can’t.”

      “Ryan, please,” I plead, feeling desperate.

      “She’s busy,” a deep voice says from behind me. His shoulder brushes against mine before stepping into Ryan’s space and wrapping his arm around her waist, placing a kiss on her lips.

      He’s polished, in what I can only assume is a three-thousand-dollar suit. He’s smells like he sat in a pool of cologne before he came here, and he’s too fucking tanned, making him look like the exact douche I thought he’d be.

      Fuck, this is so not the guy for Ryan. What the hell is she thinking?

      “Ready, doll face?”

      Doll face? What the fuck kind of nickname is that?

      “Yeah.” She smiles at him. Looking over his shoulder, Ryan says, “You know your way out, right, Colby?”

      Is she fucking kidding me right now? She’s not even going to say bye?

      “I leave for TDY in two days.”

      She pauses and turns toward me. “Good luck.”

      Good luck?

      What the hell?

      And with that, she takes off, leaving me speechless.

      And fucking hurt.

      But I can’t be mad at her . . . because this is all my fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      I toss my keys on the counter and lean against it, my head in my hands, frustration pouring off me in waves.

      Not even a fucking goodbye.

      We’ve built this amazing and surprising bond—a bond I don’t think I’ve had with anyone else—and she won’t even fucking try to fix what I broke? I hurt her that badly?

      Good luck. No farewell. Just good luck.

      Fuck.

      “Hey, there you are,” Sage says, coming into the room. She’s been staying at my place now more often than at her brother’s. It makes more sense. “I thought you were coming home after your debrief.”

      “Had something to take care of,” I mutter, going to the fridge and grabbing a beer. I’ve been restocking the fridge a lot lately with beer, almost as if I need a few every fucking night to get to the next day.

      Sierra Nevada.

      And it makes me think of Ryan.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re home now. I had a few things I wanted to talk to you about.” She pulls out a notebook, the same notebook she’s been carrying around with her everywhere. I want to destroy that notebook, rip it up with my bare hands, and throw it in the fire pit. That notebook has done nothing but cause me stress and irritation.

      “I’m not in the mood right now.” I brush past her and go to the couch, flipping the TV on. I need mindless shit right now, nothing that will force me to think and come up with answers.

      Sitting next to me, Sage steals the remote and turns the TV off. My head falls to the back of the couch as I count to ten to tamp down my fury.

      You’re angry because of what you said to Ryan, because of the major fuck-up you caused in your friendship with her. You’re not mad at Sage, so do not take it out on her.

      “I know you need to de-stress after a mission and especially before your TDY, but you’re leaving, and I need to talk to you about a few things before you go.” God, her sweetness and empathy makes me feel like a giant dick. Again.

      I drag my hand over my face. “I’m sorry. Go ahead. Hit me with your questions.”

      “Thank you.” She smiles and leans over, pressing a kiss to my mouth.

      “First things first. I booked my ticket to come see you in a month and a half. I’m flying into Denver, as it was cheaper. I hope that’s okay. I know it will be a pain to pick me up.”

      “It’s fine, if I can’t make it, I’ll have Rory or Stryder get you.”

      We thought since my temporary duty is in Colorado Springs, it would be a great time for Sage to come visit where I grew up and meet Stryder and Rory, who I talk about often. Plus, she wants to take a look at the venue, and it was the perfect opportunity to make that happen.

      “They won’t mind?”

      I shake my head. “They owe me from all the shit I did for them when it came to their wedding. So believe me, they’ll be fine with it. Plus Rory is super excited to meet you.”

      “Ah, I can’t wait either.” Sage makes a check mark in her notebook and adjusts her glasses.

      “I want to get invitations ordered soon, but we haven’t agreed on a style yet. Do you think we could do that in the next two days?”

      “I trust you, Sage. Pick what you want.”

      Her brow creases. “I want you to be a part of this too, Colby. This is our wedding.”

      “Seems more like your wedding given all the decisions already made.” I tip back my bottle, immediately regretting what I said. Before she can even respond, I say, “Fuck, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m in a really bad mood, and I’m taking it out on you.”

      Somberly she nods. “I get that your job is stressful, Colby, and I’m here for you, I always will be, but I won’t be your punching bag.”

      Christ, I’m really fucking up with all the women in my life. I should probably call Rory and tell her something to piss her off just for the trifecta.

      “I know, I’m sorry. Come here.” I pull her into a hug and kiss the side of her neck. “I’m being a bastard. Forgive me.”

      She nods, putting a smile back on my face. Shit, she’s so easygoing. She makes it too easy on me. Maybe she needs to learn a lesson from Ryan on how to throw more shade.

      “Okay, since I’ll be house-sitting for you, I thought I’d do a few things around the house, make it more ours rather than yours. Is that okay?”

      “What kind of stuff?” Not that I really care. It’s been a living space only. My home, but not particularly homey to others, I guess.

      “Well, you know, some throw pillows and colorful art for the walls, maybe a nice accent rug.”

      “What, you don’t like my decorating style?” I tease, poking her in the side.

      She looks around, taking in the bare walls. “Its simplistic, that’s for sure.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, do whatever you want, just don’t make it too girly.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t. Which leads me to the spare bedroom.”

      “What about the spare bedroom?”

      “I was hoping I could move your planes and make it into a guest room.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t touch my planes.”

      “Colby, come on.”

      “I’m fucking serious, Sage. Don’t touch them. That room is off limits.” And once again, the tension in the room amplifies as she shifts on the couch.

      “So that’s how it’s going to be? Your word is final?”

      Well, it’s my goddamn house.

      I shake my head and stand from the couch, bringing my now empty beer bottle to the sink where I wash it out. “Those planes mean a lot to me, okay? Just leave them where they are.”

      “And where are my parents supposed to stay when they come to visit? Am I supposed to tell them they have to sleep on the couch because Colby needs an entire room for his planes?”

      “Yeah,” I answer like a child and head to the bedroom. I strip to my boxer briefs, just as I hear Sage open the door to the spare bedroom. My heart drops as I run to the room. I catch her looking around, shaking her head. I only keep a select few with me, but they’re ones I need to see sometimes to feel grounded. Connected. She can’t do this. She can’t be in here.

      “This is stupid, Colby. You barely come in here.”

      “Because I barely have time anymore.”

      “Which is why you should either pack them up or sell them. You’re wasting space.”

      “Watch it,” I warn, my chest rising and falling quicker than before.

      She picks up a wing and flips it over, confusion written all over her face. “This is ridiculous. You can put these somewhere else; let this be a guest room.”

      “Put that the fuck down,” I seethe, flashbacks of Ted fucking with my planes hitting me hard in the chest, playing on repeat in my head. “Put it down, now.”

      “Colby—”

      “Get out of this room.” I point to the door.

      A flash of embarrassment crosses her face before she exits, but I don’t give a shit. She can’t come in this room and start making demands. This is my room, the most important room in my house. I glance at a picture I’ve kept of me with my dad and grandpa. Mentally, I tell them I love them and then make my way into my bedroom where I find Sage crying on the bed.

      I don’t stop.

      Something inside me has changed. It’s as if overnight, someone has come in and poured concrete over my heart, keeping me from feeling anything.

      “Why are you being so mean to me?” she finally asks as I finish brushing my teeth.

      “I’m just tired, okay? And when I tell you not to touch that room, I mean it.”

      “But why?”

      “Because it’s important to me. Maybe if you spent a little less time planning the damn wedding and trying to get to know me, you would know. It’s like we’re not even a couple anymore, Sage.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “When was the last time we had sex?”

      She goes to open her mouth but stops as she thinks about it.

      “Exactly,” I point out. “It’s been far too long for people who just got engaged. We should be fucking every goddamn night.”

      “Is that all I am to you, someone to fuck?” The swear word sounds weird coming from her. Sage is too . . . gentile, or something. Fuck.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t turn my words on me. Every time I try to initiate any kind of contact with you, you push me away. It’s not from a lack of trying on my end, Sage.”

      “Is that what this is really about? You’re mad that I haven’t had sex with you in a while? You’re mad that you’re leaving for three months and are going to be flying with blue balls the entire time?”

      I shake my head, feeling the nastiness coming from the both of us, something very unlike the people we normally are.

      Wanting to take a step back and not end up saying something we’ll really regret later, I say, “We should go to bed. We’re going to keep going around in circles and end up hurting each other’s feelings, and that’s not what I want. It’s not what I need right now. I need my head in the game, not overanalyzing a fight I had with my fiancée.”

      Understanding what I’m trying to say, she nods and takes a few steps forward, walking right into my arms. “I’m sorry, Colby.”

      “I’m sorry too,” I reply, kissing the top of her head and holding on to her tightly.

      “Look, I’m going to head back to Rocky’s for tonight. Okay?” She still looks so sad, but I simply have nothing inside me to comfort her. I’ll sleep alone again tonight. It should frustrate me, but for some reason, I’m almost relieved.

      “Okay. Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Yep. Good night, Colby.” She gives me a kiss on the lips, but again, I feel void of feeling.

      I see her to the door, lock up, and climb the stairs. I’m deep in thought when I should be trying to get to sleep. But my mind isn’t caught up in the fight I had with Sage, or the lack of connection I’ve felt with her lately. It’s more concerned about the lack of conversation with Ryan.

      And what’s even more fucked up is that I’m more upset about not receiving a hug from Ryan than I am over not having sex with my fiancée for another night.

      The realization of that hits me harder than I expect.

      I convince myself it’s because I know things will be okay with Sage; we’re just going through a little rough patch because we’re stressed.

      But with Ryan, I’m not sure everything is going to be okay. I can’t get the look of . . . detachment out of my mind. She really didn’t want to see me. But her words . . . her words sliced me.

      “Colby, let’s just call it what it is, okay? This friendship wasn’t going to last long anyway.” I hadn’t expected that. God, I was able to resurrect a friendship with Stryder, that seemed like an impossible situation because we were both in love with the same girl, yet we’re okay. Thank God. But why does this seem so much bigger, and why does my heart ache, imagining my life without Ryan’s friendship? No, fuck no. I refuse to accept that our friendship isn’t going to last.
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      “That’s what you’re wearing?” Donovan asks as he gives me a once-over.

      I take in my modest dress—high neck, slim bodice, and short sleeves. The hem reaches two inches above my knees. I might not be showing off any cleavage tonight, but I am showing a lot of skin.

      “Yes, is this not okay?”

      “You look like a nun.”

      I smooth my hands over my hips. “It actually shows off my curves. I thought you’d like—”

      “I like your tits.” He checks his watch and grumbles. “Shit, we don’t have time for you to change.”

      Feeling a little nervous, not wanting to let Donovan down, I say, “I’m sorry. I thought you would like it.”

      Hand on his jaw, he takes me in once more, spinning me while holding my hand, a smile curving at his lips. “All right, it’s hot. But you should be showing off more of your boobs, that’s all. I want my guys to be jealous.”

      “I can run into that shop and get something else if you want.” I point to the boutique in the hotel that most likely will have something that would fit what Donovan’s looking for.

      “Nah.” He kisses the side of my cheek. “This will do. Don’t want to be late.” He takes my hand and leads me to an escalator, holding me close to his side.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask, wondering what it’s like to play at a high-stakes poker table. Last night, I tried to keep my mind off the sad and devastated look on Colby’s face when I walked away a few days ago by researching everything I could about poker.

      Buy-in for this table is five hundred thousand dollars.

      I choked on the carrot I was eating when I read that. Who has that kind of money to spare? To just toss around as if it’s junk change?

      I couldn’t fathom that.

      Then I tried to learn more so I knew what was happening tonight and didn’t look stupid. I also made sure to watch videos, which were beyond boring.

      Basically, tonight is going to be a drag, but it’s an escape, a chance to get out of my small apartment and off my tear-soaked pillow.

      It gives me a chance to forget about the hollowness in the pit of my stomach, the nausea I carry around daily, and the sickening feeling I get every time I think about Colby leaving and not saying bye.

      I know he’s only going to Colorado Springs, but he’s still training, and anything could happen. And I said nothing but good luck. No matter how bad he hurt me, I never should have let things end like that.

      I hate myself for not giving him a proper goodbye.

      And what I hate even more is that when he texts me, I can’t find it in me to respond. For so many reasons.

      He hurt me.

      I’m trying to forget about him.

      I love him when I have no right to love him.

      I need to distance myself, and even though the idea of not talking to him anymore pains me to my core, I have to let go.

      “Nervous, nah, this shit is for fun,” he answers, guiding me through the casino. “But remember what I told you. You stand to my side and don’t make a sound. Your only job is to refill my drink when I need it.”

      Did I mention I’m glorified arm candy tonight?

      I should feel used and upset and want to dump this guy, but instead, for some stupid twisted and fucked-up reason, I like feeling needed.

      He needs me.

      To get him his drinks . . . but nonetheless, I’m going to be worth something today. I’m going to be someone Donovan can be proud of, and that’s more than I can say for the way Colby feels about me.

      Grow up.

      Those words still ring in my head, reminding me of every time my mom ever said that to me.

      Grow up, Ryan. You can’t wear that kind of thing with your belly hanging out.

      When are you going to grow up, Ryan, and realize you’re never going to be like those other girls?

      It’s time to grow up, Ryan, and start taking care of your body. You can’t look like that your whole life or no one will ever want to date you.

      Condescending and hurtful, the perfect way to describe my mom. I can’t remember a time when she actually thought I was beautiful or worthy of being her daughter.

      And Colby’s words brought back every raw sting, making it almost impossible for me to look him in the eye. He hit a trigger, and it stole the breath from my lungs, not in a good way.

      “How long do you think the game will go?”

      “Hours. Hope you wore comfortable shoes.”

      I glance at my four-inch heels and groan inwardly. I have a feeling I’m going to hate everything about tonight.
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        * * *

      

      “God dammit,” Donovan says, slapping the table, startling me once again. That’s the third hand in a row he’s bet an insane amount of money and lost. For a while, he was drawing very impressive hands, but the last few have been awful.

      I don’t even know why he’d bid on them.

      Not that I know much, but what I do know is I wouldn’t throw down one hundred thousand dollars on a pair of eights thinking I’m going to take everything.

      My feet are killing me. I’m bored out of my mind, and I’m hoping Donovan wants to leave soon with his dignity still intact, because this girl is over it.

      “A pair of eights? I thought you were better than that,” a man with a mustache says from across the table, stacking the chips he just took from Donovan.

      Not saying a word, Donovan rubs his hand down his face and abruptly stands. “I’m out.”

      “So soon?” Mustache asks.

      Donovan grips my side and pulls me into his body. “It’s been fun, but I’d rather spend the rest of the night fucking my girlfriend.” The crude way he says it does nothing for my libido. Instead, it actually turns me off. I nearly sneer, but I hold a steady look instead.

      Mustache looks me up and down and nods. “I can appreciate that. Boys, cash our friend out, he has some other type of playing around to do tonight.”

      Leaning into me, Donovan presses a kiss against my temple and says, “Wait for me by the door while I cash out.” Sliding his hand down my back to my butt, he squeezes it, hard. “When we get to my room, I’ll make this night up to you. I promise.”

      Stepping away, he puts distance between us, and all eyes fall on me, so I walk toward the door where I feel the security guards are also watching every move I make. Feeling really uncomfortable and also glad I wore this dress to hide some of my body from the prying eyes, I take out my phone from my purse to distract myself. That’s when I see a text from Sage.

      I quickly open it.

      Sage: Sorry to bother you, I’m sure you’re working, but I was wondering if you were free for breakfast tomorrow morning. Early.

      Immediately my mind goes to Colby and I start to wonder if everything is okay with him. If he was in an accident, Sage wouldn’t be texting me, right? If he were seriously injured, I would not hear about it over breakfast, would I?

      Curious, I type her back.

      Ryan: Is everything okay?

      She texts back immediately. Thankfully, it gives me something to do while I wait for Donovan.

      Sage: Sort of. I just need someone to talk to other than my stupid brother and Rowdy who are basically useless.

      Ryan: Okay, sure. What time were you thinking?

      Sage: Would you hate me if I said seven? I’ll come to you. I can even bring breakfast to your apartment. Name what you want and I’ll have it fresh and hot at seven on your doorstep.

      Seven. Ouch. I’m so not a morning person and seven might kill me. And tonight from the look in Donovan’s eyes and the promise in his voice, I won’t be going to sleep anytime soon.

      But she needs someone to talk to . . .

      Ryan: I’m at my boyfriend’s tonight, so how about we meet at the Hash House at seven? Does that work?

      Sage: Gah, I love it there. Yes, that works perfectly. Thank you so much.

      Ryan: Not a problem.

      “Are you ready?” Donovan asks, walking up to me.

      “Mm-hmm.” I nod, stuffing my phone back in my purse.

      “Good, because I have plans for you tonight, and they can’t wait much longer.”

      Biting on my bottom lip, I contemplate going home instead, wanting to try to get in some good sleep before breakfast tomorrow. What would Donovan say? I have clothes at his place he brought in so I didn’t have to do the walk of shame after staying the night at his place, but still, I’d prefer to go home tonight.

      Once we’re out of earshot and walking through the buzzing casino, slot machines and gamblers drowning out my voice, I say, “I think I might go home—”

      “What?” His face falls and genuine disappointment crosses over his features. “Ryan, you can’t go home.” He pulls me in tight and starts moving his lips across my neck, sending chills up and down my body. “I planned on worshipping your body.” His hand goes to my ass and he squeezes it. His other hand holds me close, as he tries to convince me with his mouth. “Stay with me tonight, please.”

      Shit.

      This isn’t the first time he’s done this, begged me with his lips, using this soft voice that suggests there is more to him than a powerful rich man in expensive suits and loafers. It makes me believe there’s another person underneath his fancy layers, and that he’s masquerading as someone he really isn’t.

      Like a high-stakes poker player.

      It reminds me of the Donovan I first met who wanted to show me a good time with a simple plate and fork.

      And that’s why I go to his room instead of going home. It’s why I strip down, wearing absolutely nothing as he feasts his eyes on me. And it’s why I end up with his head between my legs, hand in his hair, allowing him to once again, try to help me forget the world around me.
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        * * *

      

      I slip out of the bathroom, showered, wet hair, and fully dressed, my eyes blurry from practically no sleep and my muscles sore from every position Donovan tried last night.

      He was relentless, almost as if he was trying to forget as well.

      We fucked and slept and fucked and slept, never fully getting the kind of sleep that rests and recharges your body. Instead, it was little catnaps. And every time he started back up again, every time he pressed his erection against me, I would spin over ready to take whatever he wanted to do with me.

      And it felt good.

      Despite how tired I am, or how weird last night was at the poker table, or how sore my body is, last night was just what I needed to prepare myself for this morning. It was a good reminder that even though it feels like my heart has turned into a block of coal, at least someone in my life values me . . . or at least my body. The body I’ve worked what feels like a lifetime to have.

      In a pair of shorts and a simple tank top, I snag a pair of wedges from the closet and walk over to Donovan where I give him a kiss on the cheek before grabbing my phone and purse. The guy sleeps like a log after a night filled with sex. Hell, I wish I was back in that bed right now as well.

      Downstairs, I call an Uber and look through the text messages on my phone while I wait the two minutes.

      Leah: Tyler wants to go out to dinner Friday night with you and Donovan. Are you guys available?

      We both have work so this is either going to be a late dinner or a really early one. I’ll talk to her about it tonight.

      Dad: Hey boo bear. Have you picked a time to come visit the old man, yet? Ask about some time off soon. I really want to see you.

      I miss my dad so much, and I promised I would visit, but I don’t know when I’ll get the time. And then there’s my mom. If I visit my dad, I have to visit my mom, and that’s torture.

      Sage: Hash House better have a ton of coffee.

      I chuckle and text her back before going to the last text.

      Ryan: Hopefully I don’t drink it all before you do.

      I move my finger to the last text and pause. I shouldn’t open it, I really shouldn’t, not with who I’m about to have breakfast with, but just the short preview has me itching to read it.

      Should I?

      Shit, there is no way I can stop myself.

      Colby: Hey Ryan. I wanted to let you know I made it to Colorado Springs a couple of days ago. We’ve started training, doing aerial maneuvers with pilots from other squadrons, mainly from Luke. The mountains make it tricky, which is why we’re here to practice. I hate that I left with things so unresolved. I hate that we didn’t get a proper goodbye, and I fucking hate the tension between us. I miss you. I miss my best friend. I’m so goddamn sorry for everything, and I really hope we can make it through this, because I need you in my life, Ryan. I need you.

      Tears of frustration and sadness start to well in my eyes as my Uber driver pulls up to the curb in a red Toyota Camry. I hop in and quickly say hi before looking out the window, trying to calm the erratic beat of my heart. But Colby’s words hit me hard.

      I would love to get back to the people we were before everything went down, before our argument, but I also know the person I was before the fight was someone who was madly in love with her best friend. I can’t stand by his side—be the person he wants me to be for him—when I want to wrap my hand around his neck and pull him down to my mouth. When I want to spend hours in his bed, with his arms wrapped around me, and enjoy his eyes staring into mine.

      I want what we had that one night, but I want that to be our forever.

      It doesn’t take very long for the Uber driver to drop me off, and before I know it, Sage is walking toward me looking as perfectly put together as usual. Tan conservative pants, a sweet, yellow button-up blouse, cute heels, and her white-blonde hair neatly frames her beautiful face.

      This is who Colby chose.

      No wonder he didn’t want me.

      I hate her, but I like her. What a fucking mess.

      “Ryan.” She comes up to me and gives me a big hug, her perfume fresh and inviting, her embrace warm and comforting. Yup, she’s the definition of perfect without even trying. “Thank you so much for meeting with me.”

      “Of course.” I swallow hard and walk into the restaurant, letting the hostess know it’s only the two of us.

      Once we’re seated, menus placed in front of us, and a fresh glass of water each, I ask, “Is everything okay?”

      Setting the menu down, she folds her hands in her lap and shakes her head.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s um, Colby.”

      My stomach drops, and my breath hitches in my chest, fright consuming me in an instant. “What do you mean? Is he okay?” I have an immediate urge to check my phone to see what time he texted me.

      “Oh no, he’s okay.” She leans over and squeezes my hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you like that. We’re kind of going through a rough patch.”

      My forehead creases as my brows draw together. Sage and Colby going through a rough patch? Why is that incredibly hard for me to believe? They just got engaged, so shouldn’t they be in this phase of their life where everything is beautiful and wonderful and nothing could ever touch them? And they’re so good together, so what could they possibly fight about?

      Being a little cautious, I ask, “What kind of rough patch?”

      “Have we decided what we’re going to get?” the waitress asks, interrupting a very important question.

      We order quickly and once she’s out of earshot, Sage says, “I don’t know, but things have been weird between us lately. I feel like there are things he’s not telling me, things that have happened to him in the past. He’s really sensitive about his airplanes.” Oh shit, has Colby not told her about his stepdad? Apparently not. “And he seems so distracted. He doesn’t care to help with the wedding and our conversations at night aren’t what they used to be. I feel like he’s drifting, and I don’t know how to reel him back in.” She plays with her fork, keeping her eyes trained down. “We haven’t really been intimate lately, our goodbye felt forced, and I’m nervous he’s going through something and not telling me.”

      My skin prickles with fear, my body immediately starting to break out in a sweat as my mind starts to wander to the reasons why they’re having problems. The main reason being me, and that thought causes my stomach to roll.

      I don’t ever want to be that person, the one who gets in the middle of a couple. I’ve never condoned cheating and will never be the other woman. It’s one of the reasons I’ve tried to distance myself, because I don’t want to influence Colby in making a decision he might regret later on.

      I refuse to be that woman.

      And yet, right now, with Colby swirling in my head, all I can think about is how I might unintentionally be that other woman.

      “The intimate part is on me, but not because I haven’t wanted to be with him. Believe me, I want him more than anything. It’s just, he seems so empty inside. The last time we were together physically, it didn’t feel like he was connected, but like his mind was elsewhere. I hated every second of it. It’s almost like he’s hollow.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know what to do, Ryan, I thought maybe you could give me some insight.”

      Panic.

      Panic consumes me. My leg bounces, my heart races.

      I didn’t do anything wrong. I kept my distance. I never once acted on my feelings.

      “Uh, I mean, I don’t really know what to tell you,” I answer vaguely, unsure of how much to admit to her. “Colby and I haven’t really been speaking lately.”

      She perks up, a sense of relief washing over her. “Oh my gosh, why didn’t I think about it sooner? Of course he’s acting weird, because you two haven’t been talking. Are you . . . fighting?”

      Why is this the most awkward conversation I’ve ever had? I’m sweaty, nervous, and I’m on the verge of blurting out my feelings for the world to hear.

      “We just said some things to each other . . .” I shrug my shoulders, not wanting to get into it.

      “Were they bad?”

      I take a sip of my water. “They weren’t great.”

      “That’s it.” She lets out a long breath and leans back in her chair. “Gosh, I wish I’d known you guys had a little falling out. I would have helped mend things.” Little falling out? She’s totally clueless. How is that possible? “. . . I know how much he cares for you, and I can see why it would throw his life off a bit. If Rocky or even Rowdy were mad at me, I don’t know what I would do.”

      “Rowdy?” I ask, a little perplexed.

      She nods. “Yeah. Especially during these past couple of days with Colby gone, he’s been there to lean on. I don’t like it when I’m fighting with people, so I can see how it’s throwing Colby off. I just wish he would have talked to me about it.”

      “He probably didn’t want to worry you,” I spout off, not really sure what to say but trying to be reassuring.

      “We’ve both been super stressed with the wedding and with this being our first time apart since we became a couple.” She chuckles to herself. “Boy, did we start out with a bang.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure it’s just a bump in the road.” I do not want to know how they started off with a bang.  I mean, I know they did, because Colby told me all about it. But at that point, I could deal with it. At that point, I hadn’t realized I loved him. My answers now? Predictable. I feel like I’m on autopilot.

      “Is there any way I can make things better between you and Colby?” She’s so damn sweet she almost seems fake, but I know she’s not. It’s her personality, who she is, the perpetually nice girl. Makes me feel like Satan’s mistress most of the time.

      “I don’t want you to get in the middle.”

      She slouches, defeat in her shoulders. “But will you try to fix it? He’s not the same, Ryan, and I’m nervous.”

      Shit.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Want to talk about a rock and a hard place.

      Be friends with the man you’re in love with to help ease the tension in his soon-to-be marriage, or keep distancing yourself in order to save your own heart, but ruin someone else’s in the meantime. Most people would vote for self-preservation, especially when it comes to love.

      I want to be most people.

      But I also want Colby to be happy, and I know he’s happy with Sage. I’ve fucked with his head but not on purpose. I’ve tried to do the right thing, to step away, but it doesn’t seem like that’s an option.

      I don’t want to let Sage down, because she doesn’t deserve that. I don’t want Colby to be upset anymore, and have his mind on anything other than flying safe. And I don’t want to be the reason why things are weird between the two of them.

      Why do I feel like the universe is slowly trying to test my willpower? It’s like every day it comes up with a new form of torture, today’s delight being a whopper.

      Make up and be the friend you’re supposed to be with the man who owns your soul.

      Should be incredibly easy and not heartbreaking at all to watch him marry someone else in a winter wonderland in the mountains.

      Should be easy.

      I reach across the table and reassure Sage with a squeeze to her hand. “I’ll call him tonight, see if I can get things straightened out.”

      “Seriously?”

      I nod.

      She squeals.

      I want to stab myself in the eyeball.

      “Thank you so much, Ryan.”

      I smile, flat-lipped. “Of course. Now”—I take a deep breath—“tell me about the wedding so far.”

      Keep it together.

      Don’t cry.

      Deep breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      “Want another piece?”

      “Sure.”

      Bent hands me another slice of pizza from across the king-sized bed of my hotel room. It was a long fucking day of flying followed by an even longer debrief that went far past two hours. My mind is shit, and once we left Peterson, all I wanted to do was watch mindless TV and eat a fucking pizza.

      And that’s exactly what we’re doing.

      In the small confines of my hotel room, surrounded by versions of brown and red, a flat-screen on the wall in front of us, and a pizza between us, we veg.

      To me, it’s one of the easiest ways to de-stress. That and having sex, but given my fiancée is in Las Vegas, sex isn’t an option.

      I spoke with Sage on the way back to the hotel. She asked how my day went, and strangely, didn’t once talk about the wedding, but was more interested in how I was doing. I felt like a massive dick talking to her on the phone. I kept apologizing for my behavior before I left, but she pushed it to the side, saying she understood and that everything between us was good, even though it didn’t feel like it was. It felt like something was off, and I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “How’s the wedding planning coming along?” Bent asks.

      I shrug and take a bite of my pizza. “Fine, I guess. Haven’t really talked about it lately.”

      “Are you excited about getting married?”

      “Sure. Why?”

      He eyes me suspiciously. “Because it doesn’t seem like you’re excited at all. You don’t have to be Sage excited, but you should show some emotion.”

      “I’m focused on our missions. I want something small, she wants something big, so I told her she can do what she wants, and I’m letting her do that.”

      “Don’t be that guy, Colby.”

      “What guy?”

      “The guy that doesn’t help out with the wedding, shows up, gets drunk an hour before, and then stumbles through the rest of the night.”

      “You know I would never be that guy,” I reply, sternly.

      “You’re headed down that path. You have to give at least two fucks about what’s going on. Don’t start your marriage off not caring.”

      When did Bent become the philosophical one? I’m about to ask, when my phone starts to ring. I check the caller ID and nearly fall out of bed when I see who’s calling.

      “Hey, I have to take this.” I snag my phone, a key card to my room, and bolt out before Bent can reply. I catch my breath and answer on the fourth ring. “Hello?”

      “Hey Colby.” Oh, thank fuck. How is it possible that just hearing her voice calms my nerves?

      “Ryan,” I breathe out. “Fuck, how are you?”

      “Fine.” She sounds timid and hesitant, which has my protective instincts kick in.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine. I’m just nervous.”

      I make my way to the stairs where I take a seat on the top step, letting my feet rest on the stairs below. “Nervous? Why?”

      “Because . . . we haven’t talked in a while, and I feel like I don’t know what to say.”

      I smile. Ryan not knowing what to say? She’s the most outgoing person I know. Hell, the first night I met her at the party in Woodland Park my senior year in college, she was the one who approached Stryder and me and asked if we wanted to play pool. She was the one who initiated our gathering and kept the night going until I took off.

      “How about I start with this? I’m sorry, Ryan. I’m sorry I insulted you. I’m sorry I was a massive dick who forgot to be a friend who lectured you when you needed someone to lean on instead. I just want to make sure you’re happy and confident.”

      “Thank you,” she says meekly, pausing for a few beats. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you a proper goodbye. That was awful. I was mad, and instead of putting aside my anger, I did the worst thing possible and let you fly away without a hug. That was really shitty.”

      I chuckle. “It was. Never felt more like shit than in that exact moment.”

      “Really?” Her voice sounds so sad.

      “Yeah. You matter to me, Ryan. Just about killed me seeing you walk away that night.” Everything felt wrong. My skin. My heart beat. My breath. Everything.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Lucky for you, I forgive easily.” I lean against the railing of the stairs already feeling better.

      “Lucky for me, huh? Who’s to say I’ve forgiven you?” Playfulness replaces the sadness, and fuck if it doesn’t make me happy.

      “Not forgiven yet? Well shit, what do I have to do to make that happen?”

      “You sound a little desperate there, Brooks.”

      I can’t tamp down the smile that’s lighting up my face. I grip the back of my neck and say, “Might be.”

      “All right, how about this. You tell me one thing no one knows about you and maybe after I hear your little confession, I’ll forgive you.”

      “That easy?”

      “Depends on the confession,” she says. “If you say something like, no one knows I eat three pieces of bacon in the morning rather than two, that’s unacceptable. I need something saucy here, something juicy, something that will make me gasp.”

      “You want the dirt.”

      “Exactly.”

      I laugh into the phone. “Something no one knows? That’s going to be pretty hard.” Actually, it won’t be. I’m not really a fountain of information about myself to many.

      “Just tell me what happens behind closed doors, Brooks.” This girl so loves to push the envelope.

      “Ah, so you want really saucy, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Give me the dirt.”

      “And if I tell you, we’re back to normal? No more hiding from me, no more ignoring, we’re like we used to be?”

      She doesn’t answer right away, but when she does, there is a little shake in her voice. “Yes, just like we used to be.”

      Thank fuck. It’s all I want—my life to be back to normal. It has felt so scattered and out of place lately I haven’t been able to fully concentrate on anything. In the air, where I’ve struggled the most—I’ve felt Bent breathing down my neck, ready to pop off and tell me to get my head out of my ass.

      He doesn’t need to worry, because hearing Ryan’s playful voice is instilling a sense of peace in me.

      “All right, something dirty, something no one knows . . .” A little fact pops in my head and I start chuckling.

      “Oh, this sounds like it’s going to be good. Come on, lay it on me.”

      “Depends. Is this in the vault?”

      “What does the vault entail?” She laughs.

      “It means never uttering this to another human being. It’s in the vault forever, because with the amount of time we hang out with all the guys, I’m going to need this to stay between us. They will never let me live it down.”

      “Ugh, that’s what I was afraid of.” She takes a moment to think about it, but I can hear her shifting in her excitement. “Okay, fine, vault. Hit me with it. I’m all ears.”

      “Okay,” I clear my throat. “When I was a freshman in high school—”

      She starts giggling. “Oh I can feel it already. Fourteen-year-old Colby with puberty probably kicking him in the ass. I won’t even try not to smile right now.”

      “Thanks for making this easy.”

      “Anytime.”

      I chuckle and drag my hand down my face. “Back then I was obsessed with planes and flying, but I was also obsessed with calculating the size of my penis. Weekly.”

      “What?” She bursts out in laughter. I join her, a chuckle rumbling from my chest.

      “Yeah, I, uh, had a penis notebook and each week I would get myself hard and then measure it. Wanted to see if I was growing.”

      “No, you didn’t.” She’s still laughing, good and hearty. In my head, I see her amusement shaking her body, and even though it’s at my expense, I’m fucking happy about it. “So you would measure your penis every week?”

      “Yup, and when it grew, fuck, I was a happy camper.”

      “Do you still have the penis measuring book? What did you use to get hard? Did you stare at nude pics? Watch anything? I need more details.”

      “You said nothing about details. I told you my secret, that’s it. We’re not going to dissect it.”

      “Then what if I don’t forgive you?” I would be scared if I couldn’t hear humor in her tone.

      “Well, from the tone of your voice I know you’ve already forgiven me. Nice try.” I look at my watch. Shit, it’s getting late. “I should get going. Bent is in my room probably wondering where the hell I am, and we have an early morning tomorrow.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “Hey, thanks for calling me, Ryan. It means a lot to me.” It means so much more than she’ll ever know.

      “Sorry it took me so long. Don’t hold it against me. I’m emotionally unstable.” She chuckles, but I sense truth in her comment, especially if I think back to what she said before I left. She’s not the only one with a rough childhood. It’s a topic I want to talk to her about but not yet, not until I feel confident our friendship is back on track.

      “Couldn’t ever hold anything against you. Just don’t fucking do it again. I told you the penis story.”

      She chuckles. “How long are you going to hold the penis story over my head?”

      “Forever. Don’t forget, the vault.”

      “Your penis measuring is safe with me. Don’t worry.”

      I let out a sigh and stand from the stairs, making my way back to my room. “All right. So if I text you tomorrow, you’re going to answer?”

      “Yes, Colby, I’ll answer.”

      I smile to myself. “Good. I’ll talk to you later, Ryan.”

      “Bye.”

      We hang up and I enter my room where Bent is still sitting on the bed, eating pizza. As I approach, he lifts a brow at me. “Was that Sage?”

      For a brief second, I consider lying so I don’t have to get into it with him. “No, it was Ryan.”

      “Ryan?” The judgmental look in his face tells me he doesn’t approve.

      “Yeah, Ryan.” I leave it at that and sit back on the bed, snagging a piece of pizza.

      “What did you talk about?”

      “Let’s not do this, okay?” I say, mouth full of pizza. “I’m not in the mood for your third-degree questioning.”

      He wipes his mouth with a napkin and keeps silent. Momentarily. “You two are close, huh?”

      “Christ,” I mumble. “Yes, we’re friends.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Yes, that’s fucking it,” I snap. “Do I need to remind you who I’m engaged to?”

      “No, I thought I’d have to remind you.”

      I turn toward him, anger starting to thrum through my veins. “What the hell are you saying?”

      “Just making sure. It almost seems like you have a better relationship with Ryan.”

      “We’ve known each other longer.”

      “Okay.” He stops there and turns back to the TV.

      What the fuck was that all about?

      A better relationship with Ryan? We have a different relationship. Just because she’s a girl doesn’t mean anything. I treat her like the other guys . . . but maybe with a little more thought because I promised to be her rock.

      There is nothing wrong with that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      Colby: Heard you’re going cake tasting with Sage.

      Ryan: Yup, taking one for the team.

      Colby: A real sacrifice, how can I ever repay you?

      Ryan: I take cash.

      Colby: What about favors? I know how to change light bulbs.

      Ryan: Is that what they taught you at flight school?

      Colby: And how to hammer a nail.

      Ryan: So glad my tax dollars are being used wisely.

      Colby: Can I make it known that I prefer almond flavors?

      Ryan: Sure you can make it known, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to pick that. I’m thinking orange creamsicle.

      Colby: I hate orange creamsicle.

      Ryan: So DEFINITELY orange creamsicle then. *Wipes forehead* That was easy.

      Colby: You know, this is my wedding, right?

      Ryan: Well aware, but I’m putting in the time with the planning, so some things are bound to go my way. Like the cake, the flowers, what you wear *coughs* Got you the American flag tux.

      Colby: I’ll be wearing my mess dress. Sorry to disappoint.

      Ryan: Huh, might want to talk to Sage about that, as she might have a different idea.

      Colby: Really?

      Ryan: Yeah, pretty sure she said something about you wearing a tan suit.

      Colby: Are you fucking with me?

      Ryan: Swear on the penis story I’m not.

      Colby: Fuck.

      Ryan: Sooo . . . this is awkward.

      Colby: Don’t worry about it. Go eat cake.

      Ryan: Well, now. I feel like I can’t choose orange creamsicle.

      Colby: You can’t. Almond, think almond.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh this is so freaking good,” Sage moans over her fork, her eyes rolling in the back of her head. Man, does she love cake.

      And so does Rowdy.

      No idea he’d be here. It’s nice though, and it doesn’t make things as awkward for me.

      Rowdy coughs and takes a sip of his water, his eyes darting away from Sage.

      “You okay there, big guy?”

      “Yup.” He pats his chest and takes another sip of water. “Cake went down the wrong tube.”

      I never knew cake testing was such a process. I thought I’d show up, taste some flavors, and be done with it, but this is Sage, so I should have known better. She’s very organized and particular, much like Colby. There is a certain protocol to cake tasting according to Sage.

      You smell, you assess presentation, you taste, and then you rate it on a scale from one to five only to then cleanse your palate before the next one, while discussing the subtle hints in flavoring and texture.

      And who knew there were so many options?

      And why are we cake testing in Las Vegas when the wedding is in Colorado? This bakery has a location in Denver as well, so it was kismet, as Sage pointed out.

      “This chocolate mint cake is to die for. Don’t you think so?” Sage asks, licking her fork.

      Rowdy grumbles something under his breath as I finger the icing and plop it in my mouth. “It really is good. Makes my little teenage heart happy. What do you think, Rowdy?”

      “Tastes like an Andes Mint.”

      “Which is why it’s so amazing.” Sage pokes him in his side. “Like those cookies I made you the other night. Remember, the ones you ate ten of?” Rowdy scoffs. “Don’t even deny it.” Sage lights up, and I have an out-of-body experience as I lean back in my seat and watch the two of them interact.

      “I had five.”

      “You did not.” Her eyes bulge open. “You had ten. Easily. Don’t even try to deny it, because Rocky was not pleased when he got home and half of them were gone.”

      Shrugging, Rowdy scoops some frosting with his finger and pops it in his mouth. “Not my fault he got home late.”

      Sage starts chuckling. “And when he found out we went to get pizza without him . . . the look of rage on his face.”

      “Because it was his favorite pizza place he talked about going to the night before,” Rowdy adds. “That was shitty, but funny.”

      “No, what was mean was bringing home one single piece of pepperoni on a napkin for him. I can’t believe you convinced me do that.”

      “It’s good to get out of your comfort zone, Sage,” he answers sounding exasperated, almost as if he’s told her that many times.

      “Is that why you made me go gambling the other night?”

      Gambling? I blink a few times. Sage, gambling? I didn’t think I’d ever picture Sage gambling. She doesn’t seem the sort to go out and spend money meaninglessly. And being introverted, I would think she’s more comfortable having a quiet night at home with Colby watching movies. Neither Sage nor Colby are the sort to step outside of their homebody comfort zones.

      And here’s a question, when did this little friendship start between Sage and Rowdy?

      It reminds me of my friendship with Colby—the give and take, the organized versus the scattered, the rigid and the relaxed.

      “Yeah, you need to loosen up.” He taps her notebook. “Life isn’t always about giving things scores and making sure every last detail is covered. Sometimes you have to feel and act in the moment. Like right now, what piece of cake is calling to you?”

      Okay, who knew Rowdy was so philosophical?

      Sage reaches for her notebook, but Rowdy slips it into his hands and onto the floor. “No. Pick based on your first instinct, not your overanalyzed notes.”

      “But I don’t remember the flavors.”

      Cutting in, I say, “Chocolate with fudge filling and cut-up strawberries. Chocolate-chip cookie dough—my favorite—strawberry with chocolate buttercream, lemon and blueberry, hazelnut almond, red velvet, plain vanilla, Italian cream and . . . God, what am I missing?”

      “Andes mint,” Rowdy adds.

      “Yes, Andes mint. Oh, and confetti cake.”

      “The last two are so not wedding cake flavors.” Sage turns up her nose.

      “Says who?” Rowdy asks. “You said it yourself, the Andes mint was amazing, so why not go with that?”

      “Because it’s for a child’s party.”

      Rowdy leans back in his chair, and rolls his handsome eyes. “Humor me, Sage, and live a little. Do something out of the ordinary. Don’t play it safe.”

      “I agree,” I add. “Do something fun. Be those people. If Rowdy and I were getting married, I bet we would get confetti cake with the mint frosting in the middle.”

      With a disgusted look on his face, Rowdy turns to me and shakes his head. “You watch your mouth. If we were to get married, we would obviously go with the lemon blueberry and be classy fucks.”

      I nod. “You’re right. You’re so right. We would jump out of our box and do the opposite. Stick our pinkies in the air and eat the hell out of that lemon blueberry.” We high-five and turn back to Sage who has a horrified look on her face. Ehh, that can’t be good. “What’s wrong?”

      Her breathing picks up, her eyes bouncing back and forth as if she’s trying to comprehend something traumatic. “Oh my God, are Colby and I boring?”

      Crap.

      “No.”

      “Yes,” Rowdy says at the same time.

      “Rowdy.” I whack him in the arm. “What the hell are you doing? They’re not boring.”

      “Yes, they are.” He doesn’t even seem apologetic. “But that’s them. It’s fine.”

      Through clenched teeth, I direct my attention at Rowdy only. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Sage stands from the table and grabs her notebook, clutching it to her chest. “I . . . I have to go.”

      “No, he was just being an ass. Come sit down.”

      But she doesn’t listen. Instead, she spins on her heel, tears in her eyes, and bolts out of the store.

      I turn toward Rowdy and whack him in the shoulder. “What the hell, Rowdy?”

      He picks up another piece of cake and pops it in his mouth. “Listen, someone had to say it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He gives me a pointed look and from that one glance, my heart sinks to my stomach. “It’s obvious, Ryan.”

      “Wh-what’s obvious?”

      “That you have feelings for Colby.”

      I stand, shaking my head, my heart beating a mile a minute. “I . . . I don’t have feelings for Colby. He’s a good friend. That’s all.”

      “Okay, lie all you want, but I know how you feel. It’s in your eyes. The tortured and pained look you get whenever you’re around them. Yeah, you want him and yet, you’re helping them get married.”

      “Because they’re my friends.”

      “Bullshit. You feel guilty, because you like Colby and you’re overcompensating.”

      I sharpen my glare, my hands curling into fists at my sides, his words too powerful . . . and so fucking true. “Fuck you, Rowdy. You have no idea what you’re talking about. And instead of being a dick, why don’t you—”

      “They don’t belong together, and we both know it.” He shrugs, not giving two shits about the words he’s spoken or the way he’s acted. I’ve never seen him like this before. “It’s time they realize it.”

      Tossing his napkin on the table, he takes off toward the back of the bakery where the bathrooms are. Having no time to focus on Rowdy’s assessment, I hurry out to the parking lot where Sage is in her car, about to pull away. Quickly, I run to the passenger side and hop in.

      “Oh my God.” Sage holds her chest. “You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry.” I take a deep breath and try to even the tone into my voice, make it sound less hysterical than what it feels. “Are you okay, Sage?”

      Hands gripping tightly to the steering wheel, she shakes her head, disconcerted and concerned. “He”—she swallows hard—“he just confirmed the exact fears I’ve been having.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We’re boring.”

      I sigh heavily. “You’re not boring, Sage. Rowdy was just being an ass, probably still salty he didn’t get to go on TDY with Bent and Colby.”

      That is a true thing, as both Rowdy and Colt were mad they weren’t selected.

      But Sage doesn’t buy it. “No, he’s telling the truth. He’s always told me the truth, ever since we started hanging out more. He wouldn’t lie about that.”

      “That’s one person’s opinion—”

      “It’s what I’ve been thinking lately too.” Sage shakes her head. “We were so connected at the beginning of our relationship; at least I thought we were. We talked about the Air Force and our lives, and we connected on small things like food and movies. We became comfortable with each other and . . . complacent.”

      “Which is good. You’re supposed to be comfortable with the person you’re going to marry. There is nothing wrong with that.”

      “We’re awkward on the phone,” Sage continues. “We talk every night, but it feels strained.”

      “Because you left on a bad note. While you have your fight hanging over your heads, it’s going to be awkward for a bit until you get to see him in person.” I press my hands against hers and force her to look at me. “Sage, you’re getting wedding jitters and that’s completely understandable, but just remember”—I take a moment to catch my breath—“he chose you to spend the rest of his life with. That’s not a decision he takes lightly. Once you get to see him again and you go out there and look at the venue, everything is going to feel like it’s back to normal. Trust me. It will be okay.”

      The grip Sage has on the steering wheel and the tense set in her shoulders starts to loosen. She bows her head forward, shaking it slowly back and forth. “I’m such a mess right now. You must think I’m crazy.”

      “No.” I chuckle. “I just think you’re a stressed-out bride.”
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        * * *

      

      Colby: Sage told me you calmed her down yesterday. Thank you.

      Ryan: Hey what are maids of honor for?

      Colby: Hiding booze in bouquets?

      Ryan: OMG! I can’t believe you remembered my little secret.

      Colby: It was the least classiest thing I’ve ever seen at a wedding, but also the smartest.

      Ryan: Don’t think I won’t be doing it at yours. I’ll be sure to pack an extra bottle for the bride. She’s going to need it getting married to you.

      Colby: Was that supposed to be a dig at me?

      Ryan: Yeah, was it not clear enough? She needs all the booze in order to get through her wedding.

      Colby: Get her drunk and you’re dead.

      Ryan: Don’t want her passing out before you can consummate the marriage?

      Colby: Why does it always lead to sex for you?

      Ryan: No idea. Maybe I need to see someone.

      Colby: Might be a good idea.

      Ryan: How’s the Springs? Does it miss me?

      Colby: I don’t know if Colorado Springs misses you, but I sure as hell do. I’ve been jealous of what you and Sage have been up to.

      Ryan: My company is highly sought after. Between Sage and Donovan I’m a busy girl.

      Colby: You’re still dating him, huh?

      Ryan: Yeah.

      Colby: How’s that going for you?

      Ryan: Are we really going to talk about this?

      Colby: Trying to be a friend.

      Ryan: Through your texts I can feel the steam coming off you. We don’t have to talk about him. I know you don’t like Donovan. I’d rather not get in another fight.

      Colby: Me neither, so I’m going to pretend you’re not dating the douchiest guy in Las Vegas.

      Ryan: How is that not saying anything?

      Colby: It’s not, just had to get it off my chest. I’m better now. Want to hear about the mission we had to accomplish today?

      Ryan: Oh I just love it when you talk plane to me.

      Colby: *wiggles eyebrows* Knew you did.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Dad, how are you?”

      I put the call on speakerphone, set it down on my bathroom counter, and scoot closer on my toilet as I stare at myself in the mirror.

      Living in this tiny efficiency apartment has taught me something very valuable: you can often find creative ways to use the items at your disposal. This lesson has come in handy especially when I’m trying to do my makeup in a poorly lit bathroom. If I sit backward on the toilet and straddle it just right, I get just enough light to avoid shadows on my face while doing my makeup.

      It’s all about the angle.

      “Boo bear, how are you?”

      “Good, getting ready to go out.”

      “On a date?” My dad sounds surprised. I haven’t told him about Donovan yet, but it’s probably about time. I feel comfortable enough sharing this information with my dad knowing Donovan and I have grown a little more serious in our relationship.

      We have our off moments, but for the most part, we are pretty seamless together.

      “Yeah, I have a date.”

      “Really?” He drags out the word, letting me know he’s curious and wants more information.

      “Yes, Dad, I have a date. And before you start asking a ton of questions, I’ll just tell you right now. He’s a restaurateur, he’s handsome, likes hockey, and treats me well.”

      “What kind of cologne does he wear?”

      I’m applying mascara when I stop and laugh. “What? What does that have anything to do with him as a person?”

      “You can learn a lot about a person through the type of perfume or cologne they wear. Is it woodsy or more on the minty side?”

      “Uh, I don’t know. He smells like a man.” I have no idea how to describe men’s cologne. There is a signature scent when it comes to a man and trying to describe that is impossible. Just smells like man.

      “Ah, smells like a man. That is like opening up a textbook to his soul.”

      I pause. “Are you drunk, Dad?”

      The sweet sound of his laughter booms through the phone, reminding me of all the days I spent by his side, sharing some of the best memories with him, just the two of us. “No, but it’s a hell of a lot of fun messing around with you. All I need from you is a full name, address, phone number, and a picture so I can find out more about him. Can’t have this guy hurting my little girl’s heart.”

      “Don’t worry, Dad, he won’t.” There is nothing to worry about. My heart simply beats to keep me alive these days.

      “He better not, as he’s lucky to have you on his arm.” And for some reason, I can’t agree with my dad. I know I’m dating up with Donovan. He’s handsome, rich, and smooth. I’m a wannabe next to him, posing as someone I’ve always wanted to be . . . trying to be on the right side of perfect.

      I briefly shut my eyes, letting that realization soak in. I’m trying to be on the right side again, especially when it comes to Donovan. It’s why I’m carefully brushing mascara over my eyelashes after spending an hour styling my hair, making sure it’s sexy curly with plenty of volume, defined waves, and straight ends. But he appreciates the effort. He basically demands the effort. I don’t mind putting in the time to look nice for him, just the way he likes me.

      “You’re sweet, Dad, but is there a reason why you were calling?”

      “Can’t a dad just catch up with his daughter?”

      “Yes, but I also have to take off soon.”

      “Fine, fine, fine,” he grumbles, the deep set of his voice like a warm blanket comforting me. “I wanted to call and see when you planned on visiting me. I will pay for the ticket, so just book it. I need to see my girl. It’s been too long.”

      “I knew that’s why you were calling.” And thank God he did. I need to see my girl. I doubt he has any idea how much I’ve needed to hear those words. Somehow I don’t feel so . . . alone, knowing my dad still treasures me. His love is probably what has sustained me all these years . . .

      “Well, how about next weekend? Can you take four days off? Come see your old man, your friends? I ran into Rory the other day, and she’s wondering when you were going to visit as well.”

      Damn it, Rory. I have no doubt in my mind she was a big influencer on this entire visit idea. Probably egging my dad on to encourage me to come out. I miss her too, though. Terribly. And right now, with all these mixed feelings roaring inside me, I feel like I need her now more than ever.

      I can get the time off. Maybe this is just what I need. A little breather from all the turmoil swirling around me.

      “Next weekend? I think I can make that happen.”

      “Really?” The excitement in my dad’s voice is endearing.

      “Yeah. I’ll look at flights tomorrow and text you.”

      “Sounds great. I can’t wait to see you. Your mom will be thrilled too.”

      And just like that, my excitement dims from the thought of having to see my mom. She’s such a bloodsucker, taking all the fun out of everything, reminding me how she never approves of anything I ever do. Everything I am. I may be older now, but she can still cut me straight to the core. She has that way about her, backhanded compliments now. She’s not as forceful with her words like she was when I was younger. Now she’ll say stupid shit like, “That’s a nice shirt, but why would you choose that color?”

      Infuriating shit that makes you want to scream.

      Maybe she won’t be around. Maybe she’ll be visiting my grandparents in Estes Park.

      “You sure Mom is going to be around?” I ask. “Maybe she has to visit Grandma and Grandpa.”

      “Ryan,” my dad drags out. “Your mom—”

      “Is mean and vindictive, and please, for the love of God, tell her to visit her parents.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      Groaning. I grab my phone and go to my tiny closet where I dig around for a pair of black heels. “I know you can’t, but I wish you would.”

      “It will be fine, I promise.”

      He says that now . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      I sit in my rental car, my hands shaking, my palms sweating, my heart still racing a mile a minute, even after an hour of debrief and reassurance from Bent that everything is okay.

      But that was close.

      Too fucking close.

      I knew taking on this job wouldn’t be easy, that there was a chance every time I stepped into the cockpit that something could go wrong, but it’s mostly a distant thought in the back of your head, something you never truly think will happen until you’re in the air and you see one of your best friends almost fly into a fucking mountain.

      He was able to pull up at the last minute, barely turning out of a heavy downdraft from the strong mountain waves pushing through our mission today.

      I’ve never felt anything like it, the sheer force of the wind manipulating our heavy pieces of machinery. It’s why we’re here—to be able to train in such conditions—but holy fuck was that scary.

      I can still hear his voice in the com, telling me he couldn’t pull up, that the downdraft was too strong. I could hear the fucking beeping, the siren signaling that Bent was headed right for the fucking rocks . . . until at the last minute he was able to narrowly escape without a scratch. He seemed confident and unshaken after we touched ground, but hell if I’m not taking the brunt of his incident on my shoulders.

      I drag my hand down my face, shaky and emotional. Too fucking emotional. Bent has been flying a few years more than I have, so he’s been through something like this before, where you can’t do anything but hope and pray because nature and physics have taken over. But for me, this was my first time. Fuck. So fucking shaken.

      From my pocket, I pull out my phone and dial Sage.

      I rest my head against the seat, eyes closed, listening carefully to the ring, trying to ease the pain in my chest. After the fifth ring when she doesn’t pick up and it goes to voicemail, I debate calling her again, when I realize she’s probably with a patient since it’s only three o-clock.

      So I dial the next number I know will pick up.

      Her voice filters through after the second ring.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      My throat is tight, the words strangled as they try to make it out. “Hey.”

      It’s all I can say, all I can slip past my repressed voice box, as the weight of losing Bent settles over me.

      “Colby? Is everything okay?”

      I shake my head, even though she can’t see me.

      Breathe, just fucking breathe.

      “Colby, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”

      Taking a few more calming breaths, I finally say, “Bad day in the sky. Almost lost Bent.”

      There, I said it. I got it out just before a wave of fear encompasses me, sending me into a downward spiral of unease and distress.

      “Oh my God, is he okay?”

      “Yeah,” I breathe out, hand to forehead, trying to compose myself. “He’s good.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “No.”

      “Oh Colby, I’m so sorry. I can totally see why that would shake you, almost losing a friend. God, that must have been . . . there’s no word for it, is there?”

      My body starts to relax, my ability to speak coming back. She gets me. “I’m just . . . I just . . . fuck, for a brief moment, I thought he was gone.” I thought I’d lost another person close to me. “The wind was too strong coming off the mountains, it took control of his plane . . . I can see it so vividly, his jet heading straight for the rocks.”

      “Colby . . .” Her voice is soft, concerned. “I can’t even imagine. That must have been so terrifying.”

      “Going into this profession, I knew the risks, I knew what came with flying at Mach speeds in all different conditions, but when you’re in the cockpit, you feel fearless, like nothing can ever touch you. Invincible.” I squeeze my brows together with my hand. “But today was a good reminder we aren’t invincible, that every time we fly, something could happen to us.”

      Ryan is silent, and I’m almost convinced I lost her when she says, “I never thought about it like that. That something could actually happen to you. In my head, you’re flying and training and everything is fine.”

      “We are, but accidents happen in training. Anything could happen.”

      “I know I should be consoling you, but hell if I’m not scared now. Are you scared to fly?”

      “No, I’ve never felt fear when flying. I think the fear sets in with the idea that despite our training and practice, sometimes things are out of our hands. The fear of the unknown. I think is what’s shaking me right now.”

      “The unknown . . . If you think about it too much, it will eat you alive, believe me, I’ve been there before. You can’t let the unknown get to you, because it will become crippling.”

      She’s right. I’ve heard many stories about fighter pilots who’ve given up their wings because the pressure became too strong; the fear overtook them. When you’re in the air, in that cockpit, you can’t think of the outside factors in your life, the people you love. You have to focus on the mission and the mission alone.

      Feeling more calm, I say, “Thank you for picking up.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just grateful.” I take a deep breath. “Fuck, I normally would have made this call to Gramps, and he would have told me to get my head out of my ass and fly.” We both chuckle. “When it came to flying, he never sugarcoated things.”

      “I wish I met him. I’m jealous I never did.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, thinking about the man who practically raised me, the one who was there for me when everything else in my world was crumbling around me. He was the one who got me into planes, and the one who encouraged me to chase my dreams. I’m where I am today because of his love and encouragement.

      “He would have fucking liked you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I chuckle. “A spitfire always pushing my buttons? He would have liked you a lot.”

      And then it hits me: would he have liked Sage?

      I think so. She’s quiet, loves planes, and knows how to make one hell of a cookie. Gramps would have appreciated that.

      But would he have thought she was good for me? Deep down, I think he would have questioned my choice, but in the end, I want to believe he would have been happy for me.

      The question I have for myself though is why would he have questioned my relationship with Sage?

      “I don’t always push your buttons,” Ryan answers, pulling me from my thoughts. “Just when you’re being a grump. It’s more fun that way.”

      “Yeah, more fun for everyone,” I answer, sarcastically.

      “Exactly.” She laughs and then asks, “Are you feeling a little better?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. I’m glad. What are you going to do now?”

      “Go to Crave, grab a giant-ass burger, and eat my feelings. What about you?”

      I can sense the roll in her eyes when she says, “Eat your feelings. You’re ridiculous. I have work tonight, and then Donovan and I are going out after.”

      “Don. How is the old fart?” I turn the car on and put the phone on speaker.

      “Oh my God.” She laughs. “Did I tell you what happened when I jokingly called him Don in front of his friends the other day?”

      “No. What happened?”

      For the record, I don’t like the guy. Not only is he all wrong for Ryan, but it sounds like he has no sense of humor either. Fucking stiff suit with his head up his ass. I desperately wish Ryan would break up with him and go back to looking for the right guy instead of the wrong, but to hell if I’m going to tell her that. Something felt very wrong in my life when Ryan took herself out of it. I’d been an asshole, sure, but there is no way I’d risk that sort of loss again. It was . . . crippling.

      “I was drunk, of course. He was showing off in front of his friends playing poker and when he won, I clapped him on the back and said, ‘Bravo, Don. Bravo.’”

      I snort.

      Straight-up snort.

      “Oh shit. What did he do?”

      “Turned bright red and gave me the eye. That night he told me what was acceptable to call him in public and what wasn’t. Because he was being a douche, I kept calling him Don for the rest of the night and the next morning.”

      “Sounds about right.” I laugh. “Fuck, I wish I’d been a fly on the wall to see his reaction when you were in rare form.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You know exactly what that means. You can get into these moods that are hilarious and irritating simultaneously. When it’s not directed at me, it’s fucking fun to witness.”

      “How dare you imply I’m a loose cannon.”

      “You are, but it’s why I love you.” The moment the words fall from my lips, my eyes widen and my heart skips a beat. Shit. “Like a friend,” I awkwardly add quickly. “It’s why I love you like a friend.”

      She’s silent.

      I’m silent.

      My confession washes over us like a wet blanket, killing the banter and playful mood in an instant. Even though we are miles apart, the tension escalates, making it uncomfortable to stay on the phone.

      “Uh, I should probably get going,” she finally says, cracking the tense brick resting between us.

      Sounds about right after what I said, but . . .

      Don’t go.

      Sorry I made things weird.

      I don’t know why I said that.

      All things I should have said, instead of, “Yeah, me too.”

      “Sorry about Bent, but I’m glad he’s okay.”

      “Thanks for talking me through it.”

      “Any time, Colby.” The way she says my name—the ways it rolls off her tongue with such ease—comforts me, reminds me of the many reasons I keep this woman close. She’s like my right arm. A necessity in my life. She’s why I can breathe with ease right now. And that is one of the reasons I love her.

      As a friend.

      My very necessary and one-of-a-kind friend.

      “Bye, Ryan.”

      “Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey you.”

      “Hey,” Sage says, smiling at the phone. “Is this a good time to FaceTime?”

      Dinner already downed, there’s cold water next to me on a nightstand, and my book next to me in bed. This is the perfect time.

      “Yeah, not doing anything. How was your day?” I prop my head in my hand and lean back on my pillow, getting comfortable. Sage is sitting at the dining room table of her house, eating what looks to be a bowl of pasta and red sauce, hair braided, and face freshly washed.

      “It was good. I fitted a little girl for her first pair of glasses today and she was super excited. She picked bright pink with a leopard print on the inside. I could never pull it off, but she was sassy and owned it.”

      “That’s a bold set of glasses.” And my mind immediately flashes to Ryan, who I could see wearing them with her trademark sass.

      Sage takes a small bite of her pasta. “It was.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Rowdy asks, coming into the dining area. He bends at the waist and squats next to Sage, arm draped over the back of her chair for balance. “Are you naked?” he asks the minute he sees me.

      I roll my eyes. “No.”

      “Looks like it. I can almost see your nipples.” Sage giggles, and it’s cute. Rowdy elbows her. “Right, if he lowers the phone just a little we’d get a good show. Come on, Daddy, show us the good stuff.”

      “Don’t fucking call me Daddy.”

      “Oh, only Sage is allowed to call you that?” He turns toward her. “I thought you said I could call him that too.”

      Sage’s eyes widen. “I never said I call him Daddy.”

      Ignoring her, Rowdy comes back to me. “She went on and on the other night about how she calls you Daddy while you two get it on.”

      “I did not.” She swats Rowdy, who laughs. “I really didn’t tell him that.” She looks concerned as she talks to me, as if I would get mad.

      “Ah, don’t’ be so serious.” Rowdy nudges her. “Remember what I told you; don’t get your titties in a twist. Relax.”

      “They’re not in a twist. They’re perfectly straight.” She takes a bite of her pasta and turns back to me. “My boobs are straight, right, Colby?”

      Her boobs are nice . . . although I haven’t seen them in a long time. Boobs I would love to see while having phone sex, but I don’t think she’s that kind of girl, and I’m too damn nervous to ask her. I don’t want her to judge me, but fuck, wouldn’t it be great to watch her come on FaceTime?

      “Completely straight,” I answer, swallowing hard. Changing the subject, I ask, “What are you eating?”

      “Rotini with meat sauce. I added some parmesan on the top.”

      “Nice.” I nod my head.

      “What about you?”

      “Uh, some chicken thing with veggies. It was all right.”

      “Sounds lovely.”

      We stare at each other, my mind racing to say something, anything else. Her day was nice. We covered that. She fitted a girl with glasses. I thought of Ryan. We talked about dinner. Uhh . . .

      “Holy shit, this conversation is riveting. I’m going to get out of here before things get too heated for me.” Rowdy gives me a two-finger salute as he stands. “Peace out, bro.”

      He takes off, and I’m left alone with Sage who also seems to be trying to think of something to say.

      “So . . . there was a dog on base today.” I inwardly roll my eyes. That’s so fucking lame.

      “Oh yeah. That’s cool.” She bites her bottom lip, raking her teeth over it. “I saw a dog today too.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      I let out a long breath and take a look at the time. Nine o’clock. “Hey, it’s getting late. I have an early morning tomorrow. I should get going.”

      She nods. “Okay, yeah. I’m going to finish up dinner and maybe watch some TV with Rowdy. He has me watching American Ninja Warrior.”

      “Nice.” Is it weird that I don’t care that she seems to be spending so much time with Rowdy? Shouldn’t I care? “Have fun.”

      “Thanks. Sleep well.” She waves and then hangs up.

      Turning toward my nightstand, I plug my phone into the charger and turn off the light, my mind analyzing the conversation I just had with my fiancée.

      Not my friend. Not my girlfriend, but with my fiancée.

      It was uncomfortable. It shouldn’t be that difficult, especially when we’re supposed to be in the “honeymoon” phase of our relationship. When we’re supposed to be head over heels for each other.

      Did something change?

      Are we not the same couple I thought we were a few months ago? Were we ever really the couple I thought we were in my head?

      God, it makes me think of the words I said just before I left for the Springs. “Maybe if you spent a little less time planning the damn wedding and trying to get to know me, you would know. It’s like we’re not even a couple anymore, Sage.”

      We’d never really returned to that conversation, never cleared the air. Did I conjure up a fantasy of what I thought we possibly had?

      I have no fucking clue, but there is one thing I am certain about.

      I talked to my fiancée on the phone today and when we hung up, neither of us said I love you.
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      “Dad, you’re spoiling me.”

      “It’s not every day I get to see my little girl, so yeah, I’m going to spoil you when you come home.”

      “You know Stryder is going to freak out, right?”

      “Well, it’s the least I can do since you’re going to be staying with them. Are you sure I can’t change your mind?”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      Sitting in the parking lot of Amy’s Donuts, Stryder’s favorite place in Colorado Springs and my dad’s go-to donut shop, he turns toward me with a dozen donuts between us and says, “Your mom isn’t a bad person.”

      I shake my head. “Dad, I don’t want to get into this right now.”

      “Ryan, I need you to understand.” He uses his stern voice—so he’s going to talk about this and there is nothing I can do about it. “She is a good person. Does she have her moments? Yes, but genuinely she just wants what’s best for you.”

      “Okay,” I answer, looking out the window. He can talk all he wants, but it’s never going to change anything. No matter what, my mom will always have something negative to say about me, and I’ll always take it to heart instead of brushing it off. Some comments I can wash away after a day or so, but other comments, they stick with me, burying deep within my soul and making an everlasting imprint.

      “Is that all you’re going to say?”

      Exhausted, I say, “Dad, I really don’t want to get into this right now. I had a nice evening with you, catching up, we got donuts, and I think we should go to Rory and Stryder’s house and call it a night on a positive note.”

      With agitation seeping into his features, he turns on the car and looks forward. “Can I ask you something, and you need to be honest with me?”

      “Okay,” I drag out, feeling nervous.

      “Was your mom ever abusive toward you?”

      “Why are you asking that? You just told me she was a good person.”

      “Because she’s a good person to me, always has been, but there is always a tension between the two of you I’ve never understood. I never got. I’m trying to figure it out, and from the reaction you have whenever she’s around—the flinching and the cowardly way you duck around her—unlike the Ryan I know, I’m wondering what it is that makes you dislike your mother so much.”

      I turn toward him, head cocked to the side, confused. “Dad, were you really that blind when I was growing up? Were you really consumed with work so much you never saw the way she treated me or heard the things she said?”

      “Help me understand.” He looks baffled. I have no idea how he missed this.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “She might not have physically abused me, but she sure as hell mentally and emotionally abused me. I was never good enough for her, and I know I never will be. Too fat, too ugly, not wearing the right clothes, my hair’s a mess, my teeth are crooked. It was always something. I was never the perfect Barbie doll daughter she wanted.”

      “You were perfect. You are perfect.”

      “To you, Dad. I was perfect to you, but not even close to perfect to her.”

      He’s silent, staring out the window, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. I take a moment to take him in: the salt and pepper of his hair, the set of wrinkles around his worn eyes, the small hairs on his earlobe. He’s aged, and not just in the last few months since I’ve been gone, but over the years. It seems like today is the day I’m recognizing it, because instead of the fun, happy-go-lucky man who thinks I’m an angel on earth, he looks tarnished and weathered, like he’s harboring guilt.

      “I should have been there for you more,” he whispers. “I was trying to give you a life where you didn’t have to worry about things like buying your own car and having to pay for college. I was trying to give you the kind of life you deserved, but in the process, I let things slip. I didn’t catch the jabs and the hurtful things your mother said.” He shakes his head. “So in the end, instead of giving you the childhood you deserved, you lived in a nightmare.”

      A gut-wrenching pain takes over as I watch my dad break down in front of me, head bent, shoulders shaking, tears falling from his soulful eyes, the same eyes we share.

      “Dad, it wasn’t a nightmare,” I lie, wanting to make him feel better, wanting to show him it’s not all his fault.

      “Don’t lie to me. I see the woman you are today, insecure and unsure of your decisions. That’s not because I gave you a stable environment to grow up in. I left you to suffer the wrath of your mother.” He shakes his head. “This has been a long time coming, and even though I think she can be a good person, I know deep in my bones, she’s not the person I married. She changed along the way, and she took her anger out on you.”

      “What are you saying?”

      He starts the car and puts it into reverse. “What I’m saying is I’m going to have a long conversation with your mother when I get home.”

      “Does she know I’m in town?”

      He nods and pulls out onto the road. “She does.” I don’t want to ask this question, as I don’t think I’m strong enough for the answer. But equally, I need the truth.

      “Does she want to see me?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      She didn’t say.

      Fucking. Awesome.

      I look out the window and watch cars pass us by. A sinking feeling hits me square in the chest. I shouldn’t care—I know I shouldn’t—and yet, knowing my mom didn’t even say she if wanted to see me crushes me. What mother doesn’t jump for joy when their child comes home? I don’t get her, and I don’t think I ever will. I guess I truly know where I stand now with her.

      I wipe the stray tear cascading down my cheek. My mother doesn’t give a fuck about me. Never has. Never will. My best friend is married and pregnant, therefore moving farther and farther away from me in life. My other best friend loves me like a friend, and is moving on with his life with his future wife and career. My dad is disappointed in himself, because he feels he failed me. Which he so didn’t. Fuck, he didn’t.

      I’m desperately trying to cling to the good things in my life right now, and I know when I’m not suffocating under a fog of despair and defeat, there are many great things. So, attempting to swallow my melancholy, I take a deep breath and thank the man who has given more than I deserved in life. Unconditional love.

      “Thank you for dinner and donuts, Dad. I really had a great time.”

      “So did I, boo bear. So did I.”
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        * * *

      

      It feels weird that Rory and Stryder don’t live in their small apartment in Manitou Springs anymore but actually own a real-life house. And it’s also weird that I’m staring at my friend who has a protruding pregnant belly, and a husband wrapped tightly around her, one hand on her stomach, the other holding a donut.

      She’s so grown-up and I’m . . . I’m dating Don-the-douche who had a temper tantrum when I told him I’d be gone for a few days. And of course, he hasn’t texted me since.

      I’m so not in the same place as Rory, and hell, it makes me feel like I’m doing nothing with my life.

      “These are amazing. Babe, take a bite.” Stryder holds the donut in front of Rory who gladly takes a bite and leans into him.

      “Ugh, so good. This might have to go on the rotation of what we get. Who knew the cherry lemon was so damn good?”

      “This is heaven.” Stryder takes another huge bite. The man is obsessed with Amy’s Donuts, which I know from Rory has to do with something about his childhood. When he saw the box, his entire face lit up, and it was cute.

      “It’s the least I could do since you guys are letting me stay here.”

      “It was no problem at all. We were so excited you asked us. You’re our first overnight guest. I made up the guest room, and I’m making waffles in the morning.”

      My lip curls, a crease in my brow. “Waffles? When did you start cheating on our pancake addiction with waffles?”

      “Ever since I had a craving and bought a waffle maker. It’s been waffle weekends for the past few months.”

      “Thank God we get the protein-packed waffles.” Stryder pats his flat stomach. Pretty sure the guy doesn’t absorb one calorie from anything he eats. “Which reminds me, Colby is coming over for breakfast tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh, how—”

      “What?” I ask, cutting my friend off in sheer panic.

      They both turn their attention toward me, confusion written over both their faces.

      “Uh . . . Colby is coming over for breakfast,” Stryder says. “Is that a problem?”

      “Yes, I mean no,” I shake my head. “I mean . . .”

      Shit.

      Rory and Stryder exchange looks before turning back to me. “Care to explain what’s going on?”

      I bury my head in my hands. “Not really, no.”

      “Ryan.” Rory uses that tone that tells me not to fuck around with her. And pregnant Rory is scary—more harsh around the edges and not so patient. I think it’s the constant pressure on her bladder that’s starting to get to her.

      “I really don’t want to talk about it.” I clap my hands and say, “How about we all brush our teeth and go to bed? Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      They both shake their heads. Stryder says, “No, I really want to hear why you’re being weird about Colby. Did he say something stupid? You know he’s not great with words.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. “No, he’s fine. He didn’t say anything. He’s . . . my friend. I’m just tired. Hard day.”

      Another exchange of glances. Their ability to communicate from only a look as a married couple is powerful and annoying.

      “If he’s your friend, why do you seem so shell-shocked, Ryan? This isn’t like you. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Rory has known me for a long-ass time, and I know—I know—she’s going to put this together, and I’m barely breathing waiting for her.

      “You like Colby.”

      And there it is. Rory’s power of deduction knows no bounds.

      I shake my head, feeling the defeat in my shoulders as I sag into my seat, hand cupping my forehead. “No, I don’t like Colby . . . I love him.”

      Cue the silence.

      And the gasp.

      And then the squeal followed by clapping. “Oh my God. You love Colby? This is so great. I can’t believe it, but then I can. Gah, I kind of want to think this is all because of me, but I won’t take all the credit, I’ll give some—”

      “Rory.” Stryder places his hand on her shoulder and leans forward. “Are you forgetting the fact that Colby is engaged?”

      Her mouth falls open, words nowhere to be found as she remembers the one thing that has been tearing me apart every damn day since he proposed. He’s getting married. And there is nothing I can or will do about it.

      “Oh shit, I completely forgot.” Another gasp as Rory whips her head toward me. “And you’re the maid of honor.” I slowly nod. “Holy shit, you’ve been helping her plan this entire wedding while you’re in love with the groom. That’s like a Lifetime movie.” No. Not even close. It’s a nightmare.

      “A screwed-up one.”

      “Does he know?”

      “Of course not,” I practically screech. “And if either of you two tell him, you’re dead to me. I don’t want anything messing with his feelings for Sage. She’s such a sweet and caring woman, perfect for him. I don’t want anything screwing that up.”

      “Ryan, don’t you think he deserves to know?”

      “No. Absolutely not. He doesn’t feel the same way about me. He’s happy with Sage, and there is no point for him to be aware of my feelings. It wouldn’t be fair to him or Sage.”

      “And what’s fair to you?” Rory asks, her hand coming to mine. My mother told me many years ago what was fair for me. You can’t look like that your whole life . . . no one will ever want to date you.

      “Nothing. Nothing is fair in life, and I’m okay with that. Rory, I will not be the girl who broke up a wedding.”

      “And what about the girl who gets the guy? Are you ever going to be her?” In a word? No.

      Why is she pushing this so hard? How can she not know how much her suggestion to intrude on Colby’s joy is hurting me? Trying not to raise my voice—she is pregnant and delusional—I say, “Rory. Stop. You’re not really suggesting I tell Colby I love him in the hopes that he throws away his engagement to someone as sweet as Sage for someone like me, are you?”

      “Someone like you? What is that supposed to mean?” Oh dear. Angry Rory has arrived. Stryder is wisely silent. He knows Rory well now and knows not to intervene. Yet.

      I give her a get real look. “Come on, I’m not stupid. Compare me with Sage. I’m the devil to her angel. We both have blonde hair but where hers is pure innocence, mine is pure sin. We are polar opposites, and Colby floats toward women like Sage.” I pause and look away. “Her kind heart reminds me of yours. I can see why he’s marrying her.”

      Struggling slightly, Rory stands to her feet and walks to my side of the couch where she sits and lifts my chin so I’m forced to look her in the eyes.

      I connect with my best friend, the girl who’s been through everything with me. We’ve held each other’s hands through some of the toughest times, and when we weren’t protecting one another, we were laughing and sharing our deepest secrets, cheering for each others successes, and eating pancakes together during our fails. I love her. I have missed this so much. Missed her.

      The familiarity of having her in front of me, next to me—consoling me—creates a wave of emotion. My eyes begin to water. I don’t want to cry, but I can’t keep my broken heart in one piece any longer. I just feel so alone.

      Holding me firmly, she says, “You have a kind heart, Ryan. Do not put yourself down like that. The woman sitting before me is so much more than you believe. You have a heart of gold and a vivacious soul that is addicting to be around.”

      “Then why . . .” A sob rips through my throat. God, this is so embarrassing. Stryder—amazing man that he is—doesn’t leave, but instead, sits on the other side of me, placing his hand on my back where he gently rubs it back and forth.

      “Why what?” Rory gently asks with her soothing tone.

      “W-why doesn’t anyone love me?” Another sob rips through me as I bring my hands to my face and let the tears fall. The sorrow I’ve been building up—for what seems like decades—pours out of me. “I can’t find anyone who wants to stick around long enough. My own mother doesn’t love me; she doesn’t even care enough to see me while I’m here.” Letting it all out, I continue, “I found this incredible man, someone who truly cares about me. But not only is he taken, about to get married, when he had the chance, he told me he loves me as a friend. Do you know what kind of a blow that was? I know he’s engaged”—I hiccup—“and he’s not mine, but hearing him finalize the fact that we’re friends and only friends, it was a gut punch I wasn’t ready for.”

      “But he doesn’t know how you feel.”

      “Exactly. Because he thinks of us as friends.” I bite the side of my cheek. Should I tell them? They don’t know about the night after their wedding, at least I don’t think they do. It doesn’t seem like something Colby would tell them. “There’s more.” I swallow hard.

      “What do you mean?”

      I twist my hands in my lap, feeling both their eyes fixed on me, waiting for my next words. If I was going to tell anyone, besides Leah who really is not part of the equation, it would be these two. If anything they know us the best.

      “The night after your wedding, Colby and I hung out. One thing led to another—”

      “I told you.” Rory points at Stryder who groans. “I told you they totally did it.”

      “What?” I ask.

      Irritated, Stryder says, “She thought she saw you guys go to Colby’s hotel room together after the wedding.” Thank God she never asked me before now. How mortifying would it be if she’d known he’d slept with me and then got engaged to another woman. God, even thinking it makes me feel like I’m going to vomit . . .

      “We did, but we didn’t do anything that night. We were too drunk to even think of it. But the next day we spent together, hanging out and joking, which led to a night together.”

      “And how did you leave things?”

      “As friends. He was going back to Vegas, at the time I was still in Colorado Springs, but I can’t get that time together out of my head. It’s clouded my brain and the worst part is, we had sex but never kissed.”

      “You never kissed?”

      I shake my head. “No. And now I watch him with Sage, the way he so delicately lifts her jaw to his mouth, the smooth way his mouth glides across hers. Fuck, I’m so in love with this man, that all I want is to feel his lips on mine, just once.” Turning toward Stryder, I decide to ask him something that has been burning in my mind since my epiphany. In fact, it’s made me respect him even more. “Is this how you felt when you couldn’t have Rory?”

      Slowly he nods, eyes on his wife. “It was fucking torture. Knowing that the person you feel the most connected to, the person you know deep down in your soul you’re supposed to be with is with someone else and there is nothing you can do about it. It’s like living in hell every damn day of your life with a three-hundred-pound man sitting on your chest making it impossible to breathe when they’re around.” Yep. He gets me.

      He couldn’t have painted a more true picture. The inability to breathe when he’s around, when I see him with her, when he smiles in my direction because of something I said. It’s devastating not being able to leap into his arms, take his head in my hands and finally feel what it’s like to fully connect with this man.

      “And what did you do?”

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head. “I did fucking nothing, and I still thank my lucky stars that the woman sitting across from me right now is my wife.”

      I lean back on the couch and close my eyes. What Stryder is saying is unfortunately true. There is nothing I can do. Absolutely fucking nothing.

      “Love is pain,” I mutter, letting a new wave of tears wash down my face.

      “It’s not over,” Rory says, the ever optimistic.

      “It’s over, Rory. He’s getting married. There is nothing more final than that.”
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      A small bungalow in the heart of old Colorado City. Teal planters hang from the windows, empty because of the winter months approaching. A red-brick pathway leads to a yellow front door on a cream adobe-style house. Quaint and charming, exactly what I pictured for Rory.

      And the welcome mat with their faces on it at the front door . . . I snort.

      Not what I pictured for Stryder, but fuck is it good to see him settled down . . . and domesticated with his face on a welcome mat.

      I knock on the wooden door and shift in place, gripping a giant bouquet of flowers and a jug of orange juice, because I honestly didn’t know what else to bring.

      The door unlocks and Stryder appears on the other side, looking like the happiest motherfucker I’ve ever seen. The smile that stretches across his face matches the one he had when he slipped a ring on Rory’s finger.

      It makes me so happy seeing him like this. I’ve seen him at the worst, the struggle he endured, and the pain he suffered for years, but now, he’s truly happy. There is no denying it as I look at the crinkle of his eyes or the fucking jolly look on his face.

      “Colby, come here, man.” Stryder pulls me into a hug and pats me on the back. We embrace for a second before he moves to the side and Rory comes into view, a beautiful round belly pulling at her shirt and a genuine smile on her face.

      “You look amazing,” I say, bringing her into a hug.

      Many years ago, seeing her pregnant with another man’s baby might have thrown me off the deep end, turning me into a jealous asshole, but none of those feelings surface. Instead, I’m truly content for the both of them.

      “How long do you have left?”

      “A month. We decided to wait to find out the sex, so don’t even ask.”

      Stryder shuts the door behind me. “She decided that. I’ve tried bribing the nurses and doctors, but she has them on lockdown.”

      She jabs Stryder. “No cheating. We will find out the sex when the little dumpling is ready to join us.”

      “Sure, babe, whatever you say.” Stryder rolls his eyes playfully. “I’m going to check on the waffles. Make yourself at home, dude.”

      The smell of waffles filters through the living room that is full of bright colors, cozy and comfy, just like Rory’s studio apartment. There are some familiar decorations I remember and some new things. Pictures of their wedding scatter the wall as well as pictures of Stryder, Rory, and Rory’s brother Bryan at the training facility they own.

      It’s perfect.

      “Here.” I hand Rory the flowers. “These are for you.”

      “Thank you. You’re too sweet.” She sniffs them and then looks at me, a smirk on her face. “Never thought you would be giving me flowers again.”

      Laughing, I pat her on the shoulder and say, “Too soon, Rory. Too soon.”

      “Even after all these years?” she questions, walking toward the kitchen.

      “I’m a sensitive soul.” I’m only teasing, and I’m about to throw in a little fake cry when I stop dead in my walk to the kitchen, orange juice in hand. Ryan steps into view, wearing a pair of leggings, and a loose gray sweater that hangs off her shoulder. Her hair is tied into a bun on the top of her head and her eyes are coated heavily in mascara making her eyes shine brilliantly bright. My heart jumps in my chest as excitement and confusion hit me at the same time.

      Holy shit, she’s here.

      Relief.

      Not even thinking about it, I walk up to her and pull her into a giant hug, burying my head into her hair, my arms wrapped tightly around her shoulders. “What the hell are you doing here?” I ask, soaking in her familiar scent. God, I’ve missed her.

      When I pull away, she quickly glances at Stryder and Rory before taking a step back and smoothing down her sweater. “Uh, my dad flew me out here to visit. Just here for a few days.”

      “And you weren’t going to tell me?” I feel a pang of hurt hit me square in the chest.

      “I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “Bother me?” My brow pulls tougher. “Are you kidding me? You know I would always make time for you.” I bring her into my chest again and place a kiss on the top of her head before turning toward Stryder and Rory. “And you fuckers didn’t tell me either. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      For some reason, the tension in the room grows as Rory, Ryan and Stryder all look between each other. What the hell is going on?

      “Uh, care to share what you three are communicating between each other?”

      “What? We’re not communicating anything.” Rory turns around and starts tending to the flowers.

      “Waffles are almost ready,” Stryder says, holding up a spatula before turning back around again.

      Shifting next to me, Ryan slips from under my grasp and takes the jug of orange juice from me. “I’ll put this in the fridge for you.”

      All three of them busy themselves, avoiding my question, sharing covert looks with one another.

      I cross my arms over my chest, fed up with the secrecy. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing.”

      “I’m breaking up with Donovan.”

      Now all eyes are focused on Ryan, who is nervously shifting in place, head tilted down.

      She’s breaking up with Donovan. I know I should ask her if she’s okay and empathize with her, but fuck if I don’t want to jump off the wall right now and do a backflip out of pure joy.

      Thank fuck!

      Don-the-douche doesn’t deserve her, not even close, and I’m glad she’s finally realized that. I hold my tongue, though, knowing how sensitive she is about the subject.

      “You are?” I ask, swallowing my emotion.

      “Yeah, that’s why they’re being weird, because I just dropped the bomb on them before you got here, and they know how you feel about Donovan. Right, guys?”

      “Oh yeah. Kind of still in shock.” Rory sets the bouquet of flowers on the table.

      “Really surprised,” Stryder adds.

      Ignoring the weird reactions from Rory and Stryder, I turn to Ryan and ask, “When did you decide?”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “A while ago. And I also think I’m going to move back here.”

      My eyes shoot wide open and my heart drops to the floor. “What?” She’s leaving?

      Leaving me?

      “Yeah, what?” Rory asks, looking way too excited.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking, and I’m not sure Vegas is for me.”

      Like a hammer to my chest, the wind is knocked out of me, making it feel almost impossible to stand, my knees weak and my breath hitching in my chest. I take a seat at the table and steady myself.

      “What do you mean?”

      Taking a seat as well, she avoids eye contact with me and says, “The job is fun, but I’m not sure it’s what I want. I don’t like the hours, and I’m not sure it will get me where I want to be.”

      “Have you looked for something else?”

      She shakes her head. “Not really, no. I think I need a change.”

      A change? Why do I feel like this is a direct dig at me? I might be taking this too personally, but hell, she didn’t tell me she was here, and now she’s moving away? I barely survived when she wasn’t talking to me, what am I going to do when I can no longer call her and ask her out for a burrito lunch date, or have her come over for a barbecue? What about when I need someone to talk to or just hang out with? I have my boys, but Ryan is different. She makes me fucking happy, and I don’t want to lose that.

      “When are you planning on moving?” I ask, feeling my throat starting to close in on me.

      “Not sure.” She shrugs. “It’s just a thought for now but figured I’d let you all know.”

      “You can always stay with us for a bit if you need to,” Rory says, rubbing her belly. “Lord knows, we’ll need the help.” I’ve never wanted to yell at Rory more than I do now. What the hell is she thinking? No, Ryan can’t stay with them. Fuck, she needs to stay in Vegas.

      “Thanks,” Ryan says weakly and then takes a deep breath. “Okay, enough about me. Let’s talk about the baby. I can’t believe it’s a girl.”

      “What?” Stryder whips his head around, spatula in hand, just as the waffle iron beeps. “We’re having a girl?”

      “Are we?” Rory turns to Ryan who is now laughing, the worry on her face slightly masked by the humor in her joke, but I can see right through the bravado. Something isn’t right here.

      “Jesus Christ.” Stryder holds his chest. “I thought you knew and weren’t telling me.”

      “You really think I would find out and not tell you but tell Ryan?” Rory props her hand on her hip, anger spiraling out of her.

      “I don’t know what you two talk about. For all I know, you could already have names picked out between the two of you.”

      “Lilah and Jax, right, Rory?” Ryan jokingly eggs them on, causing Rory to roll her eyes.

      “I take back my statement from earlier. You are not allowed to stay here anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey.” I sit next to Ryan on the couch while Rory and Stryder clean up the breakfast mess. We both offered but they refused to let their guests clean. Instead, they shooed us off to the living room, which I prefer because I want some alone time with Ryan, without prying eyes.

      “Hey.” She rubs her hands over her thighs, keeping her gaze focused on the wall in front of us.

      “What are you doing today? Any plans?”

      “Not really, just hanging around here. I think my dad wanted to have dinner again.”

      Reaching out, I turn her head toward me, catching those beautiful blue eyes of hers, soulful and full of her multitude of expressions. “You’re hanging out with me. I have the day off and want to show you something.”

      “But what about Rory and Stryder?”

      “We’re good. We’re going to be putting together a crib,” Rory says as she pokes her head past the wall. Clearly we weren’t alone like I thought. “Go have fun with Colby. You guys haven’t hung out in a bit.”

      “Come on.” I stand and grab her hand, pulling her to her feet. “Put on some shoes and a jacket and let’s get out of here.”

      I can see her think about it, the wheels in her head turning, her apprehension, and . . . tentativeness.

      Where is that coming from? Ever since I’ve known her, she’s been bold and ready to take on the world, but right now, she’s so unsure it’s fucking with my head. Did I do something again? Did I piss her off and not know about it? She’s been such a fucking mystery to me the past few months; I don’t know how to handle her anymore. I’m hoping this day out will renew our friendship.

      “I’m not going to bite.” I nod toward the door. “It will be fun.”

      “Go on, Ryan,” Rory encourages her from the doorframe. “We’re good here. Go have some fun.” She winks and then goes back into the kitchen.

      Ryan twists her lips to the side, debating until she finally says, “Give me a second. I have to put some socks on.”

      Thank Christ.

      “Okay.”

      She takes off toward the back of the house, which gives me an opportunity to talk to Stryder and Rory privately for a second. Keeping my voice low, I force them to turn off the water to the sink. “Is everything okay with Ryan?”

      They look at each other and slowly nod. There is definitely something they know but they’re not telling me, and I don’t have enough time to squeeze it out of them, so I go with the one question I need answered. “Is she okay? She’s not in any kind of trouble, is she?”

      They both shake their heads. “No, she’s not in trouble.”

      “But there is something going on?”

      “That’s a secret recipe. Sorry, dude, you can’t have it,” Stryder awkwardly says making me believe Ryan is behind me.

      When I hear her voice my suspicions are confirmed. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Plastering a smile on my face, I turn around and put my arm around her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      I put the car in park and face Ryan who’s looking around, completely and utterly confused. If I were her, I’d be acting the same way.

      “Okay, slight concern. You brought me to a storage unit. Are you going to kill me and stuff me in one of these things?”

      Maybe I wouldn’t be acting the same way.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      She chuckles. “It’s just, you know, different.”

      “It is, but are you up for it?”

      She gives the empty lot of storage bins another glance. “I mean, I’m always up for anything, but if you kill me, please make sure I’m clothed, keep my dignity.”

      My eyes practically roll out of their sockets as I exit the car, Ryan falling closely behind.

      “You know that’s a legit concern of mine. Being found naked and dead somewhere. It’s bad enough I’m dead, but do I really have to be naked too?”

      On the ride over here, Ryan started to lighten up, her mood morphing as we talked about meaningless and stupid things like if we were astronauts, who we’d want to be? Ryan knew nothing about astronauts, but she pretended to and made up an entire story about a guy named John Armstrong. The combination of John Glenn and Neil Armstrong didn’t slip past me. I laughed, fucking hard, and it felt great. Just in the short drive to the storage units, I felt the tension and confusion leave my body. I was able to enjoy the moment, enjoy her company.

      “You realize when you die, they strip you down anyway?”

      “Yes, but that’s different. I wasn’t found naked. I don’t want some detective walking up to my body, pad in hand, pen poised to take notes and staring down at my flat nipples thinking, ‘Wow, wonder what they would have been like turned on.’”

      I’m in the middle of unlocking my storage unit when I face Ryan. “Do you really think that’s what detectives do? Stare at nipples wondering what they would look like turned on?”

      She holds her head high and nods. “Yup.”

      “You’re fucked in the head.”

      She pokes my side, the playful gesture making me chuckle. “And you choose to hang out with me.”

      The lock comes undone, and I bend at the waist to lift the roller door. “Because you keep things interesting, that’s for damn sure.”

      When the door is completely open, I reveal where I keep all the important things in my life, the things I collected over the years that belonged to my dad before he passed, things my grandpa owned before he passed, and the planes I grew up flying, planes I take out every once in a while to shed dust off their wings.

      Slowly, arms crossed over her chest, Ryan walks inside and takes in the labeled storage bins, the model airplanes hanging from the ceiling, and the old uniforms folded neatly to the side.

      “This is where you keep all your valuables, isn’t it?”

      I lean against the wall, letting her take everything in. It should feel weird having someone in my very personal space, seeing a part of me few know about it. Yet with Ryan, it feels . . . right. “Yup. Things that are precious to me, that I don’t want to move around with, I keep in here. When I retire from the Air Force and buy a home, I’ll unload this storage unit and give everything a proper place, but until then, I visit the unit every once in a while, fly the planes, and look through the memories of the two most important men of my life.”

      “Your dad and your grandpa.”

      “Yup.”

      She nods and turns her attention back to the boxes, reading the labels.

      Dad’s belongings.

      Gramps’s medals.

      Toy planes.

      Pictures.

      It’s all here. Everything that morphed me into the man I am today fits perfectly in this tiny storage unit.

      “What’s this?” Ryan asks, lifting a blanket to look underneath.

      I help her, removing the entire thing. “This is my first ever model airplane. My dad bought it for me. Up until he gave me this, I only had the little plastic models that I painstakingly put together, but this was my first ever remote-control airplane. It’s an Eaglet 50.”

      “Red and white. I like the colors.” Her fingers drag over the wingspan, her gentle touch and appreciation for the hard work it took to put together putting a smile on my soul. “So you’ve flown this?”

      I nod. “Many times. When my dad was still alive too, I flew it for him a couple times.” I run my hand over the wings as well. “There was a brief break where I couldn’t fly her, but now she’s up and running again.”

      “A brief break? Why?”

      Memories easily come back to life, one of the worst moments I’ve ever experienced flooding my mind. “My stepdad snapped the wings over his knee on my birthday. He was on a rampage and found my planes. Made it his mission to destroy everything I ever loved.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe he did that.”

      I press my thumb against the wing where the split happened. “I can believe it. I’m just surprised it took him that long to not only find my plane but break it.”

      “Wasn’t your birthday the day your dad died as well?” When I glance her way, she blushes. “Sorry, Rory shared a lot when you two were dating. I hope that’s okay.”

      Not caring, I shrug. “Makes it easier on me. I don’t have to tell you everything and relive it again.”

      “Are you over it all?” she asks, a tilt to her head and a hopeful look in her eyes.

      “Am I over what my stepdad did to me? The neglect from my mom?” I push my hand through my hair and let out a long breath of air, releasing the demons starting to build inside me again. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over it. What they did is a part of me, an imprint I can’t wash away, but what I can do is not let it dictate my life. I learned that a few years back. If I keep dwelling on the past, there is no way I can move forward into my future. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah, it makes a lot of sense.” She goes back to running her finger along my plane, deep in thought before saying, “Can we take the old girl for a spin?”

      I light up. “I was planning on it. It’s why I brought you here, actually.”

      “Yeah? To fly planes?”

      “Yup.” I take the plane to the back of the car where I pull out a little jug of gasoline. “Hey, in the box below the shelf, there’s a tool box and a remote control, want to grab those?”

      “Sure.” She bounces around, collecting the items and then follows me to the open parking lot, where I start checking the engine and filling the plane up with gas.

      She watches over me, handing me things when I ask, showing interest by asking questions about what I’m doing.

      It reminds me of when Gramps used to take me to the airfield to fly planes. Back then it was me asking question after question, wanting to know every little thing about flying. And just like Gramps, I take my time explaining things to her, watching how her mind starts to understand and she starts using the correct terms. And when she gets the terms correct, she fist-pumps the air, extremely excited that she’s talking the “lingo” with me. Her words, not mine.

      “Okay, are you ready?”

      She rubs her hands together. “I am so ready. Do I get to take her off?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “Because I’m not about to let someone who’s never flown an RC plane before take off, or land for that matter, so don’t even ask. Crashing this guy is not an option.”

      “Who says I’m going to crash it?”

      I point to my chest. “Me.”

      “Oh come on, give a girl a chance.”

      I shake my head. “Maybe when we’re back in Vegas and we’re flying a less important plane, like the one I just finished building.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that, Brooks.”

      Hell, I’ll let her crash any one of my planes in Vegas if that means I get to hang out with her more.

      I really think this was exactly what we needed—a refresher—something to remind her why we’re such good friends. The ease we have when it comes to conversation, the fun without really trying. And all the joking and teasing? Fuck, this feels good.

      Maybe this isn’t just what we needed, but what I needed. The last few weeks have been painful. Being away from home, away from Ryan, from Sage, dealing with Bent’s mood, living in a hotel room and with reassignment looming, it catches up to you. Every once in a while, you need to take a break from it all.

      This is my break.

      “What are you waiting for? Get that girl up in the sky. My grabby hands are getting excited.” She comes after me with her fingers, but I scoot away before she can reach me.

      “Okay, it’s going to be loud for a second, but once she’s up in the air, it’s going to be a lot of fun.”

      “I’m so freaking ready.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m ready for my own too.”

      I pull up to Ryan’s childhood home and take in the simple craftsman style two-story, evergreens in the front with a mix of rocks and boulders.  A mailbox in the shape of the house at the end of the driveway, their name on the side.

      It’s a beautiful home.

      A home you would think lived a picture-perfect family on the inside, but from what Ryan has mentioned before I know it’s not true, I’m not the only one with a shitty childhood. I peer into the windows and wonder what happened behind those walls?

      I bring my attention back to Ryan and say, “Maybe for Christmas I’ll get you your own plane. You can even pick the colors.”

      “Yeah? That would be exciting. I think I would go for a mosaic look, something unique and different.”

      “You can bet there won’t be another mosaic-covered plane out there.”

      “Always looking to be original, that’s me.” She leans against the side of the door and takes off her seatbelt. “Thank you for today. I had such a good time, Colby.”

      “Thanks for coming along and dealing with the nerdy side of me.”

      “It’s not nerdy. It’s cute.” She looks away and bites on her bottom lip. I can see she wants to say something, that there is a confession of some sort dancing across the tip of her tongue, wanting to be unleashed, but before I can ask her what it is, what she’s hiding from me, she says, “Well, I should get going. My dad hates eating late.”

      “Okay, yeah.” I pull on the back of my neck as she exits the car. I decide to do the same and walk to her side.

      When she shuts the door and turns toward me, she clutches her purse close to her side and shifts on her feet, pushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Are you really breaking up with Donovan?” I don’t know why I ask it, but I feel that in order to sleep better tonight, I need to know the answer. I need it confirmed.

      “Yes. I am. You were right, he’s not the guy for me.” Her lashes lift and her eyes fix on mine, blue and brilliant, and for a brief moment I have the urge to ask her who the guy for her really is. I’m tempted to figure out who this mystery man would be, the type of guy she’s looking for, but I hold back.

      “Go ahead and gloat.” She turns away, but I pull her back to me, clutching her small chin between my forefinger and thumb.

      Her mouth falls, her lip trembles, and her eyes widen as I take a step forward. “I don’t want to gloat, Ryan.” I take another step forward, invading her space. “I didn’t want to be right about Donovan. As a matter of fact, I wanted nothing more than to be proven wrong about him, but unfortunately for him, you are way out of his league.”

      She tries to shake her head but I hold her still. “You are.”

      She blinks rapidly, her eyes filling with tears. I feel this strong pull to comfort her, to not let her go, to keep her safe in my arms at all times.

      And that realization hits me hard.

      I stroke my thumb over her jawline, her head pressing into my touch. Closely, I observe the way her eyes flutter shut with each pass of my thumb, the way her neck moves when she swallows, and the slight part of her lips every time my thumb nears them.

      She’s beautiful—stunning—and even more so without all the makeup she’s wearing. She doesn’t need it. She has the kind of natural beauty that brings a man to his knees to beg for her attention.

      “Colby,” she whispers, pressing her hand against my chest. I lower my other hand to her hip, where I slowly caress the soft fabric of her jacket.

      The cool night casts a dark blanket over our heads, and tiny sparkles of stars, partially obstructed by the clouds, shine above us as the street lamps come on for the night. A cool breeze starts to drift in, and I feel something deep within me I haven’t felt in a really long time.

      I can’t pinpoint what it is or where it’s coming from but one thing is for sure, it’s the type of moment—connection—that makes me fucking happy. Being with Ryan.

      My thumb moves closer to her mouth where I pull on her bottom lip briefly.

      The air stills around us as her hand grips my sweater tightly.

      My hand glides to the small of her back.

      Our breaths mix as I keep my eyes trained on hers, and our chests both rise and fall together.

      A blink of her eyes, a flutter of her lashes.

      Another step closer.

      A press to the small of her back.

      She stands on her toes.

      Her other hand rounds the back of my neck.

      My mind goes blank, as all I can think about is the warmth of this woman, the way she makes me feel, the joy she brings me with a simple smile.

      I think . . .

      Fuck. I think—

      Ring. Ring.

      My phone blares in my pocket, scaring the shit out of the both of us. Ryan pushes off me, both hands in her hair, a look of disbelief in her eyes.

      Unsure of what to do, of what was about to happen, I pull my phone out of my pocket and whisper a slew of curse words under my breath when I see Sage’s name flash across the screen.

      I answer it and say, “Hey, can I call you back in a second?”

      “Of course, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just saying bye to Ryan.”

      “Ryan is in Colorado Springs?”

      “For the weekend, yeah.”

      “Oh . . . fun. Tell her I said hi. Give me a call when you can.”

      “Okay. Love you.”

      “Love you,” she says back, the term of endearment sounding slightly strangled.

      When I hang up, Ryan is already halfway to her door, so I jog to catch up to her, pulling on her arm to get her to stop when I reach her.

      “Hey.”

      Keeping her gaze anywhere but on mine, she says, “Thanks for everything, Colby. Bye.”

      She tries to pull away, but I stop her. “Hey, come here. Give me a hug at least.”

      “I can’t.” She rips her arm from my grasp. “I just can’t.”

      “Ryan,” I call out as she walks away. “Fucking talk to me. Don’t keep running away.”

      “I have to run away, Colby, because if I don’t, I don’t know what will happen.”

      Arms stretched wide, I ask, “What the hell does that mean?”

      Backing away, she shakes her head and makes it to her front porch where she quickly says, “Good night, Colby.”

      And just like that, she’s gone.

      Fuck.

      I grip the back of my head, the fine and short strands of my hair being tugged and pulled on as I make my way to the car, my mind whirling, my heart spiraling, my control slipping.

      Fuck, I wanted to kiss her. I. Wanted. To. Kiss. Ryan.

      Fucking hell.

      The way she held on to me. The way she leaned in toward me. The way I didn’t want any space between us.

      What the fuck did I almost do?

      And what the fuck do I do now?
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        SAGE

      

      

      “Why the long face?” Rowdy asks, popping open a beer and sitting next to me on the couch.

      “I don’t have a long face.”

      He takes a sip of his beer, licking his lips once he takes a drink. He points toward my face, waving his finger around. “Yeah, it’s long, all pouty and shit. What’s going on?”

      “I’m not pouty.” I fold my arms over my chest and look at the TV where there is a home renovation show on.

      “You’re sure as fuck pouty. And do you know how I know, besides the look on your face? Your trusty notebook is nowhere to be seen. Give it up, Sage. I know you too damn well to know when you’re pouting.”

      “I’m not pouting,” I shoot back, my voice growing with anger.

      Rowdy’s eyebrows shoot up to his hairline in shock as he sits up on the couch and turns his body completely toward me.

      “Whoa, okay this is serious if you’re going to raise your voice.” He leans over to the coffee table, picks up the remote, and turns off the TV. “I’m listening.”

      “Who says I want to talk?” I go to stand when he snags my hand and pulls me back down on the couch.

      “You walk away, I follow you. Save us both the time and energy and spill the beans, because neither one of us is going to bed until you do.”

      I really hate how persistent Rowdy can be at times. He doesn’t let me get away with anything, and it’s annoying. He’s constantly pushing me to talk, to do more, to open up. What if I’m okay with where I am? What if I want to keep everything to myself? Shouldn’t I have that right?

      Not around Rowdy.

      “Better get on with it. I have an early day tomorrow, and I’m going to be a cranky motherfucker if you make me stay up too late.”

      I lean against the back of the sofa and let out a deep sigh. “You’re really annoying.”

      “Yup. Now get on with it. What’s going on?”

      Not a single soul knows what I’ve been thinking, what’s been eating me alive for the past few weeks, what I can’t seem to get out of my head no matter how hard I try. But it’s finally catching up to me.

      If I don’t tell someone, I might lose my mind. I need help, someone else’s opinion on the matter, someone who isn’t involved . . .

      “Have you ever felt like”—I swallow hard, so beyond nervous—“um, just to clarify, does this stay between us?”

      “Of course.” He rolls his eyes. “What do you think I’m going to do? Gossip about what you tell me at the water cooler tomorrow morning? I like you, Sage, but I have better things to do with my life.”

      “You don’t have to be insensitive.”

      The joking expression in his features quickly falls flat. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive, Sage, but I think at this point you should know when you talk to me, it stays between us.”

      “I know, but I’m just nervous.”

      “Talk, and maybe it will make you less nervous.” He nudges me with my finger and then motions with his hand. “Have you ever felt like . . .”

      Every bone in my body is telling me not to say a damn thing, but my heart is screaming from the rooftops to get this off my chest, to stop suffocating in my own grief and finally share what’s been plaguing me.

      On a deep breath, I say, “Have you ever felt like you were living in a relationship made for someone else?”

      His brow creases, his eyes narrowing. “What do you mean?”

      I wipe my sweaty hands across my pant legs, trying to soak up my nerves. “It’s hard to explain, but I feel like I’m in this amazing relationship with Colby, engaged to him, ready to get married, and yet, I don’t feel like I’m the person who should be living through this. I almost feel like a placeholder, rather than the person actually getting married.”

      “Why do you feel that way? Is it Colby?”

      “Sort of, but it’s me too. I just . . . I don’t know. I feel like maybe we might not be with the people we’re meant to be with. And don’t get me wrong, I love him and think he’s one of the best men I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing, but we’re awkward together. When I talk to him on the phone, it’s almost like we don’t know what to talk about, or that we’re just walking through the steps of a conversation rather than actually talking.”

      Rowdy sets his beer on the coffee table and shifts in his seat, running his strong hand over his square jaw. “Does he know you feel this way?”

      “No.” I shake my head vigorously. “I haven’t said anything, but I also think maybe he knows things are weird between us. They’ve been weird for a while.”

      “What do you mean by weird?”

      “Like . . . tension filled. And I’ve been thinking”—I glance at him—“about what you said at the cake shop.”

      “Sage,” he sighs. “I was just being a dick. I didn’t mean any of that.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Rowdy. You meant some of it, didn’t you? Because it’s true. We are boring.” I compose myself and take a deep breath. “I think we’re too similar. Our personalities are the same, organized and slightly rigid at times. We’re not the type of people who step out of our comfort zones or are willing to try something new unless forced to. We know what we like and we stick with that.”

      “You’re not the yin to his yang.”

      “Yes, exactly.” I let out a long sigh, relieved that Rowdy gets it. “Do you think that’s a problem? Do you think that’s something that will hurt us later on in life? Like we’re going to fall down a path that leads us to not being happy anymore because we’re not being challenged?” Please be honest with me, Rowdy. I need to know the truth.

      “I don’t know, Sage. I wish I had an answer for you, but I really think you have to think about what you want in life first. Are you okay with being content with what you have? Or do you think you’re going to want more? Colby is my boy, you know that, and he’s one of the best guys I know. He’s been through hell and back—”

      “And that’s another thing. He won’t tell me about his past. When I ask, he either gets mad or blows me off completely.”

      That stuns Rowdy, his expression one of concern and surprise. “Really?”

      “Yes. I feel like everyone knows but me. Does he not trust me?”

      “I don’t know.” Rowdy scratches the side of his jaw, looking at his lap.

      “It’s concerning, isn’t it?” I bite the side of my cheek, hating that I think I know the answer already. “Do you know what I think about from time to time?”

      “What’s that?”

      I rest my head against the back of the couch cushion and stare at the ceiling, not able to look Rowdy in the eyes. “I think that Colby isn’t supposed to be mine, but Ryan’s instead.”

      “What?”

      “Have you seen them together? They’re . . . ugh, they’re perfect. She pushes him to do different things. He jokes and teases her. When I said I felt like I was sitting in someone else’s spot, I meant it. I think Ryan is supposed to be in my position, the one engaged to Colby.” And it hurts to say that. It’s taken me a bit to actually accept this realization. Many late nights, staying up, contemplating my situation. And even though Colby is the perfect man, the type of man I would love to keep, I know deep down, I’m not the woman he’s supposed to be with.

      Rowdy grabs my hand and tugs on it until I shift my head to the side, looking at him. I’ve never seen him look so serious. Almost as if he hates what he’s about to say. “If he wanted Ryan, he would have chosen her. But he chose you, Sage.”

      Tears well in my eyes and I nervously roll my teeth over my bottom lip. “What if I want him to choose someone else?”
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      “Ryan, can you please answer the goddamn phone?” I drag my hand through my hair, my nerves getting the best of me. “I’m sorry about last weekend. I want to talk about it. Please, don’t keep running from me. I need to know you’re okay. Please call me back.”

      I hang up the phone and chuck it at the cluster of pillows on my bed. “Fuck!” I shout, pulling on the back of my neck, frustration vibrating off me.

      There has never been a point in my career where I’ve wanted to be anything other than a fighter pilot. I’ve never regretted my decision to enter the military lifestyle . . . until now.

      She’s gone—again—and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I can’t go after her. I can’t take time off to solve this. I can’t for one second take a deep breath and try to work out the confusing emotions rolling through me.

      I have to stay focused. I have to remain focused on the mission. I have to go to work in an hour and fly a fucking machine that costs over $150 million, and the last thing I want to do—last thing I should do—is jump into the cockpit. Not when my mind is shit. Not when all I can think about is the look in Ryan’s eyes when I was carefully holding her cheek in my hand, my grip on her waist, so close.

      So fucking close.

      Fuck.

      I hop in the shower and quickly rinse off from the four-mile run I ran this morning, trying to clear my mind. It did shit for me. All it did was make me think even more. I don’t want to think. I want to forget, I want to go back in time when things were easier, when I didn’t feel this weight of pressure on my chest, when I didn’t have this foreboding feeling that I’m not with the right goddamn person.

      I spend the next few minutes drying off and getting dressed for work, the TV playing in the background, filling the empty silence. It isn’t until I pick up my phone to go to work that I realized I got a text.

      From Sage.

      Sage: Just making sure you’re still picking me up tonight. I can get an Uber if need be.

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      I completely forgot Sage was coming into town tonight. I sink onto my bed, my head in my hand, guilt swarming me, coating me in a sheen of sweat and resentment.

      How could I possibly forget that she was coming to visit tonight? She’s the girl I decided to spend the rest of my life with, and I fucking forgot she was coming to visit me, to visit our wedding venue, to spend much-needed time with me. And here I am, trying desperately to get in touch with someone else . . . the one person I truly don’t think I can live without in my life.

      And what does that fucking say about me?

      I press my palms into my eyes, trying to rub out the pain and the disdain. I need to get my shit together. Sage is coming tonight. I can’t be a fucking mess around her, not again. I need to focus on us even if my mind, my heart, is focused on making sure someone else is okay.

      Taking a deep breath, I blink a few times and stare at my phone where I begin typing.

      Colby: I’ll be there to pick you up. Send me your flight info. If anything changes and our debrief goes long, I’ll let you know.

      I press send and stand from my bed, grabbing my duffle-bag and heading out the door. This is going to be one fucking long flight today.
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        * * *

      

      I stretch out, the sheets on my bed riding across my bare torso, the sun barely peeking through the cracks of my curtains. My neck is sore, my shoulders tense, and my knees are fucking aching today. It happens every once in a while. Being one of the taller pilots, I occasionally cramp from being stuffed in the cockpit for long hours. And then having to drive to Denver and back yesterday in my small-ass rental car, my body is beat. Thank God, I have the day off today.

      We didn’t get back to my room until really late last night, so once our heads hit the bed, we were both out in minutes. We didn’t talk much on the drive. Sage was actually more silent than usual and what we did talk about wasn’t anything life-changing. She told me about a new cookie recipe she’s been trying to perfect. Cherry white-chocolate cookies. She brought me some, which I dove into on the way to the Springs. They were fucking good.

      I told her about Stryder and Rory and their new house, going into detail about things I normally don’t talk about like fucking curtains and shit like that.

      I think it threw her off, because she gave me an odd look at one point. I don’t blame her, describing a houndstooth pattern doesn’t scream something I’d normally talk about. But fuck I was nervous, and scared I would talk about something else like my visit with Ryan.

      And I wanted to avoid that at all costs.

      Reaching across the mattress I feel for Sage but come up empty-handed. I peek an eye open and notice she’s not in bed. Turning toward the window, the sun temporarily blinding me, I catch a figure in the corner, sitting in a chair, knees pulled into her chest. I scrub the sleep out of my eye and sit up, the blanket and sheets sliding down, pooling at my waist.

      I catch Sage give me a quick once-over before returning her eyes back to mine.

      “Good morning,” I say in a gravelly voice. “How long have you been up?”

      “An hour.”

      I blink a few more times. “An hour? Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “You looked really tired. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “I was tired.” I stand from the bed my knees feeling sore as fuck as I make my way to the coffee maker and make a pot. “Coffee?” I ask. She nods so I grab another mug.

      Silence fills the room as the coffee brews, the air around us feeling awkward and uncomfortable, the feeling of a conversation on the horizon. We have today and tomorrow to figure things out, to clear things up. But I want this, don’t I? For us to work?

      I pour us both a cup, I put a splash of milk in hers—at least I know how she takes her coffee—and walk it to her, taking a seat in the chair opposite hers.

      She blows on the hot liquid and then takes a sip, a droop in her shoulders, a sorrowful look on her face.

      “Colby?” I look up from my mug, tears in her eyes. Fuck. “I think we need to talk.”

      Trying not to freak the fuck out, as if she heard something, I nod.

      “What’s up, Sage. Is everything okay?”

      She shakes her head, the first tear rolling down her cheek, so I set my coffee on the table between us and scoot my chair closer so I’m holding her hand, rubbing the back of her knuckles. More tears stream down her face.

      Fuck, this isn’t good. No good conversation starts with we need to talk, followed by tears.

      “What’s going on?”

      She takes a few deep breaths and weakly says, “Do you love me?”

      “What? Of course I love you.”

      “Do you see a future with me?”

      “Yes,” I drag out. “Why?” Is she having second thoughts?

      She doesn’t answer me. Instead she looks away, her lip trembling, her hand shaking.

      “Sage, what’s going on?”

      She wipes away the tears and sets her coffee mug down as well. After catching her breath, she turns back toward me and says, “Do you think you’re the yin to my yang?”

      Okay, now I’m really confused. What the hell is she talking about?

      “Uh . . . sure?” Not the best response, but I really don’t know what else to say. I feel like the conversation is being pieced and sewn together by another one she might have had.

      “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

      Answering honestly, I say, “I really don’t. But I want to understand, so lay it out for me.”

      “I think we’re both introverts. We like things a certain way and we stay within ourselves, never really jumping out of our comfort zone.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “It is when you need your person to challenge you. And I’m not only talking about me. You’re the same way. You need someone in your life who’s going to bring you to the next level, someone who will tug you out of the mud when you’re stuck in your routine, someone who is going to make you uncomfortable but in the best way possible.”

      I search between her eyes, my throat growing tighter with each passing breath. “Do you not want to be that person?”

      She takes my hands in hers, gripping tightly. “It’s not that I don’t want to be that person, Colby, it’s that I can’t be that person. I don’t have it in me. I don’t have that personality.” She scoots closer, eyes set on mine, watery and full of sorrow. “I love you so much, Colby, and I couldn’t imagine my life without ever meeting you, but if I look toward the future, I don’t think I can give you what you need so you can be the best version of yourself.”

      I want to deny it, and I want to tell her she’s wrong, but deep down, I know she’s right. I think it’s one of the reasons why we’ve been struggling recently.

      Bowing my head, I let out a deep sigh. “Fuck.”

      “I’m sorry, Colby.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I know you’re right.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah.” I peer up at her. “It’s been weird between us lately.”

      “Really weird, and I think it’s because we both knew we weren’t meant to be with each other.”

      God, this conversation is all too familiar. It reminds me of the conversation I had with Rory in the bowling alley, when I was trying to understand her relationship with Stryder. Back then, I thought I knew what love was, the connection of two hearts, but I was wrong. Rory taught me it’s so much more than that. It’s about the hard times, the ugly times, the raw times.

      When I look at Sage, I don’t see anything like that. There’s no hard or ugly or raw between us. Our love for each other never ran deep enough. It only scratched the surface, neither one of us trying to move into a deeper understanding of each other, neither one of us giving it up either.

      And then it hits me. Our entire relationship has been about comfort. For me, it was to have someone to come home to—someone to support me through the unpredictability of my job—and Sage was the perfect person for that. She understood, she never complained, and she was there for me with open arms.

      For Sage, I’m assuming I was the comfort of someone familiar, someone to help her through her transition to a new place, to a new chapter in her life.

      Understanding washes over me, the realization that our relationship is coming to an end.

      “We were each other’s safety blankets,” I say, speaking what’s on my mind.

      She glances at me, her eyes widening as if a light bulb just went off in her head. “We were. The safe option.”

      “The comfortable.”

      She squeezes my hand. “The protective.”

      I tug on her hand and pull her onto my lap, wrapping my arms around her and holding on to her tightly, knowing that this is the end. “I love you, Sage.”

      “I love you, Colby . . . but . . .”

      “We’re not in love.”

      She shakes her head and pulls away a few inches. “We’re not.”

      “Do you ever think we were in love, or was our relationship mutual companionship?”

      “I don’t know. I would like to think I was in love, but I’m not sure I really know what that feeling is like.”

      I have an inkling what the feeling is like, and even though Sage is sitting on my lap, I know she’s not the one tugging on my heart, making me feel nauseas and excited all at the same time.

      Tipping her chin up, I say, “You know, someone once told me sometimes love can be a steppingstone, a path to the person you’re truly supposed to be with.”

      “Were we steppingstones?”

      Fuck if I want to admit to it, but . . .

      “Yeah.” I nod. “I think we were steppingstones.”

      She rests her head against my chest and circles my waist with her arm, the gesture more friendly than anything. We sit there for a few heartbeats before she says, “Do you think I’ll ever find what you have with Ryan?”

      Drawn back, I say, “What?”

      Sitting up, she smiles wickedly at me. “Come on, Colby. She’s perfect for you. She’s your person. The yin to your yang. It’s so obvious.”

      “Sage”—I shake my head, another bout of sweat hitting me, this one stronger—“Ryan and I are friends.”

      “You’re more than friends.”

      “If you think something happened between us, it didn’t. I would never do that to you.”

      She gently presses her hand against my rapidly beating heart, trying to calm me. “I know you would never do anything to me; you’re not that kind of man. It took me a bit, but once I saw the two of you together in a better light, in the right light, I could tell there was more than friendship. It wasn’t what broke us up, so please trust that. But I’m going to be disappointed if you don’t go after her.”

      I want to snort. Go after Ryan? Fuck, she won’t even return my texts and phone calls as a friend. There is no way in hell she’s going to let me “go after her.”

      Relenting, I shake my head, wanting to set the record straight. “We’re friends, Sage.” If that.

      She shrugs. “Okay. If you say so.” She reaches down to her hand and wiggles her ring off her finger. “I’m guessing you might want this?”

      I shake my head. “Keep it. If anything, it can be a reminder of what you’re striving to find.”

      “Colby, you could return it, get your money back.”

      I chuckle and put the ring in her palm, closing her fingers over it. “Not going to happen. Returning an engagement ring is like the walk of shame. Keep it, pawn it, sell it, I don’t care what you do, but to hell if I’m going to take it back.”

      She laughs as well. “Ah, yeah, I can see how that would be a blow to your ego.”

      “Don’t want those pity looks.”

      “Understandable.” She clutches the ring to her chest and says, “I’m starving. Should we go out to eat, celebrate our breakup?”

      “I can’t imagine having it any other way.”

      I help her to her feet and stand. God, I cannot believe this conversation took place. For the first time in a long fucking time, I feel I can take a deep breath. I don’t feel . . . burdened, as if I’m doing the wrong thing. Everything Sage said was true. “I think it’s because we both knew we weren’t meant to be with each other.” If she’s right, what do I do next?

      When I go to walk to the bathroom, she calls out my name, and I turn. With a gentle voice and a soft gaze, she says, “Thank you for being my man for a short period of time. You were good to me.”

      I give her a soft smile. “You were good to me too, Sage.” And she was.

      But she’s not my forever.
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        COLBY

      

      

      The door opens and I barge through, walking right past Stryder, to his kitchen where I pop open the fridge and grab a beer. Not even taking a second to say hi, I down half the bottle in one large gulp.

      “Uh . . . is everything okay, man?” Stryder asks, walking into the kitchen.

      I lower the beer and take a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Sage and I called off the engagement.”

      Frozen, Stryder blinks a few times before calling out to Rory, “Babe, we’re going to need some Buffalo wings and beer!”

      From the hallway, she comes waddling, yes, waddling—she is that pregnant—and holds her stomach while eyeing me up and down. “Colby, what are you doing?”

      “They called off the engagement,” Stryder answers for me.

      “Oh shit.” She goes to the front door and grabs keys to her car. “I’ll be back.”

      “Wait,” Stryder goes after her. “You stay with Colby. I’ll go get beer, and we’ll order pizza and wings. It will take me five minutes. You shouldn’t have to go out and buy beer at eight months pregnant. What kind of asshole husband would that make me?”

      “A huge one,” I answer and walk over to the couch where I crawl onto the cushions, bringing the bottle to my mouth once again. Once I take a long pull, I hold it up to Stryder and say, “Tick tock, this beer is going fast.”

      He pecks Rory on the cheek and says, “Don’t get started without me. Just stare at each other until I get back. Five minutes.” He bolts out of the house, leaving me alone with Rory.

      “Do we really have to stare at each other?” I ask her as she slowly lowers herself to a chair.

      “I don’t think so. That would be weird.” Instinctively, she rubs her belly and after a short silence she says, “Being pregnant is fun.”

      “Looks like it. I hope you’re giving Stryder hell.”

      She smiles. “I am when I get a chance. He’s been amazing actually. He’ll massage my feet without me asking, goes to the store at the drop of a hat, and when I want to go on two-mile walks because I’m feeling fat, he’s right there by my side.”

      “It’s because he’s head over ass in love with you. You got a good one, Rory.”

      Shyly she tilts her head down and nods. “I know. I’m incredibly lucky he fell in love with me.”

      “Are you happy?” I know it’s a weird question to ask my ex-girlfriend, but I’m curious. “Did your life turn out the way you wanted it to?”

      She pushes her dark hair behind her ear, bringing it all to one side, revealing her slender neck. “It did and so much more. I never thought I’d be able to give the gift of sports and team camaraderie to so many special needs athletes, nor did I think I’d marry a man so engrained in my soul I feel absolutely complete when he’s around.” She pauses and tilts her head. “Why do you ask? Are you happy?”

      Staring at nothing, I down the rest of my beer. “No. I’m not happy.”

      Stryder comes charging through the door, phone clutched between his face and shoulder, holding two six-packs of Laughing Lab. “Half hour? Okay, I’ll pay extra if you can get it here in twenty. Awesome, thanks.” He hangs up and sets a pack of beer on the coffee table only to put the other in the kitchen. He strolls back into the living room, kicks off his shoes, and grabs a beer, popping off the top with a bottle opener from the kitchen. “Pizza and wings will be here in twenty. You haven’t said anything, have you?”

      He gives Rory a quick kiss on the lips before sitting down. He props his foot on the coffee table before quickly turning to his wife and saying, “Shit, can I get you anything? A drink? Food?”

      She smiles and shakes her head. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, now shush, I want to hear what happened with Colby.”

      They both look toward me, waiting to guide me through my current situation.

      “Who called it off?” Rory asks first, her tone sweet and concerned. Anyone else would take the gossip route, ready to hear all about the destruction of a relationship, but not Rory. She always makes sure to put your feelings first.

      I grab another beer and lean back on the couch, legs spread, head tilted to the ceiling, recalling the morning I spent with Sage. She decided to fly back tonight, changing her flight so it wasn’t super awkward. She also wanted to get started on canceling everything. I asked what I could do to help and she said she didn’t mind handling it all, as it gave her something to do. I hope she was honest with me, as I don’t want her to shoulder this alone if it upsets her.

      We left on good terms, hugging once more before she took off for security. We both decided that I’d tell my friends and she would tell her brother and friends, besides Rowdy since she lives with him. I asked her if I could be the one who told Ryan, and she agreed it would be best coming from me. It was pleasant and oddly freeing when we said goodbye.

      But now as I sit here, freshly un-engaged and confused as fuck, I can feel the world crumbling around me.

      “She started the conversation, but we both agreed it was for the best,” I finally answer, taking another pull from my beer and then resting the bottle on the arm of the couch.

      “What happened?” Rory asks. “How did it start?”

      “Doesn’t really matter at this point. I think it has been coming for a while. Things have been weird between us, and we both kind of realized that even though we loved each other, we weren’t in love with one another.”

      “Wow, so you just ended things?”

      I nod. “Yup.” I drag my hand over my face. “Fuck, we talked about how our relationship was a steppingstone. I told her this wise person once told me that relationships can be steppingstones toward the person you’re supposed to meet, the person you’re supposed to be with.” Rory smiles brightly. “But fuck if that wasn’t a kick to the gut.” Chuckling, I shake my head before taking a sip of my beer. “What the hell is wrong with me? Am I the steppingstone guy? The guy women need to date in order to find their forever? When the hell am I going to be on the right side of forever?”

      “The right side of forever?” Stryder asks, sounding confused.

      “Yeah, it feels like I’ve been on the wrong side with every relationship I’ve had. I’ve thought I’ve found the person but turns out, I’m the one pushing them toward the right side while I stay on the wrong, never finding the right person.”

      “Sometimes it takes longer, Colby,” Rory says. “It doesn’t mean you’re not worth loving or you won’t find your forever.”

      I sigh. “I know.” I think back to my conversation with Sage, one thing sticking out in my mind, something I keep coming back to. “There was something Sage said to me I can’t seem to get out of my head.”

      “What?” Stryder asks.

      “She asked if I thought she would ever find what I have with Ryan.”

      I catch an exchange of glances between Rory and Stryder. “Did she really ask that?” Rory asks.

      “Yeah. I asked her what she was talking about and she told me Ryan was my person.”

      A small smile pulls at the corner of Rory’s lips before she quickly hides it. When I look at Stryder, he’s holding a pillow to his face hiding any sort of facial expression.

      “What the hell is going on with you two?”

      Rory bites on her bottom lip and glances at Stryder, who shakes his head behind the pillow. She gives him a look and he shakes his head again. They’re doing that non-verbal communication only married couples can really understand. And it involves me, and it’s making me angrier by the second.

      “What the fuck, you two? What aren’t you telling me right now?”

      Holding her breath, Rory turns toward me and quickly lets it out while saying, “Ryan is in love with you.” She clamps her hand over her mouth.

      “Jesus Christ, Rory,” yells Stryder.

      “I’m sorry, but he has to know.”

      I listen to them banter back and forth but my mind isn’t registering a damn thing they’re saying, as I try to comprehend the weight of the bomb Rory just dropped on me.

      Ryan loves me?

      Wait, no, Ryan is in love with me?

      Since when? For how long? Is that why she’s been avoiding me?

      The night in her parents’ driveway, the look in her eyes, the disappointment flashing over her face when I answered my phone.

      The fact that she won’t return any of my calls or texts.

      Holy. Fuck.

      I sit up, hand fidgeting in my hair when I turn toward Rory. “Repeat that.”

      Stryder and Rory stop bickering for a moment to answer me. “Repeat what?”

      “Ryan. She loves me?”

      Glancing at Stryder, Rory silently asks for permission. Not that it matters at this point; he throws his hand in the air just as the doorbell rings. The food is here.

      “I’m going to take care of that.”

      I keep my eyes fixed on Rory while Stryder takes care of the food. Once the door is shut, I press her. “Answer the question, Rory.”

      Slowly, she nods, her confirmation hitting me dead in the chest. Ryan fucking loves me. The girl who started off as an acquaintance, and then a one-night stand, and then a true friend, someone I’m desperate to have in my life. She loves me.

      “Holy shit.” I push my hand through my hair again, finishing off another beer. Once I swallow, I ask, “For how long?”

      “A while.” Rory twists her hands together. “She would kill me right now if she knew I told you, but I feel like you need to know. You two are meant to be together. I didn’t see it until I watched you with her at breakfast the other day. I can see it in the way you talk to her, your body language. Your protective instincts kick in whenever she’s around. Sage is right. Ryan’s your person.” I’m silent, trying to absorb everything, letting my feelings come to the forefront of my mind.

      Ryan loves me.

      And fuck if that doesn’t make me feel like a prideful idiot, chest puffed, and excitement coursing through my veins.

      “How do you feel about her, man?” Stryder asks, mimicking Rory’s approach.

      I bury my hand in my hair, pulling on the strands, tugging until there’s pain. “I think I love her.” The confession slips out of me, and it doesn’t even surprise me. “I think I’ve loved her for a long time, but I’ve never let myself actually feel it.”

      Rory starts clapping, giddy as a school girl. “Oh my God! Really?”

      “Yeah. When she was here last week, my heart literally dropped to my stomach and a wave of butterflies hit me hard. I was nervous and excited to see her, like I couldn’t get to her fast enough. I don’t think I ever truly had that feeling with Sage.” I take a sip of my beer. “And then when we hung out, it was so easy. I didn’t have to think about what to say to her, it just flowed naturally, and I felt like I could be myself around her. I don’t have to shield her from my past or my baggage. And that night when I dropped her off at her house . . .” I shake my head, still a little in shock that I got that close to her. But I had wanted her. Desperately.

      On the edge of her seat, Rory asks, “What happened?”

      “We had a fucking moment. I was saying bye to her and she was trying to talk down about herself again. I was setting her straight, letting know she’s the entire package. We were close, really fucking close. Her hand on my chest, my hand on her hip.”

      “Oh my God.” Rory waves her hand in front of her. “I’m getting all sweaty. Did you kiss?”

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t have done that to Sage, but fuck if we weren’t close to kissing. I could feel it in my bones that I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to taste her. I wanted to wash away all of her worries and let her know she’s worth so much more.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “Respect of my relationship with Sage and . . . she called.”

      “Sage called?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Ryan flew away so fucking fast and bolted into her house. It was a five-second call, but when I got off the phone, I had to beg Ryan to give me a hug goodbye. She wouldn’t. She said she couldn’t.”

      “Because she’s in love with you, you idiot. She’s been in love with you for a while, and she’s been helping you plan your freaking wedding. Can you imagine how she must feel?”

      I didn’t even think about that. She even helped me propose to Sage.

      And then it hits me, a million light bulbs going off in my head. “Holy fuck.” I sit up on the couch. “She loved me before I even proposed to Sage, didn’t she? That’s why she’s been weird, pulling away, dating someone she shouldn’t have been dating. She’s been trying to distance herself.” I stand and start to pace the living room. “Fuck, I’m such an idiot. Why didn’t I see it earlier?”

      “Because you were with Sage. You had blinders on, Colby, and that’s okay. The timing was off, but now that you know, what are you going to do about it?”

      I pause and take in the waiting expressions from my friends. “What am I going to do about it? I’m going to fucking make her mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Colby: Two more weeks here in the Springs, and then I’ll be back in Vegas. I want to grab dinner when I get back. You name the place and time, I’ll be there.

      Colby: A week and a half to go. I don’t like how we left things, so maybe you can shoot me a text back letting me know you’re still alive.

      Colby: Good morning. I had a dream last night you were flying one of my model planes, but when I say fly it, I mean you were miniature mouse-size and were in the cockpit taunting me. Is that weird?

      Colby: I had a burrito today from Salsa Brava and it made me think of you and our burrito dates. I could use one of those right about now.

      Colby: One week until I’m back. Are you going to open your door if I knock on it?

      Colby: I miss you, Ryan.
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        RYAN

      

      

      “This baby has Stryder’s personality, stubborn and annoying.”

      “Hey, I heard that,” Stryder calls out in the background. I barely laugh.

      I don’t think I’ve laughed in weeks.

      When I got back from Colorado Springs, avoiding any contact with my mother—thank God—I went straight to Donovan’s apartment, broke it off with him, and then spent the next day wallowing on my blowup mattress. Unfortunately for me, wallowing doesn’t bring in a paycheck, so I’ve been working and sleeping. That’s basically it.

      The wallowing by no means was because of Donovan. He was actually a giant dick about the breakup, said a few choice words, which barely penetrated my soft and very penetrable wall. Key word being barely. There were still a few things that hit me harder than I would have liked.

      Things like you were a decent lay.

      The guys weren’t that impressed with you anyway.

      I’m trying my hardest to keep the negative thoughts out of my head, but it’s practically impossible when I’m not in a good headspace, when I despise myself every time I look in the mirror, when I know no matter what I do to try to improve my body image, I will always think I’m not good enough.

      I’ll never be good enough.

      “Are you there?” Rory asks.

      My throat tight, tears at the corner of my eyes, I say, “Yeah, I’m here. You broke up for a second.” I lie because I don’t want to worry her. She’s been calling more frequently, and I wonder if it’s because Colby said something to her. Since I won’t answer him, I’m wondering if he’s having Rory check up on me.

      The only calls and texts I answer right now are from Rory and my dad. I’ve even stopped talking to Leah, because ever since I told her I think I’m going to leave the show, she’s been trying to convince me otherwise. She also wants to know what happened with Donovan, and I don’t have the energy to tell her.

      And then there’s Sage.

      She’s messaged a few times asking how I am, and I know she’s being polite, but she probably has wedding things she wants to talk about. I can’t physically get myself to answer her calls, to even think about talking to her. I can’t. There is no way I can talk about the wedding and listen to how she excited she is to marry Colby. It’s a dagger to the heart, twisting and turning with every mention of what their life is going to be like, the life I wish I could have. The life I’ll never have, because no one will ever think I’m enough.

      I have to call her back at some point and let her know I can’t be her maid of honor. I can’t. I can’t fathom standing at the altar, watching Colby marry someone else, seeing the joy in his eyes when he watches his bride walk down the aisle, the love he has for her.

      It will be too difficult.

      “The doctor said I’m not even dilated a little. I was told your first pregnancy usually doesn’t go full term, and I have to be the exception, don’t I? Don’t get me wrong, I know it’s healthier for the baby, but let me tell you something, Ryan. I have to grip the wall to get off the toilet, and that’s horrifying.”

      I politely chuckle. “Maybe have Stryder get you a cane or something.”

      “I might. Carrying a bowling ball on your stomach is hard, especially when it’s constantly pressing on your bladder.”

      “Might have to bust out the diapers.” I’m having a conversation, but I know my heart isn’t in it. My mind is barely registering what we’re talking about, and I know Rory can sense it, but she’s not saying anything.

      It’s throwing me off actually. By now she would have asked me what’s wrong. Maybe the baby is taking over everything. I don’t blame her. She needs to focus on the baby, not me.

      “Hey, I actually have to get going. Dinner isn’t going to make itself.”

      “Ooo, what are you making? Can you tell I’m pregnant? I’m super excited about food all the time.”

      “Before you were pregnant you were happy about food too,” I tease.

      “Hey, I’m more sensitive now too.”

      “Sorry about that. Just making some simple pasta on my hot plate. Super involved.”

      “Sounds like a delight. I’ll let you go. We’re still on Sheppard Baby Watch, so I’ll be sure to keep you updated at all hours of the night.”

      “You better.”

      We hang up the phone and I toss it onto my little faux nightstand—which is actually a storage bin turned upside down. I’ve done nothing to this apartment to make myself at home, to make it a place I truly want to come home to every day, but then again, it’s a single room with no kitchen. There’s not much I can do or want to do. Instead of making dinner like I said, I curl up into my pillow and pull my sheets over my shoulder.

      There have been moments in my life where I’ve felt depressed or unsure where my life was going, but nothing has been as bad as this moment. It’s so . . . dark. Desolate.

      Nothing has happened to me, so I can’t say I’ve hit rock-bottom, but my mental capacity, my heart, they’re broken, shattered into a million pieces and practically impossible to put back together.

      Meditate. Get some fresh air. Listen to some music. They’re all suggestions to get me out of this dark hole I’ve been living in, but nothing seems to work.

      They always say the mistakes you make shape you into the person you presently are. Well, there is one mistake I wish I could take back, one that has shaped me into a pile of nothing.

      I should have never gone with Colby to fly his planes. I should have told him I had plans. I should have insisted on staying with Rory and Stryder, but my heart guided my feet out of that house and into his car. My heart wanted more, craved more. Just some more time with him before he gets married, before it all comes to an end.

      Because then he’ll be gone.

      And it was one of the best moments I’ve ever had. Colby behind me, arms circled around me, helping me fly his airplane, laughter, the ease and simplicity of our relationship showcased as we shared a special moment, flying his plane. It almost felt like we fit together like peanut butter and jelly, I was the sweet to his salty. His heart was open and exposed and . . . beautiful. And for that tiny moment in time, it felt like it was mine. That he was mine.

      I can still see the smile on his face, the rumble of his chest behind me as he spoke into my ear, telling me how to maneuver the plane.

      The feel of his hands on mine.

      The smell of his cologne seeping into me . . . branding me.

      And then when he was dropping me off, the way he gripped my chin, the look in his eyes. For a brief second, I thought this was it: he was going to finally kiss me.

      Our first kiss.

      I could see it, deep in his stare, he wanted to. He thought about it, but then we were thrust back into reality when Sage called.

      Love you.

      His goodbye to Sage just about split me in half, reminding me why I need to stay as far away from him as possible. He loves another woman, not me. He’s found his person . . . and it’s not me.

      It’s unhealthy for me to be here, to see them holding hands, for me to wistfully think that maybe, just maybe, he’ll turn his gaze on me and look at me the way he looks at Sage.

      I sink deeper into my mattress letting the darkness of the night take over my little apartment, not even bothering to turn on a light.

      Silence. Only the sounds of the apartments around me filling the empty air.

      A slam of a door.

      Footsteps above.

      The muffled sound of someone’s voice.

      The light knock on a door.

      I sit up. Did that come from my apartment? I shift on my air mattress, the plastic fabric squeaking against the floor.

      Knock. Knock.

      That is coming from my door. Last time someone came to visit me, it was a neighbor asking if I had sugar. I barely keep food in my apartment let alone sugar. I debate answering when there is another knock. Okay, so they must know I’m home.

      Surrendering to my neighbor, I make my way to the door while putting my hair into a messy bun. At this point, I’m sure my makeup is smeared across my face and I look like someone who’s been dragged across the rough side of the train tracks for five miles. Maybe it will scare them away.

      I open the door and my breath catches in my chest when my eyes fixate on the man standing in front of me.

      Flight suit with sleeves rolled exposing his arms, aviators shielding the expression in those molten-chocolate eyes, a light dusting of scruff covering the strong set in his jaw, and determination hardening his muscular shoulders. He’s magnificent. Fierce.

      “Colby.” I hug myself. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      He takes a step forward, causing me to move backward until he’s in my apartment and shutting the door. He takes off his sunglasses, folds them, and sets them on the foldout table near my door.

      Eyes set on me, he takes another step forward as I take a step backward. A few more steps and I’m against he wall, Colby a foot away. His eyes roam my body and then back to my face where he gently cups my cheek and moves in even closer.

      My heart stutters in my chest.

      My stomach flips upside down.

      My skin prickles with brief excitement.

      Leaning forward, he takes his other hand and presses it into my hip, keeping me in place.

      We breathe.

      Mine shaky.

      His determined.

      We search each other’s eyes.

      Mine weary.

      His strong-willed.

      We grip each other.

      Mine tentative.

      His forceful.

      And when he lowers his forehead to mine, all air escapes my lungs as I hold my breath, unsure of what’s going to happen. When he brings his mouth centimeters from mine, the need to cry becomes overwhelming.

      Why is he here? Why is he doing this to me? This hurts.

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t have him pull away. I can’t have him change his mind, not this close, not when—

      His lips move closer until they’re pressing against mine. Slow at first, he explores my mouth, and once I allow myself to breathe, he moves in even closer, his grip becoming tighter, his mouth more demanding.

      I slip my hand to the back of his neck, anchoring myself to him as my knees wobble beneath me.

      Strong and powerful, he rocks me to my very core with the little nips of his mouth, the light suck on my bottom lip, the swipe of his tongue.

      He pushes me closer against the wall, his hand tilting my head back, getting the perfect angle. He keeps me like that, back arched, hips grounded against the wall, neck in a curve, lips parted as he claims me.

      Every last piece of me.

      Tears start to slip from my eyes, the unimaginable finally happening. I’ve wanted this man for so long. I’ve wanted him to see me as more than a friend. I’ve wanted to know what it feels like for him to take me as not only a one-night stand, but as someone he can’t live without.

      I want him to love me.

      And then that’s when it hits me.

      Sage.

      On a gasp, I push against his chest, stepping away and gripping my head. I can’t believe I kissed him, or that he kissed me. I promised myself I wouldn’t be that girl, the one who broke up a couple, but here I am, kissing Colby when he’s engaged to Sage.

      “You need to leave.” I wipe away my tears and turn my back to him.

      “Ryan.” He comes up behind me, trying to take me in his arms again, but I push him away.

      “You’re engaged, Colby. This is not okay. This should never have happened.”

      “We broke off the engagement.” His voice is neutral, even, calm. How can he be so calm when he just dropped that bomb?

      I whip around, hope blossoming in the pit of my stomach. “You . . . you broke off the engagement?”

      He nods and takes another step forward. “A couple weeks ago. If you actually answered my texts and calls, you would have found out a lot sooner, but since you’re stubborn and refused to talk to me, I had to wait to tell you in person.”

      No wonder Sage hadn’t asked me to do anything lately. Oh God, Sage.

      “Wh-who broke it off?” I wipe another stray tear, my emotions flying everywhere.

      “We both did. It was mutual. What it came down to is we were comfortable within our relationship, but we both knew we needed to be challenged, not complacent. We loved each other but we weren’t in love with each other, Ryan.”

      I pull on the sleeves of my sweatshirt, unsure what to say next. “So, what does that mean?”

      “That means I’m here, trying to figure out where you and I stand.” He takes my hand in his and pulls me closer. “Are we just friends, Ryan, or do you want more?”

      Is this really happening right now? Am I dreaming? Has my mind completely lost it and I’m hallucinating, creating lifelike fantasies? Was that kiss real?

      I’m tempted to touch my lips. It felt real, so real that when his lips touched mine, I experienced a jolt of energy spring through me, almost as if he was recharging me, jump-starting my heart again with his soft mouth.

      “Do you want more?” I ask, the heaviness of my question weighing on my chest. If he says no, I don’t know what I’ll do with myself, although, he did kiss me. There could be hope.

      Pulling me in the last few inches, he brings his hand to my lower back and holds me tightly against him. I’ve seen him hold Sage like this, even Rory, and I’ve wondered what it felt like, to have his strong and protective arms encase me.

      It’s so much more than I ever imagined.

      It’s as if he’s sheltering me from the rest of the world and creating our own little atmosphere where only the two of us exist, and everyone else is a mere shadow in the distance.

      “I want more, Ryan,” he whispers, sending a chill up my spine and another wave of tears to come flooding down my cheeks. The belief that he’s actually here, saying he wants more too is overwhelming for my heart. He gently brushes my face, taking the wetness with him. “Why are you crying?”

      Lifting my arms, I grip his wrists, turning my head into his touch, soaking in this moment and the feel of his hand against my skin. “I can’t believe you’re here, that you . . . that you want more.” A small little hiccup of a sob hits me. “I’ve wanted you for so long, Colby. And then when you decided to propose to Sage”—another sob—“I didn’t think it was possible to ever have you look at me the way you’re looking at me right now.”

      “Fuck, Ryan,” he sighs and leans forward, taking my mouth with his again.

      His hand slowly glides up my back to my hair where he holds my head in place as he works his mouth across mine.

      Slow nips.

      Quick swipes.

      Gentle press.

      I melt into his arms, into his hold, grabbing on to his flight suit so I don’t fall to the ground. We’ve never kissed before today, and I can’t believe what I’ve been missing, the kind of passion he possesses using only his mouth.

      His tongue darts out of his mouth, begging for entrance. A light moan pops out of me as I grant him access, letting our tongues dance across each other. It’s erotic, sensual.

      It’s lighting up everything inside me, from the tips of my toes, to the edge of my fingers. I’m regaining the feeling I lost over the last few weeks, my heart bursting at the seams, pounding like a jackhammer in my chest.

      There’s barely an inch between us as he hungrily kisses me, taking what he wants and not letting up.

      Slowly he backs me up until we reach my blowup mattress. For a brief second, he pulls away and eyes it, the corner of his lips tilting up. “Is that thing safe?”

      “Not sure. I’m the only one who’s been on it.”

      His eyes darken, his expression intense as he reaches between us and grabs the hem of my sweatshirt, dragging it over my head, revealing a small white bralette that barely contains my breasts.

      “Christ.” He drags his hand over his mouth, eyes trained on me. “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Ryan.”

      I shy away from him. “I’m a mess right now. I’m sure my makeup looks—”

      Before I can finish, he takes me by the hand and takes me to my bathroom where he makes me sit on the toilet. He reaches for my makeup wipes and squats in front of me. Not saying a word, he starts to take off my makeup, one swipe at a time.

      I flinch at first, hating that he’s removing my “shield,” the protective layer I put on every day to face the world. “Colby.”

      He shakes his head. “No, you don’t need all this makeup, Ryan. I want to see your blue eyes without black framing them. I want to count the freckles on your nose and move my lips along your skin unobstructed. Show me your left side, Ryan.”

      My heart squeezes in my chest, my breath becoming ragged as the meaning of his words hit me hard. He’s always wanted to see my left side of perfect, and right now, he’s forcing it, taking me apart layer by layer.

      Show me your left side.

      Instead of fighting, I allow him to continue, letting the raw and exposed feeling consume me. He won’t do anything to hurt me or say anything to send me into a tailspin. At least, it’s what I keep telling myself.

      Concentrating on what he’s doing, I take the time to observe him. The slight five o’clock shadow caressing his face, the stiff set in his strong jaw, the pout of his swollen lips, the deep brown of his eyes so mysterious, yet kind.

      He’s beyond handsome, the type of man I never thought would ever call me beautiful, let alone look at me the way he is right now, with such affection and intensity.

      Once he’s done, he sits on his heels and stares me down, a smile pulling at his lips. He stands and takes me with him to my bed and lowers me gently. Thankfully the air mattress I have is a double queen, so it’s a few feet off the ground.

      Colby squats in front of me and says, “You don’t need makeup to be beautiful, Ryan. You’re beautiful without it, stunning actually. Your eyes are so vivid, your face so soft.”

      I want to tell him he’s just saying that, he wouldn’t say the same thing in the daylight, but I hold back, wanting to soak up this moment instead, wanting to stay present and out of my fucked-up head.

      “Thank you.”

      Standing tall again, Colby unzips his flight suit to his waist and shrugs out of the arms, letting the top half fall to his sides. His muscles flex under his sand-colored T-shirt, pecs strong and bold, biceps stretching the sleeves, a flash of his abs from the clinginess of his shirt.

      He’s so much bigger than when he was in college, more masculine, more male, as if he’s dripping with testosterone. The night we shared together holds a small part of my memory, one I’ve worn out over the past few weeks, trying to relive the moment I had with Colby. But right here, right now, I have a feeling I’m going to have so many more memories to tap into after this night is over.

      From behind, he takes his shirt into his hand and pulls it over his head—as only a male knows how to do—abs flexing, a sexy-as-hell look on his face when he drops the shirt to the side. Standing in front of me, his boxer briefs skimming above the V in his hips, he’s fulfilling all my fantasies. I watch his dog tags sway back and forth as he leans toward me, pushing me against my comforter.

      He brings his hand to the top of my yoga pants and glides them down my legs revealing a small pair of white lace booty shorts. He scans my body, eyes narrowed and dark. “Is this what you always wear?”

      I nod. “Every day.”

      “Fuck, Ryan.” His hands skim up my body, drawing a path of heat with him until he’s straddling me, both hands on either side of my shoulders, his lower half pressing against me. “Do you remember the first time we had sex?” he asks, lowering his head to my neck where he draws kisses up and down the column.

      “Vividly.”

      “Do you remember how it feels to have me inside of you? Pulsing, my cock swelling with each contraction of your pussy around it?”

      I let out a low moan, remembering exactly how sexy Colby is in bed. “I remember it feeling amazing.”

      “That’s it?”

      “It’s been a while, Colby. Remind me.”

      His lips travel up my jaw to my mouth where he dives his tongue inside, making small thrusting movements, my entire body on fire from a little foreplay from his tongue. I’m ready for him, slick and turned on.

      “I need you, Colby.”

      “I need you too, baby,” he says it so naturally, that it shoots a wave of butterflies through my stomach as he spreads kisses down my chest to my torso, to above the waistband of my underwear. Leaning back on his heels, he pulls down my underwear and tosses them on the floor. Unabashedly he spreads my legs with his palms to my inner thighs, pushing my legs high to the side so I’m fully exposed to him.

      His eyes darken as he takes me in. I know I’m aroused and wet. I can feel it. Just from him taking his shirt off I was ready, but now the anticipation of having him so close to pleasuring me has every bone in my body quivering.

      With a quick lick of his lips, he dips his head and spreads me with his thumbs. I clutch the sheets and wait for contact, his head hovering. When he doesn’t move right away, I open my eyes and look at him to see what the problem is. When we make eye contact, the corner of his lip tilts up.

      “There you are. Keep your eyes on me, baby. I want you to watch me make you come.”

      Another wave of arousal hits me before he closes the last few inches and presses his mouth against my pussy.

      “Oh God,” I moan, letting my head tilt back for a second before I return it and keep my eyes focused on him.

      Leisurely, he begins to lick me up and down, taking his time, almost as if he’s savoring the moment, his tongue making slow strokes, driving me crazy.

      I move my hips for a little more friction, but I’m quickly pressed against the mattress by his strong arms, his forearms and biceps popping and flexing from holding me down. “Don’t rush me, Ryan. I will eat you out on my own damn time.” Before he goes back, he winks, and I just about die.

      My head falls back on the pillow and for the life of me, I can’t bring myself to look at him again, but when he doesn’t go back to pleasuring me, I lift back up, propping myself up on my elbows.

      “That’s better.” He kisses from my inner thigh to my pussy and to my other thigh, lightly nipping and licking occasionally but never going back to my clit, which is throbbing uncontrollably between my legs.

      “Colby, please.”

      “You want me to fuck this pretty little clit of yours?”

      “Yes,” I say breathlessly. “Please.”

      “Mmm, I like it when you beg, makes me hard as fuck. I like seeing you desperate for my touch, the pink in your cheeks from how aroused you are, and the slickness of this pussy every time I’m near it. Fucking gorgeous.”

      In one swift movement, he dives back down and starts flicking his tongue over my clit, hitting it in just the right spot that my entire body breaks out in a sweat and my stomach bottoms out. I try to move, I try to match his flicks with a thrust of my hips, but he holds me captive, taking me prisoner with his tongue. I’m at his mercy as he relentlessly moves his mouth over me, eyes fixed on mine, until I feel my vision start to tunnel and my orgasm rip through me.

      I moan loudly, mouth falling open, legs dropping to the mattress as I ride my orgasm out on his tongue, letting my body feel in the moment.

      A burst of pleasure rips through my core.

      My arms and legs lose all sense of feeling.

      A pounding erupts between my legs as he continues to flick my clit.

      “Oh fuck, Colby.” I grip his hair and pull on it until the last spasm runs through me.

      I drop to the bed, in disbelief from the amazing orgasm I just had as I hear Colby rustle next to me. When I finally gain the strength to lift my head, I turn to the side and see Colby standing above me, completely naked, hand on his enormous cock, stroking it. Every muscle in his body is flexed and rippling. His corded neck strains, and the sinew in his forearm waves with every stroke of his dick.

      He’s absolutely stunning.

      All male, and one hundred percent mine right now.

      Sitting up, I take off my bralette and toss it with the rest of our clothes letting Colby get a good look before I pull him in close by his hamstrings and move his hand. Steadying myself on his thighs, I hover above his cock before opening wide and taking him in my mouth, rolling my tongue over the head and sucking.

      A hiss escapes him when I flick the underside of his head, focusing on the sensitive spot that all men have. At the same time, I take his balls into my hand and start rolling them in my palm.

      “Fuck,” he gasps when I grab hold of the base of his cock and squeeze tight, my mouth continuing to work up and down his length.

      He groans.

      His chest heaves.

      He grips my head, holding me still as he very slowly pumps his cock in and out of my mouth.

      I clamp down hard and suck, making him buckle over, his hand falling to my shoulder.

      “Fucking hell, Ryan. Do that again and I’ll come in your mouth.”

      I go to suck him again when he pulls away, his cock so incredibly hard, I can see every vein running through it.

      Through clenched teeth, he says, “On your back, beautiful, and spread those gorgeous legs for me.”

      God, I love him so much. Not just because he’s sexy and a dirty talker or because he makes me laugh and cares for me, but because in this moment, he truly makes me feel worthy.

      Worthy of him.

      I scoot back on my air mattress and spread my legs. He crawls on top of me and says above a whisper, “Are you on birth control?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m clean, baby.”

      “Me too.”

      His eyes become heady, the enormity of what’s about to happen hanging over us. One hand on his cock, the other holding up his strong body, he leans forward and slowly works my mouth, kissing me softly as he guides the head of his cock up and down my slit.

      “Yes,” I moan. “More. I want more. I want you.”

      “You have me, Ryan.” He pushes his cock at my entrance and I clench, preparing for his girth. “I need you to relax or I’m not going to fit.” He reaches between us and presses his thumb on my clit, meticulously rubbing it in small circles, round and round until I can feel myself start to float away into another place. That’s when he inserts himself inside me, inch by agonizing inch.

      “So goddamn perfect,” he says, straining, eyes shut briefly before those soulful brown irises connect with me. “You’re so fucking special to me, Ryan.” He moves his hips and fully inserts himself inside me.

      And he stills. Our heartbeats sync, our breaths mingle, our needs crashing together as we both start to move our hips at the same time.

      “I want slow, baby.”

      “I can’t do slow. I need you now. Make me feel everything, Colby. I’ve been so dead inside. I want to feel.” I need to feel. To come alive. To find my soul again.

      Not asking any questions, Colby descends with his mouth on mine and starts to move in and out of me, his hips moving slowly, making long strokes, and with every push into me, I clench around him, causing him to groan.

      His tongue mimics his hips. One of his hands falls to my breasts where he kneads and pinches my nipple.

      I scream in pleasure.

      He groans when I squeeze him again.

      We both become frenzied.

      I spread my legs wider, and he takes one and puts it on his shoulder, opening me up wider, then he drives into me.

      “Yes, just like that.”

      He pushes harder and harder and harder until I can no longer breathe, the room becoming electric, sparks flying between us. I’m at the precipice, my pleasure ready to fall over, when he moves his hand to my clit and presses down with his thumb. I fly, a strangled moan slipping out of me as my entire body lights up, euphoria hitting me everywhere.

      Above, Colby continues to pump, his chest straining, his neck tight, and his jaw clenched.

      “Fuuck,” he drags out, biting down on his lip. I feel him spill into me, groans rumbling up and out of him. The sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. “So fucking good.” He presses his mouth against mine and makes out with me for a few minutes, our orgasms fading out.

      When he finally comes up for air, he kisses my nose and then falls to the mattress, taking me with him so we’re facing each other, side by side, our legs tangled, our bodies touching.

      I caress his face, emotion swelling inside of me again. “Are you really here? I’m not dreaming, am I?”

      “You’re not dreaming. This is real, Ryan.”

      I let out a sigh. “This is real. You’re really here with me.”

      “Yes, and I’m desperate to stay with you.” He caresses my jaw. “I want this, Ryan. I want us to work. It’s taken me so fucking long to figure out my true feelings for you; I don’t want to lose you again.”

      “And what are your true feelings for me?” I hold my breath, nervous I’m pushing him too much.

      Never wavering, never looking away, he keeps his gaze fixed on mine and says, “I love you, Ryan. I’m desperately in love with you, and I think I have been since the wedding but was too damn blind to realize it.”

      “You love me,” I say, not as a question but as a statement. I grip his cheeks and pull him into a kiss where I press my forehead against his, relief washing over me. “I love you so much, Colby. For the first time in months I feel like I can finally breathe, like the weight on my chest has finally lifted.” I shake my head against his. “I still can’t believe this is real, that you’re in my bed, holding me. I put my feelings to rest, knowing you were going to end up with someone else. I was trying to accept it, but you’re here, with me.”

      “I’m here.” He reaches around me and pulls my body flush against his. “I’m here to stay.”
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      Lips press against my chest, soft hair brushes against my chin, and the scent of Ryan floats into my nose.

      Happy.

      I’m fucking ecstatic.

      A part of me feels a little guilty, because a few weeks ago Sage and I broke things off, but we still text here and there to keep up. I saw her at Balboa’s house, we talked, and we’re pretty cool, no hard feelings, which is pretty rare given our situation.

      And the more I think about it, the more I realize I was filling a void with Sage, and she was doing the same with me. I was filling a void Ryan created without me realizing it. And now that I have her, I’m never letting go.

      “Good morning,” I grumble, shifting on the air mattress, every one of my muscles screaming at me.

      “Mmm.” She kisses my chest. “Good morning.”

      I shift again, my back seizing on me. “Fuck, this thing is uncomfortable. How have you been able to sleep on it for so long?”

      “I’ve never had a problem with it.”

      “We’re not sleeping here anymore. You’re coming to my place.”

      “Is that right?” She props herself up, revealing her delicious breasts. I feasted on them for a good ten minutes last night, lapping and sucking until she came from my touch alone. It was fucking hot, and then I fucked her tits as she squeezed them together for me. It was beyond sexy, seeing her love every second of it.

      I reach out and take one of her nipples between my fingers, rolling it. She tilts her head back, her mouth parting open. “Yes, that’s right. We’re staying at my place in a nice, normal bed that doesn’t feel like it’s about to pop every time I pound into you.”

      “You’re so full of yourself.” She sucks in a bout of air when I pinch hard. She’s about to be full of me in a moment.

      “I’m full of myself, because I thought I was going to pop your air mattress last night? Babe, the mattress was wheezing. I was waiting for it to blow and shoot us off into the wall.”

      “You’re being dramatic.”

      “I’m concerned for our safety.” I bring my hands to her hips and lift her on top of me, scooting in the middle of the slightly deflated air mattress. I wouldn’t be surprised if we created a hole in it.

      I situate her on top of me and watch as she automatically starts to rock her already wet pussy along my length.

      She presses her hands into my chest leaning forward, her tits swaying.

      “This mattress is perfectly fine.” Lifting up, she fits my cock into her entrance and then sits, fully inserting herself in one smooth motion.

      “Shit, that feels so damn good.” I bring my hands to the back of my head and watch as she moves her body up and down, her hips swiveling as she comes down on me. I learned quickly last night that even though she likes it when I take charge, she also likes to take charge herself, and this is one of those moments, so I give her free rein.

      “Keep your hands there,” she whispers. “Don’t move.” She glides her fingers down my torso and then back up where she flicks my nipple with her fingernail. My cock swells inside her and she feels it. “Oh that was hot, Colby. Do you like nipple play?”

      “I like what you just did,” I admit with no shame, wanting her to do it again.

      And she does.

      While rotating her hips, she starts to play with my nipples, giving them the same torture I did to her last night, until I’m panting and sweating, ready to take over.

      “Babe, I need you to go faster.”

      “Are you there? Ready to come?”

      “So fucking ready,” I squeeze out, my throat tight from how strained my body is, how turned on I am.

      And then she stops. She stops everything and simply sits on top of me. My eyes want to roll in the back of my head, and she’s not moving.

      “Ryan, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Just giving you some time to think about our bed choice again.”

      Is she fucking kidding me right now? I can be all for giving up control, but not when it has my dick on the verge of orgasm with no release.

      Fuck no.

      I spin her onto the bed in two seconds and spread her legs, driving into her with all the force in my body.

      She presses her hands against the wall, her tits bouncing, mouth parting, and skin glistening.

      I move, fast. Thrusting, pumping, taking. My hips are wild, the energy inside me feeling almost out of control as I pound into her, push after push until she’s calling my name, her head thrashing from side to side, her orgasm squeezing my cock.

      A few more thrusts.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      “Fuck!” I thrust one last time as my orgasm rips through me at the same time the air mattress makes a popping sound, and we immediately start to sink to the floor.

      Once we ride out the wave of euphoria skyrocketing between us, I kiss the side of her cheek, and notice the extremely hard floor right beneath us.

      “Are you still going to argue with me about the bed?”

      She giggles. “The poor thing. It never saw your giant cock and powerful hips coming. You should have warned the girl.” And there she is. My sassy girl.

      “And risk staying here? Fuck no. My mission was to pop the fuck out of this thing and I did. Mission accomplished.”

      “Let me guess, this will go on your list of sex brags.”

      “Fucked my girl so hard I popped an air mattress? Yeah, I’ll be bragging about that for years to come.”

      “Your girl?” she asks, shy and nervous.

      To reassure her, I press my lips against hers. “Yeah, my girl.”

      She snuggles into me, holding me around my waist and giving me a hug. I’m basically lying on concrete. I’m sore as fuck. I desperately need to move. But right here, right now? I’m the most alive I’ve ever been. And it’s because of this girl. My girl. “I like that. I like that a lot,” she says, and I know I’m finally with my person. My forever person.
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        * * *

      

      “This is amazing.” I hold on to Ryan’s hand as we walk through a manmade tunnel, twenty-five feet in height.

      “I can’t believe how big these tunnels are.”

      When I picked her up this morning, I was a little disappointed, not only because she’d patched up that godforsaken air mattress, but because she was wearing a full face of makeup. I wanted to tell her she didn’t need it, that we were going hiking and I wanted to see her left side, but I also didn’t want to start our date on a bad note. Our date. Our first date as Ryan and Colby. It sounds fucking perfect, which actually takes me a little by surprise. Huh.

      I had a long night of flying last night, got a few hours of sleep, and picked Ryan up a little past one. She suggested we drive to Hoover Dam for a picnic dinner and a hike around the historical railroad trail that the workers used to build it.

      Never in a million years would I have thought of the idea, but it sure as fuck excited me.

      “Could you imagine being one of the people who had to dig this tunnel or who had to build Hoover Dam?”

      She shakes her head, glancing toward the dirt ceiling, taking it all in. “No way. It’s incredible what they accomplished back then with so much less than what we have today.”

      I pull her in close and kiss the side of her head as we continue to walk, a backpack full of food on my back and a backpack with a blanket on hers.

      “What was it like flying for the first time?” Ryan asks.

      I grin, loving that she’s so interested in my career. It’s not the first question she’s asked since we started dating. Her genuine interest is really fucking cute.

      “It was surreal. I had this idea in my head of what it would be like, to finally control a plane, but it was nothing like I thought. I was actually nervous the first time and scared as shit when we landed. Stryder was the same way. We wanted nothing more than to get in that cockpit but after we got out, we practically cried in each other’s arms.”

      “No, you didn’t.” She chuckles, tugging on my hand.

      “No, we didn’t cry, but fuck . . . it was really nerve-racking up there, being in control. It was like I built this idea in my head of what it was going to be like and when I finally got to do it, it was more like having an out-of-body experience. I can barely remember it. All I remember was feeling claustrophobic and making an incredibly bumpy landing. I got over the claustrophobia really quick.”

      “I would say you had no choice.”

      I shake my head. “It was something that never bothered me, but I think I was more surprised than anything. I always dreamed of flying but never got to experience it until I got to the Air Force Academy, so I was shocked to say the least. Now I have no issues with it.”

      “Was it during the first flight that you became addicted?”

      I nod as we make our way out of the tunnel toward another straight-ahead, the rock dirt beneath our shoes cracking with each step. “Yeah. After I got over the initial shock of it all, that I’d actually flown a plane, I couldn’t wait to get back up there.”

      “I can’t believe they just let you fly a plane like that.”

      I chuckle. “It was a glider. They start you out with a glider and an instructor. You’re not up there by yourself. The glider helps you get the feel for flying and helps you learn how to maneuver the plane at slow speeds.”

      “Oh duh.” She shakes her head. “I knew that. There are gliders everywhere, especially during the summer in the Springs. Hey”—her eyes widen in excitement—“maybe I saw you in the sky and never knew it was you.”

      That puts a smile on my face. “You could have.”

      We make our way to the other tunnel, Ryan gripping my hand tighter, our palms pressing together, our steps in sync. It’s weird to think we met each other over six years ago and yet, here we are, holding hands, dating, in love with each other.

      She crept out of nowhere, hooking me faster than I could keep up with, and buried her soul in mine, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Part of me is a little angry it took me so long to see what was right in front of me. Ryan is perfect for me. I don’t need to come up with reasons. She just is. I’ve wanted to apologize for the pain I unintentionally put her through, but knowing Ryan, she’d hate that.

      “Do you ever wonder what it would be like if we knew each other in high school or even middle school?” I ask. We grew up in the same town and didn’t meet until the party where I met Rory. We grew up in a big city, but to think our paths never crossed is hard to imagine, and yet, it happened with all my close friends from Colorado Springs. I didn’t meet Stryder, Hardie, or Joey until the Air Force Academy, and Rory and Ryan came around my senior year.

      “We wouldn’t have been friends in high school, and sure as hell we wouldn’t have been friends in middle school.”

      I stop, slightly offended and turn her toward me. Through my aviators, I study her. “Why do you say that?”

      She keeps moving forward bringing me with her through the last tunnel where she spots a little section of dirt overlooking Lake Mead and the desert mountains.

      Not answering me right away, she takes her backpack off and lays out the blanket, about ten feet away from the trail and in a secluded spot to give us some privacy as the sun starts to set over the mountains. It’s a perfect setting for not only a date, but for the conversation I want to have with her. Whatever she’s hiding, it has to do with her childhood, because she’s mentioned it before, and now I want to hear all about it. I want to know her deeper than what I already know. She’s so guarded. Maybe Rory knows some of her past, but I imagine she’s never let anyone else in long enough to entrust them with something as important as what truly shaped her. Well, I’m much the same really. Only Stryder, Rory, and Bent have any clue about my shitty upbringing. Ryan knows some too.

      I help her take a seat on the blanket and join her, putting my backpack to the side and pulling her between my legs where I can wrap my whole body around her as we stare at the lake.

      “Are you going to answer me?” I ask, as I brush my cheek against hers.

      “Maybe we can drop the conversation and just enjoy the scenery.”

      “Or you can talk to me because I love you, and anything you say isn’t going to affect the way I feel about you.”

      She turns her head to look at me, tilting back so she can really get a good view. “You know, when I first met you, I never thought I’d hear you say something like that. You were so closed off. I felt bad for Rory, yet here you are, challenging me the same way Rory would challenge me.”

      I shrug. “I learned from the best. Now stop avoiding the question and talk to me. I want to know everything about you, Ryan, and that requires you to open up.”

      She sighs and sinks into my chest, her head pressing against my shoulder, her arms clasping around mine. I kiss her temple and whisper into her ear, “Come on, baby, share with me.”

      She takes a few deep breaths; I know this is hard for her. She seems to be an open person, and to some extent she is, but this is different. “I wasn’t the girl you see now back then.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      One of her fingers starts slowly rubbing back and forth over my forearm, the touch spreading welcomed goosebumps over my skin. “I grew up in a split household. My dad thought the world of me. He still does. He thinks I’m the most beautiful creature that ever walked the planet. He instilled so much confidence in me that I would walk around proud of who I was.” She shakes her head. “But my mom . . . she had a different idea of who her daughter was. She saw me as a fat girl who was far too confident in her own skin and needed to be brought down to reality.”

      “What?” Immediately my skin starts to prickle, anger boiling in the pit of my stomach as my jaw clenches. How the fuck could a mother act that way toward her daughter? God, I hated that my mom was disinterested. Hated that my stepfather was abusive. But I hope to God, her mother didn’t treat her like my stepfather treated me.

      “At the time, I didn’t see it, not until I was brought down a few pegs. I was chubby, I wasn’t very pretty, and I didn’t have any friends really. My first true friend was Rory. She never ditched me. She stuck by my side through the thick and thin.” She pushes out a deep breath and continues, “My dad told me over and over again it was only baby fat, that I would grow out of it, but I was still beautiful. He never saw anything wrong with me, which gave me false confidence.”

      “False confidence?” I keep my arms wrapped around her, my heart pained for the little girl Ryan describes. I can picture her in my head, and it just about kills me that she was picked on by her own damn mother.

      “Middle school was the hardest three years of my life. I was a late bloomer and no matter what I did, I never was able to be the girl I strove to be. I had a little notebook I put together of all the images I wanted to achieve—of the hair I wanted, the outfits, the makeup. I thought if I could be like those girls in the magazines, I could be popular. So I tried and failed miserably. I was picked on, I was called fat, chubby, ugly, and every other word you can imagine from middle school kids. I was bullied day in and day out for splitting my pants, for having a double chin, for eating snacks in classes because I was hungry all the time.”

      My stomach churns, my body aching, hollowing out. Why are kids so cruel?

      “I had boys say they would go out with me but ended up making out with another girl the next day. I was pushed in the hallway, and boys would bet to see if they could knock me down; cow tip me as they would say.” She grows quiet. “I would come home crying and my mom would tell me to stop letting my dad buy me ice cream, to start working out more, that all the bullying was a direct result of me not trying.”

      What in the actual fuck?

      The clench of my jaw is so goddamn tight. God, her mom sounds like a bitch. How is Ryan so amazing?

      “It got much worse until it got a little better. The end of my sophomore year things started to turn around. I found Rory, we became friends, I finally started to lose weight, and then I learned how to properly apply makeup. It got better, but the words, the taunts, the harassment from classmates and my mom, they’re everlasting. You can’t erase them. Magazines and society, told me what pretty looked like. And it’s not me. And it’s very hard to erase what you perceive as beautiful and see it as something else. You wonder why I wear makeup, why I’m always doing my hair? It’s because when I look in the mirror, I don’t see someone who’s pretty. I see the little girl in middle school with the chubby cheeks, braces, and awkward haircut.”

      “Ryan, baby.” I squeeze her tight. “You know that’s not the truth, right? You’re incredibly gorgeous without fake eyelashes, high heels, and makeup. You’re naturally gorgeous.”

      Instead of responding, she snuggles her head against my shoulder and closes her eyes, I hope, soaking in the warmth and love I’m trying to give her. We sit there for who knows how long. Time passes, the sun sets, and hikers walk by, their conversations drowning out as they pass.

      I know what it’s like to be degraded by a parental figure, told over and over I won’t be good enough. I know the toll it can take on you, but then again, Ted was my stepfather. Ryan is hurting—damaged—suffering from her past, and it fucking scares me, because I don’t want it to hurt our future, not when I finally have her, not when I can finally say she’s mine.
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      “I don’t think I can do this.” Ryan halts, stopping a few feet from the door.

      “You can do this.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s so awkward. Everyone is going to look at me like I’m the one who ruined everything.”

      I take her hand and kiss the back of it, trying to reassure her. “They really aren’t. They are happy for us.”

      She puts her hand on her hip and whispers, “They’re happy? You broke off an engagement and are now dating someone a few weeks later. That is so not cool. I look like the mistress.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re not the mistress. The engagement was broken off mutually, and Sage really wants to see you.”

      She takes her hand from mine. “I really don’t think we should touch or anything. How about you go in first and I’ll come a few minutes later? Be cool. Casual.”

      “That’s not happening.” I tug on her hand. “Come on, let’s get it over with.”

      “They’re going to hate me,” she says quickly, and when I turn to face her, I can see the true worry in her eyes—her insecurities—and I’m reminded of the taunting she went through. Does she fear the same behavior from our friends?

      Sighing, I bring her in close and kiss the side of her head. “Ryan, if for a second I thought they’d be mean to you in any way, I would never bring you here for a get together. Can you trust me and know I’m here to protect you, not put you in a situation that’s going to make you uncomfortable?”

      “I trust you, Colby, I’m just scared.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ve got me this go around, and I’ll protect you. It’s what I do best.” I lift her chin and give her a quick kiss on her lips. “Everyone is going to be cool. I promise.”

      “Even Balboa?”

      I nod. “Even Balboa.” If there is one man I totally feel right with, it’s Balboa. Sage spoke to her brother first and told him it was a mutual decision. She told him she hadn’t felt right about us for some time, and that the preparations for the wedding had felt as though they were for someone else’s wedding. Balboa punched me once in the gut—just because—and then said he was done; he knew I hadn’t been an asshole, and we were cool because his sister was cool. And that’s how it’s done in man world. Ryan has nothing to worry about as far as Balboa is concerned.

      She looks over my shoulder to the door. “Okay. Let’s do this. But no touching.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to grab your pussy in front of them. I’m just holding your hand.”

      “That’s too much. I don’t want to rub it in their faces, and I swear if you grab my pussy in front of them, we are not having sex for months. Months, Brooks.”

      My head tilts back as I laugh. “Okay. No grabbing of the pussy but I’m holding your hand. Don’t be ashamed of us.”

      She tilts her head. “I’m not ashamed, Colby.”

      “Then hold my hand, beautiful.”

      I offer my hand, and she takes it without hesitation. Palms connected, her body next to mine, just the way I like it.

      I don’t even bother knocking; never really have before since this house is a second home. When we walk through the entryway to the back of the house, I feel the slight tug of her reluctance, but I keep pushing through.

      Everyone is in the kitchen so when we appear, holding hands, the room falls silent. Ryan stiffens next to me, tries desperately to release the grip I have on her hand, but I hold on tight. Sage is cooking a giant pot of what looks to be pasta sauce, with an apron wrapped around her thin waist. When she looks up, she studies us for a second, her eyes scanning us, pausing on our hands.

      For a brief second, I worry, but that’s quickly washed away when Sage smiles a bright smile, puts down her wooden spoon, and says, “Ah, you guys are here.” She walks up to us and gives me a hug before turning to Ryan and wrapping both arms around her. Tentative at first, Ryan returns the hug but quickly falls into it when Sage grips her tightly.

      “It’s about time, asshole,” Colt says, rubbing his stomach. “I’m starving.”

      “You ate a slice of pizza on your drive over here,” Bent says, blowing his cover.

      “Because I’m starving.” Colt rolls his eyes dramatically.

      Rowdy is sitting in the corner, a disgruntled look on his face and drinking a beer, while Balboa is playing with a yo-yo, doing ridiculous tricks that will annoy just about anyone.

      “Ah, I’m so happy you guys made it. Garlic bread is in the oven, pasta is ready, and the meat sauce is simmering. I think we’re ready. It’s self-serve. Colt, you’re last because you will take way too much.”

      Sage steps to the side, takes out the garlic bread, and motions to the plates. “Go on, start serving yourself.

      No one moves, so I take the initiative to grab plates for Ryan and me. We walk down the assembly line and snag some dinner before taking our plates into the living room to sit down.

      “Want a drink?” I ask her.

      “Water is fine.” She’s still being shy and not herself. I want to lift her lips to mine and tell her once again everything is fine, but I’m afraid she’ll punch me in the balls if I touch her.

      So instead, I walk into the kitchen and talk as quietly as I can to everybody. “Hey”—I gather their attention—“Ryan is worried you all hate her because we’re together now, so can you reassure her that that’s not the case?”

      “She does?” Sage asks, her face falling. “Oh, that’s going to be fixed. Boys, put down your plates, we need to go tell Ryan how much we love her.”

      “Sage, that’s not—”

      She snaps her fingers and the boys follow her, as if she’s the leader of the pack. What the hell just happened?

      I follow behind with bottles of water in hand.

      “Ryan, we don’t hate you,” Sage announces when she gets to the living room. I cringe as Ryan’s head snaps toward me, murder beaming from her eyes. Thanks a lot, Sage.

      “I didn’t say you hated me. Jesus, Colby, what did you say to them? I was just nervous that maybe I wasn’t welcome anymore, that this might be awkward for everyone.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Nope.”

      “Not even a little.”

      “Feels right.”

      The guys add in their two cents, Sage following after. “I always thought you and Colby had a strong connection, Ryan. I was never jealous of it. I thought it was a beautiful friendship. When I started to consider that maybe Colby and I weren’t a perfect match, I began to realize that you two were. I’m excited about you two being together. Colby and I split on good terms. Is it a little awkward that I know what he looks like naked? Sure.” My face blushes as Balboa rolls his eyes and mutters something under his breath. “But that will wear off. I don’t want you thinking you’re not welcome. We’re seriously good. No bad blood between us. You’re a good friend, and I want to keep it that way.”

      “Really?” Ryan asks, looking relieved.

      “Of course. In the midst of all these fighter pilots, we have to stick together.” She winks and then claps her hands together. “Okay, back to the food, we don’t want it getting cold.”

      The guys shuffle past me along with Sage, leaving me briefly alone with Ryan. I sit next to her and hand her a water. Plastering a smile on my face, I say, “Wasn’t that nice?”

      Leaning in, Ryan quickly reaches out and pinches my nipple. Legit gets a finger full and pinches the fuck out of the damn thing.

      “Shit.” I swat her away and rub my pec. “What the hell, babe?”

      She points her finger angrily at me. “No sex for a month.”

      “What?” I protest. “I didn’t touch you—”

      “No, you made a scene, which is way worse. I would have rather you bent me over the couch and started nailing me from behind instead.”

      I scratch the back of my head. “Well fuck, if I knew that was an option, I would have gone with that approach.”

      “I hate you.” There is a small smirk at the corner of her lip.

      I swipe my arm around her waist and pull her in close, nuzzling her ear with my nose as I say, “Nah, you love me. Don’t even pretend you’re mad at me. I told you everything was okay.”

      “That was embarrassing,” she mutters.

      I kiss her cheek and say, “It was not, and at least you know you’re still loved. Everyone is happy for us.”

      “I don’t know why. I would be bitter if I were in Sage’s shoes.”

      “That’s because you love me more than she ever did. Of course you would be bitter.” I bring her plate to her lap from the coffee table. “Now eat up, you’re going to need the energy tonight when I fuck that sexy pussy of yours until you’re screaming my name for everyone in this house to hear.”

      She tilts her head, giving me a little more access to her neck. “Just try to make me scream.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “It is.” She winks at me and turns back to her plate.

      Challenge accepted.
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        * * *

      

      “Babe, are you making me breakfast?”

      Ryan turns around, spatula in hand, wearing one of my Air Force shirts, looking sexy as shit with her hair at her shoulders, and her face completely devoid of makeup. Over the past few weeks, I’ve noticed the way she’s slowly worn less makeup around me. She won’t go anywhere like work or on a date without makeup, but if we have a day off, she won’t put any on. It’s refreshing. I fucking love it.

      “I’m attempting to make eggs. I can’t promise they’re going to be good.”

      I love this woman, down to my very soul, but fucking hell is she a terrible cook. She’s made me one meal and that was that. Fried chicken that turned out to be greasy, oil-soaked chicken and burnt broccoli. I’m not much of a cook myself, but at least I have a few staples under my belt. We eat out a lot. She’s also messy. She leaves her lingerie and clothes and her cosmetics everywhere. But she is good at doing the dishes, thank God. Let’s not forget her other beautiful attributes, though. She also gives amazing head, like blackout status. I swear to Christ, I see stars every time she sucks me into her hot mouth.

      “Eggs are good. Do you have the burner on a lower heat?” She nods. “And you’re moving the eggs around?” She nods. “Then you’re doing good. Want me to grab the cheese?”

      “That would be great. I’m trying to avoid burning these. I have to be able to make you something edible. I need to take cooking classes.”

      I bring the cheese over to her and place my hands on her hips, kissing up her neck, her hair dancing against my bare chest.

      “I kind of like you being a hot mess in the kitchen. It’s endearing.”

      “So you would rather have burnt, gross food than me trying to learn to cook?”

      “I want whatever keeps you here, naked but for my shirt, looking hot as fuck with a spatula in your hand.” I move my hands under the shirt and expose her bare ass. Round and tight, so fucking sexy.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” She looks at me from over her shoulder. “You’re going to make me burn the eggs.”

      “Spread your legs,” I say in a commanding voice.

      She shakes her head. “That Air Force voice doesn’t work on me. Nice try.”

      I move my hand down her crack and between her legs, forcing her to spread to fit my large hand.

      “Spread farther, Ryan.”

      She leans back against me, one hand on the counter as my fingers reach her front. “Colby,” she says but moans at the same time. “I don’t want to mess up the eggs.”

      “And I want to taste this pussy. Who’s going to win?”

      “I know who’s going to lose,” she says, reaching over to the burner and turning it off before spinning in my hold and taking her shirt off, leaving her naked and fine as fuck.

      “Goddamn, Ryan.” I bend to my knees and drape one leg over my shoulder and then the other so her pussy is right against my face. Her hands grip the back of the counter, her head tilts, and I get right down to pleasuring her.

      I spread her open and press my tongue against her clit, humming for a few heartbeats before flicking the little bundle of nerves. I glance at her and watch her back arch, thrusting her hips into my mouth and her tits into the air.

      I reach up with one hand and move it across her tits, pinching her nipples and rolling them between my fingers.

      “God, yes.” Her hips start to move against my tongue, and in the matter of seconds, she’s moaning loudly, my name falling off her tongue as she comes on my face, shuttering and pulsing. Seeing her come is one of the best sights ever, next to seeing her at peace in my arms.

      She rides out her orgasm and when she’s done, she takes a deep breath before hopping off my shoulders and pushing me back on the floor, determination in her eyes. She glances at my hard-on, smiles, and sits backward on my chest, so I get a great view of her ass. Bending at the waist, she lowers the waistband of my boxer briefs and takes my cock in her mouth, moving one of her hands to my balls and the base of my cock. She rubs the underside of the root with her thumb, making me harder than before. God, this woman. Sexy as fuck.

      Sucking hard, she focuses her mouth on the head of my cock, pumping me with one hand and rolling my balls with the other.

      I grip her ass, feeling her slide ever so slightly on my chest, her arousal growing with every suck of my dick in her mouth. Fuck, I want to pull her backward so her wet pussy is over my mouth.

      Squeezing hard and sucking at the same time, she attacks my dick with her hand and her mouth, causing me to once again see stars. Best fucking head ever.

      I groan.

      I shift beneath her.

      Every last cell in my body focuses on the center where my balls tighten, my stomach drops, and I come so hard that my vision turns black and I’m dizzy. She’s pumping me so damn hard that for a second I think I blackout until she slows down and things come back into view.

      I drape my arm over my eyes, completely spent from one orgasm. “Fuck, Ryan.”

      She licks around my cock and then turns around so I can see her triumphant face. She lowers her mouth to my chest where she kisses it up and down. “I’m still turned on, Colby. I’m going to need you to take care of that.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her and then smile. “Well then, sit on my face so I can tongue fuck you again, baby.”
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        * * *

      

      The speed limits on base are infuriating. Twenty-five miles per hour at some parts, and there are no kids around anywhere. I get they don’t want dickheads speeding, but for fuck’s sake, this is torture.

      And speeding isn’t an option. If you get a ticket on base, you’re looking at a world of hurt from your commanding officer, and I prefer not to have to deal with that.

      My truck moves along slowly as my patience wears thin. After a long day at work, going through hours of briefing and debriefing and two hours in the jet, I want to be home and stretched out, Ryan on my side, curled in tightly.

      I also want to forget about the killer news that was handed out to me today. I knew it was coming, I just didn’t think it was going to be so goddamn quick, and I have no clue how to handle it.

      I’ve been re-stationed.

      My prior PCS wasn’t bad because I went from Luke in Phoenix to Nellis near Las Vegas. Pretty easy. But this new assignment? Fuck, it’s going to change everything.

      How the hell am I supposed to tell Ryan I’m leaving for Korea in three weeks?

      I knew it would happen at some point, but when Bent said our orders were pushed up, I had a sickening feeling hit me in the stomach and a sense of foreboding overwhelm me.

      I’m finally in a place in my personal life where I feel like everything is going right—the peace in my relationship with Ryan—and now I’m forced to mess with that.

      What the hell am I supposed to say to Ryan? Hey, babe, I love you, and even though we’ve only been dating for a little bit, I want you to drop everything and move to Korea with me?

      I know she loves me, but are we at that stage yet? The stage where we sacrifice our lives for each other? And when I say we, I mean her. I don’t have a choice in the matter. I’m committed to the Air Force, and when it comes to a military lifestyle, you don’t get an opinion.

      After what seems like forever, I finally pull into my driveway, Ryan’s car parked on the side of the street, my heart racing, knowing I’m going to see her in a few seconds. I grab my duffle-bag and quickly make my way into the house where I see Ryan sitting on the couch, reading a book she told me Oprah said was the “must read” for the year.

      She’s curled up in one of my shirts, tea at her side, and a blanket only covering her toes. She looks so fucking cuddle-able.

      I shut the door and she pulls her head from her book, taking me in. And this is what I love the most about us. Coming home to Ryan. To those gorgeous, fuckable lips, the sparkle in her mesmerizing blue eyes, the mischief brewing in her incredible mind, and the most incredible body I want to get lost in. Coming home, knowing not only is she my best friend, but she’s my lover, the love of my life. Fuck, I can’t lose this. There has to be a way we can make this work. I know there is a way we can make this work.

      “You’re home. I ordered Chinese. It should be here soon.” I sense sadness in her voice, like she’s masking it with a fake sense of happiness.

      Does she know?

      A little cautious, I say, “Thanks, baby.” I lean over the couch and place a kiss on her lips. “How’s your book?”

      “It’s okay. Kind of wish there was less internal dialogue and more sex. The main characters just started to hold hands. It’s freaking torture. I want to scream for them to whip out the dick already.”

      I chuckle and take a seat next to her on the couch. “Hey, can I talk to you about something?” Her face drops, and my throat tightens. I need to jump straight into this conversation. If I don’t, she’ll know something is up. Hell, it almost feels like something is up. The only thing I can think of is that maybe Balboa told Sage who maybe approached Ryan to ask if she was okay.

      She eyes me suspiciously. “Why do I feel like you’re about to drop a bomb on me?”

      Because I am.

      I take her hand in mine and rub her knuckles, wanting to stay connected with her as I deliver this new information, wanting to keep her as calm as possible.

      “So, obviously being in the military, I don’t get to make many decisions about my future, like when I get promoted, what I might fly, and where I might live.”

      She raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you moving across the country?”

      I wince. “Uh, more like across the world.”

      “What?” Her eyes widen. Okay, she didn’t know.

      “Before you start to freak out, it’s only for a year.” As if that really matters.

      “Where, Colby?”

      I take a deep breath and try to keep my face neutral. “Korea.”

      “Korea?” she shouts, mouth falling open in shock. “Like . . . Korea, the country? Not some unknown small town in Georgia?”

      “Yes, Ryan, the country.” Fuck, her eyes start bouncing back and forth, and her mind is no doubt whirling. “It’s time I was stationed overseas. I knew it was coming. I’ve been stateside for too long, and they want some experienced F-22 pilots over there. We were PCS-ed and leave in three weeks.”

      “Wait, what? Three weeks?” She tries to pull away but I scoot closer.

      “Believe me, I wish we had more time to get things arranged, but they’re in desperate need for us. I wish there was some good news I could give you, but unfortunately, when it comes to the military, when they tell you to move, you move.”

      “But it’s Korea.” And prior to getting together with Ryan, this wouldn’t have bothered me. My soul purpose has been to protect and serve my country. But now, it’s like my heart is struggling to accept what it’s always known was my future. Assignments overseas. Life as an airman. I truly hadn’t had a clue what it would feel like to leave someone precious behind. And now I might find out.

      “I know. Until you, Ryan, I’ve never truly understood what the facts of military life would do to my significant other.”

      “Yeah . . .” she breathes out, avoiding all eye contact.

      Knowing this is going to sound crazy, I take a deep breath and say, “You can come with me, Ryan.”

      “Go with you?” She laughs nervously. “Go to Korea?”

      “Yeah, go to Korea. The base is really nice. They make it really livable for families.”

      “It’s Korea, Colby, across the world.”

      I sigh and run my hand through my hair. “I know it’s a lot to ask of you, but I want you to think about it, because I want you there. I need you there.” Truer words I’ve never spoken. I need her with me.

      She shakes her head and stands from the couch. “I don’t know, Colby. I’m barely surviving Vegas. I’m still struggling. I’m still considering moving back to the Springs—”

      “What?” My brow pulls together. “What do you mean you’re thinking about moving back to Colorado? Why would you do that?”

      “I don’t know,” she answers, her hand pressed to her head. But from the look in her eyes, she does know. There’s something she’s not telling me. “You make me feel good, Colby, but is it enough?”

      “What the hell? Where is this coming from?” Color me confused, because I thought we were happy, but here she is, a few conversations away from moving from me.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I really don’t know. I mean, would you really want me to follow you to Korea? I offer nothing to the relationship. Would I be able to get a job? Or would I just be freeloading off you, unable to make you a damn meal for when you come home? What do you really see in me, Colby, that is worth anything?”

      I know I caught her off guard by springing Korea on her, but she’s throwing me more off balance with this conversation. What does she offer me? How does she not see how happy she makes me, how fucking desperate I am to have her around me all the time? Last thing I knew, we were good, solid, in love, so where the hell is this coming from?

      “You’re worth so much, Ryan.”

      Disagreeing with me, she walks toward her purse, and takes her keys. “I can’t do this right now. I need to go.”

      “Wait, hold the fuck on.” I step in front of the door before she can bolt, my anger starting to boil inside me. “You can’t just leave. You need to talk to me. This is a grown-up relationship, Ryan. We talk to each other, we work things out, and we find solutions. We don’t up and leave without a word. You need to tell me what’s going on in that pretty head of yours, because I can tell there is something you’re not telling me, and in order for this to work, you need to let me in.”

      Looking away, she lets out a low breath. “It’s been a tough day, okay? My mom called me and said she was coming to visit tomorrow. I’m anxious and nervous about seeing her and then this new information . . . It’s all too much to handle right now. I need some space.”

      I know what a trigger is. I have the same reaction Ryan is having right now when anything even remotely reminds me of my stepdad. I can understand where she is coming from, and from what she’s told me, her mom is a huge trigger, one I don’t think I’m ready to take on, because I might lose my shit around her.

      Trying not to take this personally and putting myself in Ryan’s shoes, I tamp down my anger and close the space between us, lifting her chin so she’s forced to look me in the eyes.

      “I’m so sorry you’re feeling this way right now. If my stepdad were coming to visit, I would feel the same anxiety you are. I understand, baby. So if you want some space to work out your feelings, I’ll give you some space. But I don’t want you to drift too far away, okay? What I told you tonight was a shock, but what I said holds true. I want you with me.” I gently press a kiss across her lips. “I love you so goddamn much, Ryan, so please don’t let this news deter you from that. Okay?”

      She nods, but due to the blank stare in her eyes, I have a heart-sinking feeling in my chest.

      “Will you stay with me tonight? I’ll give you space, but will you sleep next to me? Eat the Chinese you ordered? I want to make sure you’re okay.” She looks away and I direct her eyes back to mine. “Please stay. I’ll give you all the space you need, please just stay with me.” Please don’t leave me. Show me we can conquer this.

      She bites her bottom lip and when I think she’s about to tell me to move, she lightly nods her head and buries her body into mine. Relief washes over me as I wrap my arms around her.

      Thank fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      My hands shake, my knee bounces up and down, and my stomach churns to the point that I feel like I’m going to throw up.

      She’s going to be here any minute, and I’m terrified.

      I spent hours getting ready this morning, making sure my eyebrows were shaped perfectly, my hair straight and smooth, no frizz, and my outfit classy and stylish. I don’t think I can take any criticism, not right now. I have too much going on in my head.

      What am I supposed to do with my life? This job at the variety show isn’t working out like I thought it would, and I’m feeling more and more insecure as I make already beautiful women even more beautiful.

      It’s taken a huge hit to my self-confidence. I look at myself in the mirror and hate the woman I am, hate the worry lines I’ve developed, and the weathered look in my eyes.

      Colby, he’s . . . he’s everything I could have ever asked for in a man. He tries to lift me up rather than bring me down, but I don’t know if it’s enough. And Korea? What the hell am I supposed to do with that? I desperately want to jump on board and say yes, let’s go, let’s do this. But I’m already lost. I still don’t know who I am, where I’m going with my life, and I don’t know if living in a completely different environment like Korea is going to improve my mental health.

      And I know my mental health is at an all-time low. It’s been at a low ever since I left Colorado Springs. I know I have Colby in my life now and I should be ecstatic, but there are some unresolved issues deep in my soul that plague me every damn day of my life, issues I can’t seem to get past, issues that are causing me severe mental distress. And it all stems from one person.

      The woman who will be here any moment.

      I left Colby’s house this morning, early enough, giving him a quick peck on the cheek before taking off. He wasn’t very happy I didn’t wake him up, but I wasn’t ready to start talking, to have a conversation about what to expect today.

      There is a knock at my door and my stomach immediately sinks.

      Looking at the door, my body is stiff, and I’m unable to move. I don’t know if I can do this.

      My mind goes to the little girl in middle school, her belly hanging over her jeans, and her mom poking it as she walks by, telling her to eat fewer potatoes and more carrots.

      Another knock.

      I nervously stand, the option not to answer becoming more and more like a reality. If I’m really quiet, maybe she won’t know I’m here. Then again, my car is out front, and she most likely saw it.

      I twist my hands together and take a step toward the door, scanning my room again to make sure nothing is out of place.

      Another step forward. Adjust my dress and run my tongue along my teeth.

      Another step. Scan the mirror, one more look.

      Makeup is good. Hair is good. Dress isn’t too revealing, but shows enough of my flat stomach I don’t believe I’ll be criticized. I can do this.

      With one last deep breath, I open the door . . . and there she is. My mom, standing on the other side, polished and perfect.

      My mom has never been known to wear mom jeans, yoga pants, or sweats as regular attire. She’s always in a pair of slacks or a dress with a matching cardigan, jewelry, and shoes. She spends a good portion of her morning getting ready for the day and doesn’t remove her look until she’s about to climb into bed.

      She’s the epitome of perfection. Fine, smooth skin, bright blue eyes, and perfectly highlighted hair. Her yoga has kept her body slim and trim, and her many facials have kept her looking incredibly young. At this point, I’m pretty sure we could be considered sisters.

      The short straps of her purse rest on her forearm, her hands clutched together, and her lips are pursed.

      She hasn’t changed a bit.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      Not even hiding it, she gives me the anticipated but loathed once-over, assessing me. I don’t fidget, I don’t hide, and I sure as hell don’t lower my chin. I keep it at an even level, as I hold on to the door for support, trying not to show how nervous I feel.

      “Ryan, it’s nice to see you.” She leans forward and pretends to hug me as she taps me on the shoulder. Standing straight again, she takes in my tiny apartment and says, “Shall I come in?”

      “Sure. It’s not much, but it works for now.” I step to the side and watch as her judgmental gaze begins her inventory.

      “You’re sleeping on an air mattress?”

      “Yeah, just until I find a new place and can get a bed.”

      She nods and keeps her hands at her sides while she takes in my camping chairs and lack of kitchen.

      “Well, it seems like you’ve been living the best you can given what you have.”

      Is that a compliment?

      “But we can’t possibly have a conversation here in camping chairs. Shall we get lunch?”

      No, we shall not. How about instead, you go home and I crawl into my bed? How does that sound?

      “Sure.” I grab my purse and keys. “Anything you have in mind?”

      We walk out of my apartment as my mom holds her stomach. “Something nice.”

      And with that, she leads the way to the parking lot as if she’s lived here as long as I have. Phone in hand, I check it real quick, catching a text from Colby. Since I’m behind my mom and she can’t see me, I read it.

      Colby: Wanted to let you know I love you and I’m here for you.

      I press my lips together, my emotions getting the best of me as I realize he’s by far the best man I’ve ever met, kind and caring . . . and moving in three weeks.

      If he were here, I know he would protect me from my mom. He would boast about me, and tell her how amazing I am, because that’s what he tells me almost every day. But he’s not here because I didn’t invite him, too nervous that my mom would embarrass me in front of my boyfriend.

      We spend the next ten minutes not really speaking to each other but driving to the restaurant as my mom looks out the window. Occasionally I see her nose lift in disgust from the corner of my eye. Las Vegas is not a place I could see my mom enjoying. She’s not a snob, but she doesn’t agree with the vibe of Las Vegas, I know that for a fact. More of a health nut, this isn’t the place for her.

      I take her to a restaurant I know has a variety of salads she’ll appreciate. The mood in the space is dark and sleek, something she’ll like as well, and I see her approval as we make our way to a booth toward the back of the restaurant.

      Folding her napkin on her lap, she adjusts her silverware, and then takes a look at the menu, her lips scrunched up as she peruses. I already know what I’m getting—the kale salad with no dressing. It’s not even close to my favorite, but I refuse to give my mom an opening to make any sort of comment toward my eating habits. Not today.

      Once we order, my mom getting the same thing as me, and settling for water with lemon, she twists the glass and then folds her hands together. “Care to explain why you chose not to visit with your mother when you were in town?”

      It was only a matter of time before she asked, and I’m surprised it took her this long. I’m also a little annoyed she decided to do it in a public place.

      And honestly, I don’t have a good answer other than the truth. I glance at her and for the first time in my life, I feel like telling her the truth. What do I have to lose? I already despise everything about her. She’s made it impossible to be confident, to love my soul, so why not set her straight? The worst she can do is blame everything on me, and it’s not like that’s going to change anything. She’s made it clear I’m beneath her, uglier than her, and completely less than her in every way. Why the fuck am I holding back?

      I’m at my lowest. Rock-bottom. How much lower can I go?

      “Why didn’t I visit with you?” I take a deep breath and look her in the eyes. “Because I didn’t want to.”

      Caught off guard, she leans back and says, “Why?”

      Staying poised, hands on the table, I say, “Do you remember the first day of sixth grade when I split my pants? I bought a Juicy Couture track suit, ready to wow everyone at school. I worked hard that summer to lose weight and did everything I could to get ready for that big day. I walked into school feeling confident despite your attempt to make me change.” She stares at me, arms crossed now, not making a sound. “I was humiliated when my pants split in the back, so humiliated that all I wanted to do was crawl in a corner and never see the light of day again.” I pause, letting that sink in. “And do you know what you said to me when you brought me a replacement pair of jeans that day? Do you remember what you said to your pre-teen daughter who was suffering from social anxiety and humiliation?”

      Chin level, she says, “I don’t recall.” Translation? I couldn’t give a shit.

      “Well, I do.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “You said, I told you not to eat all those cookies this summer.”

      She scoffs. “I would never say such a thing.”

      “So are you calling me a liar? Because I have a whole fucked-up memory box of every shitty thing you’ve ever said to me stored and ready to unleash.” I tap my temple. I try desperately to stop the reel from showing, but I can see it all. Every sneer, every look of scorn, and every sense of failure. I won’t even begin to think about prom. You would have thought I’d have been prepared for her contempt for that wardrobe choice, even though I’d lost weight by then. But no.

      My mom shakes her head dismissively. “Ryan, watch your language. This is neither the time nor place to be talking about something like this.”

      “You brought it up.” I’m having a hard time controlling my voice. “You’re the one who wanted to know why I didn’t visit with you. Well, it’s because I didn’t want to be told how I can be living my life better, how I can style my hair better, how I can lose those extra pounds. I didn’t want to be told why I’m not perfect in your eyes one more time.” Tears start to well in my eyes, and I attempt to tamp them down, not wanting to cry in front of my mom.

      “You’re being dramatic, Ryan.”

      “I’m being dramatic?” I point to my chest, the first tear falling from my eye. “I’m telling you the truth. Ever since I can remember, you have criticized me about my weight, constantly told me how I couldn’t eat the things I was eating, berated me for my hair, for my makeup, for my clothing choices. You made me feel so bad about my body that I wouldn’t hang out with friends in fear they thought the same thing about me. You didn’t let me be a little girl.” Another tear that I quickly wipe away. “Young girls are impressionable, and the only reason why I didn’t harm myself was because I had a loving father—”

      “Who encouraged your terrible habits.” She sits back in the booth completely unapologetic and unwilling to let anything I’m saying penetrate. And that’s when I realize the undisguised truth. No matter what I say, no matter how blue in the face I get from telling her story after story of the many times she emotionally destroyed me, she’s not going to change. Or accept any responsibility. There is no relationship here, and there never will be.

      Pressing my lips together, I bring my purse close to my side, ready to bolt. “You know, I have a boyfriend—”

      “For how long this time? Two weeks? They come and go like the seasons with you, Ryan. You need to stop trying to be someone you’re not.”

      “Someone I’m not? Are you kidding me right now? I’m trying every goddamn day of my life to figure out who the hell I am, because your parenting repressed the person I’m supposed to be. I have no idea who I am, because I’ve been chasing after the image of a daughter I’ve been incapable of being for my entire life. I am the way I am today because of you.”

      I stand from my booth, tossing my napkin on the table, not caring if anyone is listening in.

      “Sit down,” my mom says through clenched teeth.

      “Because of you, I can’t be the woman my man deserves. Because of you, I will always think I’m less than what I am. And because of you, I can’t move on with my life the way I deserve to. You’re an awful human being, a terrible mother, and an absolute bitch. You want to know why I didn’t visit you while I was in Colorado? Because I couldn’t even bear to look at your face. That’s how much I despise you. Hope you have a hotel booked and know how to use Uber, because I’m out.”

      Without another look, I walk out of the restaurant on an adrenaline high that I know is only going to crash and burn later tonight. I should feel liberated. I should feel fucking free. But I don’t. I feel sliced wide open.

      I am nothing.

      Because of that bitch, I am nothing.

      No one.

      A disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      Air mattress is in the trash can.

      Camping chairs are folded up.

      Boxes are packed and in my car.

      And the apartment is clean.

      I glance around the space one last time, remembering the good times I had in this little sanctuary. The laughter, the love, and the sex with the one man I’ve only ever truly loved. It was a good little apartment, but it’s time to leave.

      With one more parting glance, I shut the door, turn in the keys to the leasing office, and head to my car, a heavy heart in my chest and determination to change for the better.

      As I approach my car, I see a figure around the back, startling me, until I realize it’s Colby in his flight suit, aviators blocking his deep, trusting eyes. Eyes I can’t look into right now. Or maybe never again.

      Head tilted down, I make my way toward him and stop a few inches short.

      He’s the first to speak. “So that’s it, huh? You were going to leave without talking to me?”

      This is going to be the hardest part of my decision, but even if he can’t understand it now, maybe he will at some point.

      “Stryder call you?”

      “Yeah, he did. In the midst of taking care of their newborn baby girl, Stryder called me and asked if I knew you were moving in with them. And yet, my girlfriend, the one actually moving, couldn’t bother to answer me the past two days or talk to me about what she was planning on doing.” He runs his hand through his hair. “What the fuck, Ryan? I thought we talked about this. I thought you weren’t going to run anymore.”

      “I was on my way to your place right now to talk to you.” And that’s the truth. I wouldn’t have left without talking to him. Not when he’s been my rock for so long. He’s been my everything for so long.

      “You were on your way? What about talking to me before you packed your boxes? What about shooting me a quick text to let me know that you’re okay, that your mom didn’t completely destroy you? What about common courtesy or a heads-up that you planned on leaving, so I didn’t rush over here in a panic thinking you were leaving without even saying a goddamn word to me?”

      “I was afraid you were going to convince me to stay.”

      “You’re damn right I’m going to convince you to stay.” His anger starts to evaporate as he takes his glasses off and puts them in his pocket. His eyes are bloodshot. Guilt instantly consumes me. “Ryan, I don’t know your reasons for moving back to the Springs because frankly, you won’t talk to me, but what I do know is I love you, and I want to be here for you. I want to hold your hand when you’re sad and celebrate you when you’re happy. I don’t have a choice in what happens with my life, but you have a choice. Be with me, please. Don’t run.”

      And this is why I didn’t tell him, because I knew he’d make it exponentially harder.

      “Colby.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I can see it in your eyes. You’ve given up on us, haven’t you?”

      “Colby, you deserve so much more than what I can give you.”

      “Bullshit. You fucking know that’s bullshit.” His anger appears again, this time both his hands pull on the back of his neck as he looks toward the sky. “You are what I want, what I crave. I don’t care about whatever baggage you’re carrying, because it doesn’t affect how I see you. How I love you. What I care about is you and keeping you in my life. Fuck, Ryan, don’t you see? I’m desperately in love with you, and I would do anything to make you realize that. Don’t leave because it’s getting tough.”

      “That’s not why I’m leaving.”

      “Then why are you fucking leaving?” His hands fly out to the side. Because I’m not enough. And I want to be.

      I chew on my bottom lip and strain myself to hold back the tears. I hate feeling like I’m yet another woman walking away from Colby’s love, because his love is all-encompassing. Pure. The best sort of love.

      But I need to learn to love myself first, and right now, I’m not sure I’ll ever get there. Right now, I’m barely strong enough to walk away to try to save myself. “Because I’m not healthy,” I answer truthfully. “I look in the mirror and don’t see the girl you see, Colby. I look at my career and see someone who has no direction and no idea what they want in life. I stare at my makeup, hating myself for having to use it every damn day to feel like I hold a sliver of a candle to all the women who walk around me.”

      “Baby, come here.” Colby pulls me into his arms and presses his lips against my temple, and I allow myself to feel him, to feel his warmth one more time. Speaking low, he says, “How can I convince you that you are so much more than what you see?”

      I shake my head. “You can’t.” I wipe away a wayward tear and pull away, pushing against his chest and breaking the hold he has around me. “I love you, Colby, but I can’t be the girl you need, not when I don’t know who I am.”

      “What are you saying, Ryan?”

      I move toward the driver’s side of my car, eyes cast down, unable to see the distraught look on his face. “I’m saying goodbye.”

      I go to open my car door and he puts his hand on it, his other hand lifting my chin. “Ryan”—his eyes are watering, and I’m about lose it—“stay with me. Please. We can work this out. I’ll do whatever it takes to get you to understand your worth. Just stay with me.”

      Sorrowful tears stream down my cheeks, my gut churns, and the need to throw up is threatening. This man is everything I could have dreamed of for myself, for any woman really, he’s that perfect. A kind heart, a loving soul, a protective rock and yet, I can’t give myself to him when I can’t look at myself in the mirror without hating every last inch of my skin. It’s not fair to him to go to Korea where I will slowly implode. He doesn’t need that worry when he’s in the sky.

      I need to be well.

      I need to find something inside me to love.

      “I love you, Colby. I love you so much that I’m saving you from the self-destruction that’s churning inside of me. I can’t be healthy for you. I can’t figure out my life and be the woman you need. You need to be safe and focused in your plane, not worrying what I’m doing at home, if I’m out of bed, if I’m able to climb out of this pit of despair I feel myself sinking into every minute of every day.” Because I have no idea if I will be able to get out of this pit. The surface, the light, seems so fucking far away. I stand on my toes and press a kiss against his jaw. “Please be safe.”

      I take one of the biggest steps of my life . . . away from Colby and into my car, where I shut the door and turn on the engine. I glance out my window to see Colby on the sidewalk, both hands gripping the back of his neck, a tortured soul being unfairly dragged through the mud by me. But no longer.

      A tiny voice inside me is telling me this is not the best thing for Colby or for me. The muted words are telling me I’m only adding to the list of people in his life who have rejected him, left him, and this isn’t fair at all. With all my heart, I wish I could reach within me to listen to her. But the roaring in my ears is the voice that screams not good enough. He deserves better.

      And for now? For now, I can’t have him worrying about me when he has far more important things to focus on. Mine is a life he can’t save. Can’t protect. Not emotionally, anyway. I will love him forever, and if he forgives me down the road, I’ll be the luckiest woman on the planet.

      I love you, Colby. Always will.

      But I need to heal.

      It’s time I tried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      Pick up. Pick up. Come the fuck on and pick—

      “Hello?”

      Thank Christ.

      “How is she?”

      Every day I’ve called Rory, looking for an update on Ryan, wanting to know exactly what’s going on, because even though Ryan thinks this is the end, she’s so fucking wrong. We might be apart, but that means shit to me. I know deep down now I was wrong. I loved Rory, but she wasn’t deep in my soul. I loved Sage, because she made life easy and uncomplicated. Ryan? My broken firecracker? She’s the woman I’m supposed to spend the rest of my life with, and to hell if I’ll let her think otherwise.

      “She’s not great,” Rory answers. When I spoke to her after Ryan left about keeping me in the loop, I told her never to beat around the bush. I wanted the truth, and I needed to know exactly how Ryan was doing so I could form a plan to make her see her worth. “She was in bed until noon today. She’s helped with Hailey a little bit, but she’s been in her room for most of the day, and whenever she comes out, her eyes are bloodshot. I’ve tried to get her to eat, but it’s been hit or miss.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter, pressing my palm into my eyes. “And she still doesn’t want to talk to me?”

      “No,” Rory answers sadly. “She keeps telling me I need to drop it. I need to drop the idea of you two being together.”

      “Fuck, Rory. What the hell am I supposed to do? I leave for Korea tomorrow.”

      “I know, I know. I’m so sorry. I wish there was more you could do.”

      “I can’t even fly there to attempt to convince her otherwise. I’m literally strapped to my commitment here.” I start pacing my house, the space empty as my belongings are in storage. I’m not taking anything with me to Korea besides clothing and a picture of Ryan and me. “I don’t understand why she won’t let me help her or why she won’t get out of bed.”

      Rory sighs on the phone and says, “Hold on.” In the background I can hear her talking to Stryder before the click of a door sounds and the telltale sound of her starting her car rings through the phone.

      Finally she says, “You said I can be honest with you, right?”

      “Yes, always be honest with me.”

      “Okay, then I’m going to give it to you straight, Colby. This is something you can’t fix. I’ve known Ryan for a very long time, and I’ve seen her go through good and bad spells. I’ve seen the way her mom has treated her, how she eats her up and spits her back out with a disgusted look on her face. She’s a horrible woman who knows exactly how to get under Ryan’s skin. When her mom went to Vegas, she denied ever bullying her. It was a blow to Ryan and any self-confidence she had left. I know very little of what was said, but what I do know is what I told you. She’s not in a position where anyone can help her. It’s going to have to be her decision to figure this out.”

      “So we’re going to sit by and let her slowly hate herself more and more every day? How is that a good idea, Rory? How could that possibly end with a happily ever after? It’s now more than ever that she needs positive affirmation.”

      “I understand that, Colby,” Rory says firmly. “And I also understand you’re hurting and worried because you’re about to fly across the world and can’t do anything to help your girl.”

      I can’t. I’m helpless at this point, my hands are tied, and I have nothing left to give.

      “I need to be with her, Rory.”

      “I know, and I want nothing more than for you two to be together as well, but that is never going to happen unless she gets healthy first. This is not about her being stubborn, and as you well know, she is the master of stubborn.” A small smile passes over my lips, knowing exactly what Rory is talking about, having experienced Ryan’s stubborn side many times. “This is about her being unwell and not being able to see out of the darkness right now. She needs professional help, Colby.”

      “How can we get her to be healthy again?” But now I wonder . . . has she ever been healthy?

      “I invited her dad over for dinner tonight, and I’m going to have him encourage her to go to counseling. I have a friend I met through Special Olympics who helps individuals with body image issues, and I think she would be perfect. She said she’d love to work with Ryan.”

      Hope springs in my chest. “That would be great. What else?”

      “We are keeping an eye on her, and every day we’re going to challenge her to at least help us with Hailey, using the excuse of first-time parents, but it’s really to get her out of her room. Maybe convince her to help us out at the gym as well. Stryder thought he could convince her that we’re short-staffed since I’m with Hailey. The athletes will at least put a temporary smile on her face.”

      The tension in my chest starts to ease.

      “Okay.” I let out a deep breath. “What about me, what can I do?”

      “You’re not going to like this, but I think you need to stop texting and calling her.” Fuck. No.

      “No.”

      “Here me out, Colby. Every time you call and text her, you’re reminding her how she thinks she’s not good enough for you. It’s a setback, not a step forward.”

      I scratch the side of my jaw, irritation fluttering in my veins again. “No. I’m not going to stop talking to her so she believes this is really over. I’m sorry, but that’s non-negotiable. She needs to know I’m still here.” She needs to know I’ll never give up on her. On us. That she’s my everything.

      “I understand.” She takes a second to think, and then it’s almost as if I can see her smile through the phone from the happy tone of her voice. “Okay, I have an idea.”

      “Hit me.” I will do anything to make this work.

      “Remember when we were dating?”

      “Yeah,” I drag out suspiciously.

      “One of the things that helped me through our time apart was your letters. They were so rich and full of the soulful man you are. They touched me deeply. Write letters to Ryan. I will make sure she reads them, even if I have to read them to her myself.”

      “Letters.”

      “Letters,” Rory repeats.

      “And you think that’s going to help?”

      “She needs to learn to love herself first, but I think it will start to offer her broken soul another perspective. And hopefully, it will give her the courage to seek the help she needs, knowing that you love her and always will.”
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        RYAN

      

      

      “Are you comfortable?”

      I shift in my seat and nod, even though I’m the furthest thing from comfortable. I spent two hours getting ready for this meeting, not wanting to look like the wreck Rory probably told this lady I am. I didn’t want to walk into her office with bloodshot eyes and snot-stained sleeves. It’s not a good look . . . on anyone.

      Samantha Love—yes, that’s really her name—gently smiles at me. “Rory said you might want to sit down and have a conversation.”

      I love how she says that. “Have a conversation.” Let’s call a spade a spade, lady; this is therapy.

      When Rory first suggested I work with Samantha, I had no intention of showing up . . . until my dad got involved. He begged me to speak with this woman, and it about broke me seeing my dad so upset. So I made a conscious decision. Even though this is going to be a long and painful road, it’s time to stop sulking and try to heal.

      It’s why I moved away from Vegas to begin with, to get healthy.

      But I hit a roadblock along the way.

      I had no idea what impact saying bye to Colby would have on me. And now he’s in Korea . . . Korea.

      “Can I be honest with you, Samantha?”

      “Yes, always.” She folds her hands over her notepad, and I wish I felt her calm.

      “I really don’t want to be here, even though I know I need to be. I’ll be frank. I hate myself. Everything about me. Name it, I hate it. My self-love is zero. I moved back to my hometown because I was drowning in self-hatred in Las Vegas where I had a decent job as a makeup artist, great friends, and an amazing boyfriend. I left it all to come back here.”

      “Why?” It’s a non-judgmental question, more curious than anything.

      “To find myself.”

      “And have you started that journey?”

      I shake my head, feeling slightly ashamed.

      Leaning forward, she gives me a small smile. “Well guess what, Ryan? This is your first step, being here, talking to me.”

      “I’m fucked up, Samantha.”

      “Aren’t we all in some way?” She grins, knowing she just shocked the hell out of me with that answer. “It’s really how we let the fucked-up part of our life affect us that defines who we are as a person.” She winks. “Ready to get to work? You have to put in the hours. I’m willing, are you?”

      Okay, maybe this won’t be so bad after all.

      I nod. “I’m ready.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, how was your first session today?” Rory asks, burping Hailey on her knee, looking like the warm mother I always knew she would be.

      I hang my purse on the coatrack next to the door and take off my jacket. “It was good. Samantha likes to swear.”

      Rory laughs. “Yeah. She’s unconventional; that’s why I thought you’d like her. She’s not going to sit there and make you talk. She’s interactive and fun. I think you two will get along very well.” She nods toward the kitchen. “I have dinner on the stove. Chili, if you want to serve yourself a bowl.”

      “I’m okay.”

      She raises a stern eyebrow in my direction. “Ryan, what did I tell you the other night? If you’re going to live here, you’re going to eat three appropriate meals a day, go to therapy, and change at least one diaper a day.”

      I chuckle, remembering her “tough love” talk after my dad left. She made it clear she can’t force me to go to therapy, but if I wanted to set a good example for Hailey, I should start helping myself. And damn it, she was right.

      “Now, go get some damn chili and don’t make me ask you again.”

      “Yes, Mom,” I drag out as I make my way to the kitchen. I pull a bowl from the cupboard and give myself a generous portion that Rory will approve of. I take it to the living room and sit on the couch across from her. “Stryder still at the gym?”

      “Yeah, Wednesdays are his late nights. He should be home soon.”

      She watches me as I eat, making sure I chew and swallow. “You can stop staring at me; I’m eating it.”

      “Just making sure.” She winks and then casually nods at the coffee table. “So, you got some mail today, but before you open it, I want to make sure you’re doing okay.”

      “What kind of mail?” I scan the table but everything is turned upside down, so I can’t see a damn thing.

      “Mail that I know helped me years ago. Mail I hope will help you now.”

      “You’re being vague.”

      She scoops Hailey into her arms and starts patting her butt as she gently sways her back and forth. “It’s from Colby.”

      I have a spoonful of chili halfway to my mouth when I freeze, my heart plummeting as my eyes bolt to the coffee table again.

      “Why? Why would he do that? He stopped attempting to contact me last week.” I both hated and loved him for trying to keep in contact, but when all communication stopped, I nearly lost it. But I’m not well enough, so it was right he stopped. But now? “He’s in Korea, so why would he write me?”

      Leaning forward, she picks up the envelope and hands it to me. “Why don’t you find out?”

      I set my chili bowl on the table and take the letter from Rory, flipping it over, seeing his very precise handwriting. The letter is addressed to me, care of Rory Sheppard. I run my hand over the ink, the thought of him touching this very envelope sending a thrill through my bones.

      “Go on, read it,” Rory encourages with a smile.

      With shaky hands, I tear open the envelope and unfold the paper, sitting back on the couch as I stare at his penmanship, in awe of how neat and beautiful it is.

      Curious and scared. Hopeful and panic-stricken. I have no idea what I’m meant to feel right now.

      Dear Ryan,

      It’s the night before I leave for Korea and I’m sitting in my house, scanning the empty living room, the kitchen with no food in it, and the picture-less walls. It feels surreal that in less than twenty-four hours I’ll be on my way to a different country, thousands of miles away from you and yet, in this empty, white space all I feel is you.

      You standing at the door, smiling and waiting for me to greet you with a kiss.

      You sitting on the couch, curled up into a ball, staring at me in the kitchen as I fix you dinner.

      You on the counter of my kitchen, naked and writhing on my tongue as I make you come before breakfast.

      You’re everywhere. Your smell is engrained in the fibers of the carpet, of my clothes, of my bedding. Your laugh still bounces off the stark-white walls of this house you helped make a home. And those freckles on your nose I loved counting in the early hours of the morning while you slept? They’re a pattern I continuously see wherever I look.

      You might live in another state, and tomorrow in another country, but the distance is only in my mind, because you’re forever in my heart. It will be your beautiful face I see every morning as I wake and every night before I go to sleep. It will always be you.

      I won’t stop loving you. I won’t stop writing. And I won’t stop feeling you everywhere I go. You’re ingrained in my soul.

      I love you.

      Your man,

      Colby.

      I read through tears, taking my time reading every single word until I finally look at Rory who has a huge knowing smile on her face.

      She pats me on the leg and says, “You’re in for one epic ride. I hope you’re ready for it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you doing anything after this?” Samantha asks.

      “No. I literally don’t do anything besides come here and hang out at Rory and Stryder’s house. Occasionally I see my dad, but that’s about it.”

      “So why are you wearing so much makeup?”

      I blanche, starting to feel self-conscious all over again and Samantha catches the change in my mood. “I’m trying to understand your intentions, Ryan, not judge you. Remember, this is a no-judgment zone. Be honest and I’ll be honest.”

      I nod, knowing this is a safe place. I was caught off guard for a second, because it’s something my mom would say to me. “Honestly? Because I don’t feel comfortable without it. I barely feel comfortable with it.”

      “Have you always used it as a shield?”

      “Ever since I can remember being able to wear makeup, I never went a day without it. At first it was light, some mascara and lip gloss, but then every year my routine grew.”

      “How long does it take you to put on your makeup?”

      I shrug. “After contouring and blending everything? Forty-five minutes maybe.”

      Samantha makes a note. “Okay, on Friday, before you come in, I want you to put makeup on, but I want you to time yourself. Thirty minutes. Decide what’s really important, and do it in half an hour. It’s a training technique. Think you can do that for me? A little makeup homework?”

      “Are you saying you want me to remove a few things from my makeup routine?”

      “That’s exactly what I want you to do, and then we’ll go over it on Friday. How does that sound?”

      “Like torture.”

      “Good, then we’re starting to get somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Ryan,

      When I was stationed at Luke in Phoenix, I remember being so new to flying, trying to earn my place in an F-22, that I never really had time to think. I was constantly studying, putting in flight hours, and doing everything I could possibly do to make sure I was prepared to take on the massive piece of machinery.

      I never had a chance to get acclimated to the area because I was so busy.

      By the time we were PCSed to Nellis, I was more established as a pilot, I had a schedule I was starting to get used to, and the rush started to slow down. We had TDYs and deployments overseas that were strenuous and tiring, our brains being pushed to their limits as well as our bodies.

      I can remember the first time I came home from a deployment. We flew our jets to the base, landing on the tarmac in a row, pilots’ families and significant others lined up to welcome us home. It was heart-warming but also disappointing. I didn’t have anyone standing there, waiting for me. I was stationed at a base where I was supposed to grow as a man, but it never felt like the kind of place I could call a home.

      That was until you came along.

      When you were with me, holding my hand, sitting next to me on the couch, sleeping in my arms, it was the first time Nellis didn’t feel like a station, because it felt like a home.

      You’re my home, Ryan. Wherever you are, you are my home.

      I love you.

      Your man,

      Colby.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Tell me more about your mom.”

      I sarcastically laugh. “How much time do you have?”

      Playfully, Samantha smiles. “Give me the down and dirty. Describe her in three words without using the word fucking.”

      I draw circles on the arm of the couch with my finger, truly thinking about the words I want to choose. “Manipulative. Condescending.” I pause, thinking about the last one, and finally land on the one word I really hate, “Perfect.”

      Looking up from her notepad, she lifts an eyebrow. “Perfect?”

      “Yeah, perfect.”

      “Okay, let’s dive into that little revelation. What makes your mom perfect?”

      “It’s what she strives to be every day. Her clothes are perfect for the day and weather. Her hair is always perfect, not a stray strand out of place. Her makeup is always perfect, never melting or smearing. And the way she speaks, presents herself, her body, everything about her is so perfect it’s sickening.”

      Samantha taps her pen. “What standard of perfect is she following?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, there are all different sides of perfect, wouldn’t you agree?” My thumb rubs over my tattoo on my left wrist. Colby’s encouragement to always stay on the left side brings raw emotion I’m not ready to show in a therapy session.

      “Yes,” I answer softly.

      “So who really is the judge of perfect? What scale are you measuring your mom on?”

      “Um, society’s scale?”

      She clicks her pen and sets it on her notepad. “Did you know in different societies, perfect is measured differently? A woman’s perfection can be measured by how many children she has, how many rings around her neck, or even how much she provide for her family. You could be perfect in one society, but a hot mess in another. There is no way to measure perfect, not in this world, not when everyone is imperfect in their own right.”

      I swallow hard and say, “Colby always tells me to be on the left side of perfect.”

      “What’s the left side?”

      I hold up my wrist and show her my tattoo. “The left side of perfect is the kind of soul-baring perfect that shows your every flaw for the world to see . . . the imperfect.”

      A large smile grows on Samantha’s lips as she makes a note. “If that isn’t one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever heard, I don’t know what is.” She looks at me. “Be on the left side, Ryan, always be on the left side.” I’m trying, Samantha. So hard.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Ryan,

      When I was young, when my dad was still alive and my gramps was a constant visitor at my house, I laughed and enjoyed life. We were the three amigos—flying planes, talking about them, living and breathing anything that belonged in the clouds.

      And then my dad got sick. I watched the joy slowly evaporate from his body with each passing day. It was as if there was a slow vacuum hooked up to him, taking his life, turning him into a man I barely recognized in the days before he died.

      He died on my birthday. I still remember how cold my mom sounded when she told me he’d died. I can hear Gramps crying in the distance, and I often recall the feeling of absolute despair knocking the breath from my lungs.

      My life changed after that. It became harder, challenging, and not in a good way. I can’t quite remember many happy times after my dad passed, only a few moments with Gramps.

      I walked through life with tunnel vision, never really experiencing anything around me.

      And then you came along. I thought Rory was the one who breathed color into my life, but boy, was I fucking wrong. You’ve made me see colors I never thought existed.

      You make me laugh.

      You make me smile.

      You make the world around me come alive with a small kiss from your beautiful mouth.

      You brought me back to life after I spent years walking a desperate and lonely path.

      I love you.

      Your man,

      Colby
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        * * *

      

      “Mascara, that’s it?” Samantha asks, seeming more surprised than I expected.

      I nod. “That’s it. Only mascara.”

      “Four weeks in therapy and my girl is only wearing mascara compared to the full face you wore on your first visit. I don’t think I could be more proud. How do you feel?”

      “A little self-conscious, but also free. It was nice not having to do the whole routine today. But I also feel like I might look silly wearing only mascara.”

      Samantha studies me, her eyes wandering over my face and then my body, taking in my simple leggings and sweater. “You look comfortable in your skin. That’s what you look like to me. Like someone who couldn’t care less about what others think.”

      “But I do still care.”

      “And it will take a while for that feeling to die down, so give it time and be patient. But know you took a huge step today, and I’m proud of you. Not that you need the reassurance from me, but you are beautiful, Ryan. I need you to be able to see the same person I see, though, and that’s on you.”

      Standing, Samantha goes to her desk where she pulls out a handheld mirror from the bottom drawer and hands it to me. She sits next to me on the couch and forces me to look at my reflection.

      “Tell me three things you find beautiful on your face.”

      Ugh, I hate exercises like this, but knowing Samantha isn’t going to let me off the hook, I sigh and say, “Uh, eyes, lips, freckles. There you go.”

      She chuckles and keeps me from lowering the mirror. “Okay, so we have our three things you think are beautiful on your face. Now tell me why. Start with your eyes and give me detail, none of this rushed bullshit.”

      “You’re the devil, you know that?”

      She pats my knee. “Yup, well aware. Now go.”

      Exhaling my displeasure, I take in my eyes. “Okay, well they’re a pretty shade of blue.”

      “What kind of shade? Describe the color to me.”

      “Uh, like one of those oceans you always see in magazines. Like Tahiti. The ocean in Tahiti. They almost seem neon with how blue they are. Electric.”

      “And your lips?”

      “They’re full, have a nice heart shape to them, and they’ve belonged to one of the most important men in my life, making them completely and utterly beautiful in my eyes.” And yes, I have always liked the shape of my lips. But I loved them more when Colby kissed them.

      “Mmm, I love that. And your freckles?”

      I smile to myself. “I don’t know if Colby knew, but early in the morning, when he thought I was asleep, I felt him tracing my freckles with his finger, gently touching me, connecting the dots. I never thought my freckles were cute until he helped me appreciate them. Now they’re a reminder to me that sometimes the simplest and under-appreciated things can be pretty.”

      “Seems like Colby is an incredibly smart man.” She winks and returns to her chair.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Ryan,

      I’m a strong believer in the journey you take to become the person you are today… the steps, the trials, the tribulations, the success, and the people who come and go in your life. I believe there are people who are meant to stick with you because they’re a good influence, the type of person who brings out the best in you.

      And then there are people in your life who are short blips on your journey, the ones who teach you a lesson of life, the people who are dispensable. These are the people who positively or negatively shape us.

      I’ve been lucky to have a lot of positive people in my life. People who took me to the next step in my journey, from instructors to mentors, to Gramps and my dad. But when it comes to my love life, two women brought me to you.

      Rory is the reason I know you. If it wasn’t for her, not only would I never have had the chance to meet you, but I never would have come out of my shell. She was the woman who showed me there was more to life than flying a plane. And as she wisely said, we were a steppingstone for each other to bigger and better things.

      And then there was Sage. And even though it was painful for you to see me with her, I know she came into my life as an eye-opener. She helped me see exactly who I needed by my side, cheering me on. She made me see that the love I have for you is more powerful than any love I’ve had before.

      You were made for me, and it might have taken us a while to realize it, but now that I’ve had you, I know deep in my soul you are meant to be mine. And I will die trying to make you believe the same thing.

      Just like there is a right and left side of perfect, there is a right and left side of forever. The left side of forever represents the relationships that come and go in your life but have had an impact on the person you’ve become. The right side of forever provides the relationship that stays with you, the relationship that’s imprinted itself so deep into your bone marrow that you live and breathe for that person.

      You’re my right side of forever, baby.

      I love you.

      Your man,

      Colby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      “What’s this?” Samantha holds up an envelope.

      “It’s a thank-you card.” Two months later and I’m ready to say thank you.

      “A thank-you card?” she asks, surprised.

      “Yup.” I lean forward. “I gained ten pounds and guess what, I thought I looked pretty in my jeans today. They look more filled out, less baggy, and it’s because of you.”

      She shakes her head. “Nope, that’s on you, girl, and the hard work you’ve put in. You can also thank Stryder for all the boxes of Amy’s Donuts. I’m sure that’s helped.”

      “The guy has a terrible addiction, but it has helped. It’s also helped working with Stryder at the gym, filling in for Rory. Working with the special needs athletes has really helped me see the many different versions of perfect.” I start to get emotional. “They’re beautiful, Samantha. The athletes’ disabilities range from developmentally delayed, to autistic, to having Down’s syndrome, and every single one of them hold a piece of my heart. I’ve been so caught up in achieving an unattainable level of perfect, polishing women with masks of beauty, that I’ve forgotten to appreciate the simple beauty around me.”

      “And when you look in the mirror, what do you see?”

      “I see a girl who used to hate herself, as if there are two versions of me. The girl on the right who is polished and pristine, and then the girl on the left who can be a hot mess at times, forget to shave when she should, and who can’t cook a meal to save her life.”

      “And who do you like best?

      “The left, one hundred percent the left.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, what the hell are you doing in there? Lunch is on the table,” Stryder calls down the hallway.

      I take one last look in the mirror and smile to myself. Not an ounce of makeup, my hair tied up into a messy bun, and leggings and an oversized sweatshirt cover my body. I stroke my tattoo, a sense of pride shooting through me.

      I am beautiful.

      I love the woman I’ve become.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and take a few deep breaths. I’ve come a long way. I still have baggage with my mom, the type of baggage I’ll possibly always carry no matter how hard I try to shake free of it. That’s partly because she won’t acknowledge her role in my self-hatred. It’s almost impossible to forgive someone who doesn’t believe they did anything to need forgiveness for. But, because I can look at myself in the mirror and know I’m not that imperfect girl anymore, I’m okay.

      And I’m strong because of the people I surround myself with, which is why I have a giant suitcase packed, ready to be rolled down the hallway to the curb where I’ll wait for my Uber driver.

      Taking one more look around the room I’ve called a temporary home, I say a silent thank you and wheel my suitcase to the living room. I peek in the kitchen to find Stryder and Rory at the table, Hailey next to them in a bouncer. They eye my suitcase, and without me saying a word, their eyes light up.

      “I can’t join you for lunch. I have a flight to catch.”

      Stryder wipes his mouth, his famous BLT with mayo caressing his face. “And where do you think you’re going?”

      I toe the carpet. “My dad gave me some money. I decided to do some international flying.”

      “Going to Korea, are ya?” Rory asks, clearly excited.

      “I am.”

      “Do you realize we’re a few days away from Christmas?”

      I nod. “I planned it this way. You three need family time, and I need my man.”

      Finally Rory squeals and jumps from her seat, clapping excitedly. “Ah, I knew it, I could feel it in my bones. You’re going to go get Colby. Oh, I might pass out I’m so happy right now.”

      “Whoa, settle down, babe.” Stryder stands and grips his wife. “No passing out allowed.” He then turns toward me. “You’re going to need some help getting on base. Do you know how to get there?”

      I shake my head, completely clueless. “I have a ticket. I need you to help me with the rest. Clearly I didn’t think this out all too well.”

      “Oh, this is so romantic. Are you going to surprise him?”

      “I’m hoping to, which means you guys can’t say anything to him.”

      “Oh God, Stryder, we need to fly to Korea so I can see this play out. I’m too invested to hear about it over the phone.”

      Leaning over and pressing his hand on the back or Rory’s chair, he lays an incredibly soft kiss across her lips. “I love you so much, babe, but I’m going to need you to calm your crazy, because we have to help your friend figure out how to surprise Colby.”

      “But . . . Korea.”

      “Yeah, you’re not going, but you’re cute.” Stryder takes me by the arm and leads me into the living room where he grabs a sheet of paper and his cell phone. “How much time do we have before your flight?”

      “Four hours.”

      “Then we better get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Sixteen cramped and uncomfortable hours in the air, an hour-long and very scary drive to base, a ten-minute interrogation about my intentions for being on base—scaring me a little more than I wanted—has brought me to the tarmac, where I wait. I’m standing next to a very nice man named Mike, who went to school with Colby. We’re both wearing earplugs, staring at the sky.

      When Stryder said I’d need help, he was right, and thank God for him, because there is no way I would have been able to pull this off on my own.

      And when he said he could help me get on base, I never thought he meant this far. My suitcase is in the fighter pilot locker room as I stand outside, waiting for Colby to come back from a mission.

      He’s always talked about flying, and he’s tried to describe it to me, but I never thought I’d see him execute his skills. See him land the behemoth he calls my plane.

      Not only am I beyond nervous about seeing him, but I’m excited to see him hop out of his cockpit, wearing all his gear. It’s an image I’ve always dreamt of, and I finally get to experience it.

      It’s taken many sessions with Samantha, and many rereads of Colby’s beautiful words to get me here, to instill enough confidence to take the plunge, to feel mentally healthy and confident to not only be in a relationship, but to be the rock for someone else. I’ll no longer rely on Colby to protect me, but it will be my privilege to protect him.

      With a smile on my face, I take a deep breath and keep my eyes fixed on the sky above me.

      This is a brand new day, a new start, an exciting chapter about to begin in my life, and I couldn’t have picked someone better to spend it with.

      Mike nudges my shoulder and yells loud enough so I can hear him. “They should be here any second.”

      Butterflies erupt in my chest and just as I’m about to ask him a question, I hear the roar of jets, and from the corner of my eye, I spot a formation of four.

      My heart takes flight, skipping a beat, and propelling itself into the sky, searching for its match. He’s up there. He’s coming home.

      To me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLBY

      

      

      I keep the nose of the plane high as I touch down. I even out, brake, and taxi toward the flight crew waiting for me to deplane.

      I release the mask to my helmet and maneuver the plane around the tarmac. What a mentally exhausting mission.

      We worked on aerial maneuvers where an intense amount of Gs rocked my body. As a fighter pilot, you’re trained to breathe a certain way when taking in a large amount of G-force so we don’t blackout while flying. We wear g-suits, which help pump the blood that pools at the bottom of our legs up through our body, but we’re also required to perform our breathing technique, which I spent a good amount of time mastering. It feels like second nature now.

      After a long mission like today, my lungs are exhausted, and my body is ripped from the pressure placed on it. I want nothing more than to skip the debrief and crawl back to my apartment to spend the next three hours vegging on my couch.

      Once the jet is parked and the cockpit is opened, I remove my helmet, running my hand through my wet hair, and detach myself from everything as I make my way out of the airplane, my flight crew welcoming me back from another safe flight.

      “Take care of the girl, will ya?” I ask Charles, the head of my flight crew.

      “Always.” He thumbs behind him and says, “There’s someone here to speak to you.”

      Clutching my helmet in one hand, and unbuckling my survivor vest so it flaps open, I look over Charles’s shoulder to see Mike standing next to a woman with blonde hair and . . .

      My stomach drops to the floor when for a brief second I think it’s Ryan. My eyes betraying me, I take a step forward, squinting to get a better look. When she brings her hands to her mouth, and I see an excited bounce in her legs, hope springs through my chest.

      Ryan.

      My love.

      I’m not fucking seeing things.

      That is my girl.

      I break into a run and so does she. We meet halfway as she leaps into my arms, her legs easily wrapping around my waist. Her perfume hits me first, followed by the press of her lips against mine.

      I bring my arms around her back and support her as our mouths fuse together. She swipes at my lips with her tongue, and I eagerly grant her access, my mind whirling with what the hell is happening right now, and am I dreaming or is she really here?

      Her hands fall to my cheeks, gripping me tightly, holding me in place, taking charge of our kiss. And I let her, because fuck, I can’t believe she’s really here.

      When she finally pulls away, I get a good look at her. The first thing I notice are her freckles, prominent and proud across her nose and cheeks. Then I notice the pools of water in her eyes, her beautifully bare eyes.

      She’s finally dropped her mask. She’s giving me her true self. God, she’s so exquisite. Her bravery, her love for me, it makes me fall in love with her all over again.

      “Oh fuck, this is . . . I love you so much, baby.”

      With a single tear rolling down her cheek, she says, “Welcome home, Colby.”

      My first welcome home, and how fucking apt that it’s from the first person who truly stole my heart. There might have been two women before her, but they were guides to get me to this right here, to this woman, to the love of my life.
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        * * *

      

      “Come the fuck here,” I say when I shut the door to my apartment. Unfortunately love doesn’t stop the Air Force and military protocol, so even though I wanted nothing more than to take Ryan home, I had to go through a debrief, which could be multiple hours. Instead of having Ryan wait around for me, I had Mike show her to my apartment. I owe the guy a six-pack for being my chauffeur, but it’s well worth it.

      I drop my bag just as Ryan flies into my arms. I bury my head in her hair and encase her, never wanting to let go.

      “Fucking hell, Ryan. I love you.” I don’t think I could be any happier than I am right now.

      “Did I surprise you?” she asks, looking up at me.

      My brows go to my hairline. “Did you surprise me? Yeah, you could say that. I nearly flew out of my flight suit when I realized it really was you.”

      “Would you say it was the best birthday surprise you’ve ever gotten?”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      She stands on her toes and places a soft kiss across my lips. “Happy birthday, Colby. I have something else for you, but before I strip down to show you”—I groan in her ear—“I want to talk to you.”

      “Babe, whatever you’re going to say is going to go in one ear and out the other now that you said strip.”

      She tugs on my arm and laughs as she guides me to the couch, sitting me down only to sit on my lap where she plays with the zipper of my flight suit.

      “Do you really think this position is going to help my growing excitement to see you?”

      She playfully swats my chest. “Stop being a perv.”

      “Ryan, it’s been fucking months since I’ve been inside of you. I’m desperate at this point. I’m not a perv, I’m just so fucking needy where you’re concerned.”

      Shyly, she smiles down at me, her eyes blinking a few times.

      “I won’t be long. Trust me, I want to be naked as quickly as you do, but I want to clear the air.”

      Even though I’m already painfully hard, I know this is important to her, and it’s important to me too. I want to know her reasoning for the distance between us as well as why she’s here now. Sex can wait. I want to know that we’re about to start our forever.

      “I’m all ears, babe.”

      Letting out a deep sigh, she says, “Leaving you in Las Vegas was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I didn’t realize at the time how much I relied on you, not only for your love but for the confidence you instilled in me. Even though it almost killed me, leaving was one of the best things I decided to do.” She continues to play with my zipper as she talks. “I was in a bad place mentally, and when I said I couldn’t be the woman you deserved, I was serious. I was so fed up with myself that if I moved out here with you before I was ready, there is no way we would have lasted. I knew if I wanted to make this happen, I needed to get healthy first.”

      “And you did,” I say with a grin. “Rory told me you started therapy.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I should have known you two were in cahoots.”

      “She just gave me vague updates, letting me know you were okay. I needed to know you were okay.”

      I nod, understanding his reasoning. “It took me a while, but I finally reached the point that I could talk to someone. And then your letters showed up. It was almost as if they went hand in hand with my therapy sessions, guiding me along a path of learning to love myself. It wasn’t easy, and I had many tough and truly heartbreaking days, but I can finally say I’m happy and confident, and proud of the woman I am. I knew it was time to claim what is mine again, which is you. I’m strong enough to be your rock, Colby, the girl you can rely on when you come home from deployment or from a long mission. I want to be that girl if you’ll still have me.”

      “If I’ll still have you? Ryan, you never left my heart.” I press her hand against my chest. “You’ve rooted yourself inside here with no chance of getting out. You’re mine, made for me, my forever. I was just waiting for you to realize that.”

      “Well, I see it now. You’ve helped me see my worth, Colby. For once, when I look in the mirror, I see the girl you see, and she falls on the left side of perfect and on the right side of your forever.”

      My breath catches in my throat as my heart beats rapidly in my chest. I grip the back of her neck and bring her to my lips, where I let every last inch of my body melt into hers.

      It started with a simple pool game with the wrong girl, a relationship with a woman that kept the love of my life close to me without me realizing it. Then on one fateful wedding night, a friendship blossomed into something unexpected, something I never believed I’d risk again, but needed. She became an addiction, a soul I needed near mine, and even though rocky at times, I saw and believed in the beauty in our pairing. Both Rory and Sage led me to Ryan, giving me the tools and the understanding of what a real relationship is supposed to be.

      It’s not just about love, but about friendship. It’s easy to fall in love, to be infatuated with another person, but what makes a love last a lifetime is the foundation it’s built from.

      My love with Ryan started as a friendship and rolled into an everlasting bond. Not only do I love Ryan, but I like her. I like her so damn much that all I want to do is spend every hour I have with her, letting her push my buttons and hearing that infectious laugh of hers. And keep her out of the kitchen whenever possible.

      She’s my best friend, the girl who stole my heart, and the forever person I’ve been looking a lifetime for. She’s the left side of perfect. She’s the right side of my forever. She’s my everything.
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      “Are you ready?” Stryder asks, hand on my shoulder.

      The boys are outside, ushering people to their seats, while heaters flank the rows, trying to keep guests as warm as possible.

      “Is she ready?” I ask, turning away from the window, nerves starting to prickle the back of my neck.

      A sly smile spreads across Stryder’s face. “She’s ready, man.”

      I let out a long, pent-up breath, letting the tension in my shoulders roll away. It’s going to happen. I’m finally going to make her mine, put a ring on her finger, and give her my last name.

      Ryan Brooks.

      Sounds perfect to me. Meant to be.

      “You know”—Stryder walks me toward the door—“if you think about it, all this heartache and confusion could have been avoided if we had gone after the right girls to begin with at the mountain party.” God, that seems so long ago. We were . . . kids.

      I chuckle, the sound vibrating through my chest. “Where’s the fun in that journey?”

      “Uh, it would have been a hell of a lot more fun than going through all the crap we went through.”

      I think about it.

      It would have been easier, but then again, I’m not sure Ryan and I would have lasted if that was the case. I think we needed to be apart, we needed to find ourselves, and be molded by our experiences before we could become the right fit for each other. Before we could become the right people who knew how to love each other how the other needed.

      “The journey was a son of a bitch, but the end result was worth it.”

      Stryder takes me into a small room right outside the venue. Sheer white curtains drape the windows elegantly, the walls are covered in natural wood, and a white love seat set in the middle of the room, finishes the room nicely.

      “She’ll be right in. Do you need anything? A box of tissues?”

      “Get the fuck out of here.” I playfully push Stryder away.

      When planning our wedding, Ryan made it very clear that she wanted to see me a few minutes before the ceremony. It was important to her to hold me and have a private moment before we were turned in every direction after we say I do.

      She didn’t care about it being “bad luck” or taking away the reaction from our guests of me seeing her for the first time. What she cared about was having one special moment with me.

      How could I say no to that?

      Especially after all we’ve been through.

      Shortly after Ryan moved to Korea, her dad divorced her mom. He said it was a long time coming. Ryan has yet to talk to her mom—she was invited to the wedding but never replied—and although their relationship was non-existent, she's grieved the loss. Thank God for Rory's mom, who has loved and supported Ryan in everything she does. Such a great mother figure in her life, and in some ways, mine too. Slowly but surely Ryan has been gaining the strength to let go of the hurtful and awful things her mom said to her, but it’s been a struggle, one we’re working on together.

      We’ve spent the last year in Korea, not the best station, but luckily, we were recently PCSed to Tyndall Air Force Base in Florida. To say Ryan enjoyed the change of scenery is an understatement, and I’m not too upset about it either because we were able to secure housing on base with a small pool, which means my girl struts around in a bikini seventy-five percent of the time. And her bikinis have been getting smaller and smaller lately.

      When she’s not lounging by the pool, she’s running a blog—something she never thought she’d do—an inspirational one that talks about her journey toward loving herself. It’s been therapeutic and lucrative. She’s made it her mission to instill positive body images in all her followers, which has included makeup tips. Ten-minute videos to show women how to change from applying heavy makeup—their own façade to hide behind—to subtly highlighting their best features. There’s also a seminar in the spring that she’s been asked to present at. I couldn’t be prouder of her.

      There is a light knock at the door and for the first time today, my stomach flips, sending a ball of nerves straight up my spine. This is it.

      “Come here, baby,” I call out, anxious to finally see her, to give her the wedding gift I’ve been hiding.

      The door creaks open, anticipation heightening within me as a peek of white makes its entrance. Slowly, she glides past the door and shuts it behind her, sheltering us from everyone outside.

      I start at her feet where flowy fabric falls over a pair of high heels. My eyes follow a slit off to the side that gives me a glimpse of her tanned and toned leg. Continuing my perusal, I take in her slim waist, followed by strategically placed flower lace that shows her skin in all the right places but covers everything else modestly.

      Goddamn.

      I rub my fingers over my lips as I take in the rest of her. Her blonde hair is loosely pulled up into a bun, with a flower fixed in the back, and she’s applied natural-looking makeup that accentuates her dreamy eyes, but doesn’t hide her gorgeous freckles.

      Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      And she’s all mine.

      “Baby.” I take a step forward, reaching my hand out to hers, which she shakily takes. “You’re so goddamn beautiful.”

      “You like the dress?” she asks, a little self-conscious. She went alone when she bought it, FaceTiming with Rory for a second opinion.

      “It’s breathtaking. You . . .” I swallow hard. “You made my heart skip a beat.”

      She lets out a long breath and then smiles at me, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m so lucky you asked me to marry you, Colby. There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t remind myself how lucky I am.”

      I bring her knuckles to my lips and place a soft kiss on each hand while looking her in the eyes. “I’m the lucky one.”

      Gently, I pull her in close and cup the back of her head, reveling in this moment before we walk down the aisle. We may be moments from committing ourselves to each other for the rest of our lives, but I know deep in my soul, that we’ve been committed to each other since the day we first met, before our minds understood.

      “Do you want your wedding gift?”

      “You got me something?” She pulls away, a crinkle to her cute brow. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      “Tonight, babe, your present to me will be received tonight.” I lean forward and nibble on her ear. “When I strip this dress off you and make love to my wife, that will be your present.” She shivers beneath my touch, and fuck if I don’t want to take her dress off right now. My fingers itch to pull down the zipper, but I hold back, knowing there is something much more important waiting for us a few minutes from now. Truly claiming her as mine.

      “I think I can make that happen,” she whispers, “and I did happen to buy something special to wear for you tonight.”

      I groan in her ear, gripping her tighter, images of her in white lingerie flooding my mind and making me forget all about what I’m supposed to show her.

      “Maybe we skip the reception and go straight to our hotel room?” I run my hand down the side of her dress to the slit where I skim my fingers along her heated skin to the hem of her underwear.

      She pulls on my tie and brings her lips inches from mine. “But what about the cake?”

      “Fuck the cake, baby, I’m hungry for you.”

      She chuckles and pats my chest. “Patience, Colby. It will all be worth it.”

      “I know it will, that’s why I want you now.” I move my fingers past her underwear and to her ass where I grip it tightly. “Let me at least get a taste of you now. I want to fuck you with my tongue so when you’re walking down that aisle, I’ll know why there is a satisfied smile on your face.”

      She cups my cheek. “I’ll have a satisfied smile because the man I’m going to marry is you.” She kisses my lips and then says, “Plus I’m not getting my pictures taken with a freshly fucked face. Sorry, Colby, I love you, but my dad is going to hold my hand in a few minutes, and I don’t need him wondering why I’m still panting with a red face.”

      I chuckle into her neck and release her ass from my firm hold. Damn it, she’s right. “I hate it when you make sense, you know that?”

      “I know, but the minute the reception is over and we’re in our room by ourselves, I promise you, all clothing will be lost and you can lick, suck, bite, fuck any and every part of me.” Oh fuck. That’s not helping here. She presses another light kiss on my lips before putting more distance between us. “Now what’s this gift you have for me?”

      Knowing there is no way she’s going to let me in that dress, I relent and guide her to the love seat where we both sit, facing each other.

      “Do you remember a while back when we made a bet about what’s considered noon?”

      “How could I forget?” She rubs her tattoo with her thumb.

      “Do you remember when I said I was going to get one too?”

      “Yes, but you never did.”

      “Not true.” I push my sleeve back and show her my arm.

      Written in cursive, on my right forearm are the words right side. In awe, her hands fall to my arm where she gently strokes it a few times.

      “I wondered why you were wearing clothes to bed last night, it was weird.”

      I chuckle. “I didn’t want you to see it until now. This tattoo represents you and the love you’ve forever given me, my right side of forever . . .”

      Tears well in her eyes when she looks at me. “Your right side of forever.”

      “Exactly.” I squeeze her hands and say, “This is it for me, Ryan. You’re it for me. I knew I would get married one day, that I would find the right person, but I never knew the person would be as absolutely incredible as you. You’ve consumed me, taught me about perseverance and strength. You’ve shown me what true, soul-bearing love is, and that it’s the type of love that’s eternal. Whenever I’m flying or on deployment, I know you’ll always be with me, because you’re my forever.”

      One stray tear falls down her cheek and I quickly catch it with my finger before it ruins her makeup. “I love you so much, Colby.”

      “I love you, baby.”

      Stryder was right; we could have made our lives so much easier if we’d chosen the right women first. But this moment right here, experiencing an intensity of love I never knew possible between us, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I know in the depths of my soul, that the journey was worth traveling. The journey made this perfect.

      

      Thank you for reading The Duets! You can read all of my other books for FREE on Kindle Unlimited and keep flipping to read an excerpt from my new adult, sports romance, The Locker Room

      

      Never miss another Meghan Quinn release! Text “read” to 474747 for Meghan’s new release alerts (message and data rates may apply)!

      

      To be the first to find out about when all of my upcoming books go live, click here. And don’t forget to add my books to your TBR!

        

      COME HANG OUT WITH ME! Join my reader group for weekly giveaways and fun. Click here.

      

      Standalone Sports Romance

      The Locker Room

      

      Port Snow Series

      (Small Town Romances)

      That Forever Girl

      That Second Chance

      

      Millionaire Romances

      The Secret to Dating Your Best Friend’s Sister

      (A friends to lovers contemporary romance)

      Diary of a Bad Boy

      (Sassy and sweet romance with an Irish rebel)

      

      The Romance Novelist Chronicles

      (Hilarious, laugh out loud romantic comedies)

      **The Virgin Romance Novelist, The Randy Romance Novelist, and The Parenting Romance Novelist are all combined into one book The Virgin Romance Novelist Chronicles**

      The Virgin Romance Novelist Chronicles

      The Virgin Romance Novelist

      

      Co-Written with Sara Ney

      (A sexy, smart, heart swooning office romance with the boss)

      Love Sincerely Yours

      

      The Dating by Numbers Series

      (Adventurous dating series full of laugh out loud moments and very heated scenes)

      Three Blind Dates

      Two Wedding Crashers

      Back in the Game

      One Baby Daddy

       

      The Binghamton Series

      (Full of heart, humor, and heat and some HOT CONSTRUCTION WORKERS)

      Co-Wrecker

      My Best Friend’s Ex

      Tangled Twosome

      The Other Brother

       

      Standalone Novels

      (Full of heart, humor, and heat and some real laugh out loud moments)

      The Mother Road

      Newly Exposed

      Dear Life

       

      The Stroked Series

      (HOT sports romance with plenty of humor)

      STROKED

      STROKED LONG

      STROKED HARD

       

      The Jett Girl Series

      (Sassy, erotic romance with a gorgeous, protective alpha male)

      Bourbon Sins

      Bourbon Deceit

      Bourbon Kingdom

      Bourbon Truths

       

      The Love and Sports Series

      (New Adult, college football forms into professional football careers. Love triangles.)

      Fair Catch

      Double Coverage

      Three and Out

       

      The Hot-Lanta Series

      (My first series ever. Baseball sports romance with lots of drama!)

      Caught Looking

      Playing the Field

      Warning Track

      Hit and Run

       

      The Warblers Point Series

      (Three Irish brothers, their younger sister, and the drama they get into. Love triangles. Book three still to come.)

      Beers, Hens and Irishmen

      Beers, Lies and Alibis

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Locker Room - Excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      

      Rule number one in college: don’t lose your friends at a house party . . . especially when you’re drunk.

      Technically this is a loft party though, so . . . am I really breaking the rule?

      My head falls back against the wall, my empty red cup rests in my hand and is clutched to my chest as I scan the giant loft space on the third floor of a renovated warehouse. I climbed up a fire escape in heels to get here, risked the safety of my ankles to be a part of something special, because apparently this is the place to be on the weekends.

      The Baseball Loft.

      As I’ve been told by my best friends, this is where you earn a golden ticket invitation to the exclusive but highly sought-after locker room—where dreams come true.

      Supposedly.

      Don’t take my word for it.

      But rumor on the street is: the best orgasms take place in the Brentwood Baseball locker room. Legends say one girl had a five-minute orgasm on the tile floors of the shower.

      Five-minute orgasm in exchange for a week’s worth of ringworm. Not sure I’m interested.

      But alas, I’m here, drunk off my ass, boobs practically spilling out of my shirt, and my mascara slowly melting off my eyelashes and onto my face, morphing me from new-in-town college girl, to trash panda from the raccoon clan.

      “Dottie, Lindsay,” I say weakly, moving my head from side to side. “Where art thou?”

      “You need help?” a deep voice slurs next to me.

      I look to my right through very blurry vision and make out what I’m going to assume is an incredibly attractive man. But then again, I’m drunk—the whole mascara melting off my eyes in full swing—and I’ve been fooled once before.

      But hey, I think those are blue eyes. Can’t go wrong with that . . . reasoning that will be thought better of in the morning.

      “Have you seen Dottie or Lindsay?”

      “Can’t say that I have,” he answers, resting against the wall with me.

      “Damn it. I think they’re making out with some baseball players. Have you seen any of those around?”

      “Baseball players?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I nod, shutting my eyes for a second but then shooting them back open when I feel myself wobble to the side. The guy catches me by the hand before I topple over, but thanks to his alcohol intake, he’s not steady enough to hold us up and . . . timber . . . we fall to the couch next to me.

      “Whoa, great placement of furniture,” I say, as the guy topples on top of me.

      “Damn near saved our lives.”

      I rub my face against the scratchy and worn-out fabric. “How many people do you think have had sex on this thing?”

      “Probably less than what you’re thinking.”

      The couch is deep, giving me enough room to lie on my side with the guy in front of me, so we’re both facing each other. He smells nice, like vodka and cupcakes.

      “So, have you seen any baseball players around? I’m looking for my friends.”

      “Nah, but if you see any, let me know. I can’t find my room.”

      “You live here?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “Yup,” he answers, enunciating the P. “For two years now.”

      “And you don’t remember where your room is?”

      “It has a yellow door. If the damn room would stop spinning I’d be able to find it.”

      “Well . . . maybe if we find your room, we’ll find my friends,” I say, my drunk mind making complete sense.

      “That’s a great idea.” He rolls off the couch and then stands to his feet, wobbling from side to side as he holds out his hand to me.

      Without even blinking, I take it in mine and let him help me to my feet. “Yellow door, let’s go,” I say, raising my crumpled cup to the air.

      “We’re on the move.” He keeps my hand clasped in his and we stumble together past beer pong, people making out against walls, the kitchen, to an open space full of doors. “Yellow door, do you see one?”

      I blink a few times and then see a flash of sunshine. “There.” I point with force. “Yellow, right there.”

      His head snaps to where I’m pointing. A beam of light illuminates the color of the door, making it seem like we’re about to walk right into the sun. I’m a little chilly, so I welcome the heat.

      “Fuck, there it is. You’re good.” Together, we make our way to the door, pushing past a few laughing people and into the quiet den of his room.

      Black walls, white trim, one window looking out over the water; the guy has a nice place. I scan the space, looking for any sign of my friends but come up short, only finding a large bed with a black comforter, a metal-looking desk, and a large white dresser with a giant TV mounted on top.

      Not a friend in sight but what a cozy spot to take a little rest.

      “I don’t see my friends.”

      He looks around. “I don’t either, but fuck, my bed.” He throws his arms out to the side and bellyflops on the mattress, bouncing a few times before settling his head on his pillow.

      I stare at him a few moments. Tight jeans shaping his ass and thighs, white shirt that shows off every muscle in his back, handsome face. Not a bad view. But that’s not what’s enticing me to move forward. It’s the warm and fluffy-looking pillow right next to the guy.

      Like a cloud calling my name . . . Emory, come here, Emory, rest your head on me. I make one of the best decisions of my life.

      Don’t mind if I do.

      I propel my body forward like a dolphin slicing through the water and flop down on the mattress, resting my head right on top of pure heaven.

      Oh, that’s nice.

      Real nice.

      Smells like fresh soap and feels like my head is being hugged by cotton.

      See, best decision I ever made.

      The mattress shifts next to me, and I peep my eyes open to see the guy with the nice ass hovering over me. He glances down with heavy lids and then back up at me.

      I smile lazily up at him, a little nervous that I’m puckering my lips, but honestly, I can’t be in control of anything my body is doing right now.

      He’s about to tell me I’m the most luscious and beautifully smelling girl he’s ever met—like a field of flowers on an epic spring day—

      “Uh, your boob popped out of your shirt.” He points at my chest. What now? Spring flower—

      That’s no spring flower compliment.

      I must be completely and utterly exhausted, because instead of reaching up to stuff the wayward boob back in my shirt, I cry out, “Oh, no,” but make no attempt to fix the problem.

      “Does it usually do that?” he asks, looking very concerned for me. “Try to run away?”

      I shake my head, the softness of the pillow making my eyes heavy. “No, this is the first time the little lady tried to escape.” Barely able to lift my hand, I tap his forearm and say, “Be a dear and lecture the poor thing and stuff it back into place.”

      “I’ve never lectured a boob before.”

      “You got this. You’re a strong, confident man with a commanding voice. Give that breast a berating.” When he just continues to stare at me, I shift my head to the side and rub my cheek against the smooth fabric of the pillowcase. “Don’t be shy,” I encourage him. “Just lift it up and shove it back in.”

      He rests his head next to mine, the mattress shifting and bouncing with his movements. Still staring at my boob, he reaches up and cups it in his hand. “Heavy,” he says quietly.

      How sweet.

      And utterly romantic.

      I’ve never been told I have a heavy boob, but by God, it makes me smile. Good job growing, Emory.

      His abnormal but delightful compliment is the last thing I remember before I drift off and fall into a deep slumber.

      It’s the last thing I remember before I wake up in the middle of the night in a stranger’s room, passed out with my boob in said stranger’s hand. So much for tucking her back in.

      Welcome to Brentwood U.

      

      Keep reading HERE
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