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~Dedication~
 
Those who defend our country should reap its benefits.


 
 
Chapter One
 
 
With air brakes hissing, the bus rolled to a stop. A.J. grabbed his ruck out of the seat next to him and made his way up the aisle of the Greyhound. The driver gave him a friendly smile and a wave on his way past then the sun hit him as he stepped into the open air. The old depot, about a mile outside Freewill, Wyoming, was surrounded by green grass right up to the edge of the old blacktop two-lane road.
He tilted his head back, drinking in the cool air, warm sunshine, and silence. God bless the silence. No men catching up on what happened on watch. No gunfire. No babble of foreign voices. Nothing to rankle nerves rubbed raw after five years with too few breaks in the blistering heat and desolation of Iraq.
Opening his eyes, he skimmed the mountains in the distance, an uninterrupted vista of lean, green, and free. Three deep breaths of fresh, clean, mountain air and he almost felt like a new man. He hefted the ruck over one shoulder and began to walk. The shape of the town’s exterior sharpened with every step he took.
He pushed the door to the Blue Moon Café open and stepped inside to the jingle of the bell. Bud Gaines glanced up from behind the counter and shot him a wide-welcoming grin. “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch! Look what the cat dragged in.”
A.J. crossed the room and took the older man’s outstretched hand in a firm grip. “Hey, Bud.”
“Hey there, yourself. Why didn’t you let me know you were coming home?”
The words carried a decade of chastisement. A.J. spent half his youth in trouble with, or being praised by, the café owner, a close friend of his father’s. When his dad passed ten years before, Bud stepped up to the plate and gave A.J. an ear when he needed and left him alone when he didn’t.
“Didn’t want to make a fuss. Is the coffee fresh?” He slid onto a stool and set his bag down next to it.
Bud answered with a baleful expression that said ‘of course’ and filled a fresh mug for him. “On leave?”
“Nope. Home for good.” He glanced around the café. The mid-morning lull was in full effect. His didn’t recognize a dark-haired female sitting in a window booth. She read a book and didn’t even glance up. Definitely a newcomer. All the old-timers gave him a friendly nod or at least met his eye. He turned back to Bud, eyeing him over the rim of his coffee cup.
“There will be fuss as soon as Mattie hears.” Bud may not be that fond of his siblings, but A.J. was one of Mattie’s favorites. He’d worked at the Misbegotten Gaines Ranch all the way through high school and two years into his studies at community college.
Before I talked to a recruiter. Before I left for Parris Island. In the seven years since, he hadn’t been home, not once. But he saw the postcards stuck to Bud’s corkboard on the back wall, all sent by A.J. from his training to deployment.
“Well, hopefully I’ll be home before she gets wind of it. How many horses do I have left?”
There’d been a herd of over a dozen, all trained by him. Two stallions, ten mares, and a two-hundred acre spread staked out by his father that they’d shared until the man’s death. It wasn’t much, but it was home.
Bud wiped the counter and gave him a crooked grin. “Left? Try about fifty head at Jamie’s last count. Brady’s been looking after them. He brings them into MGR when the weather turns, but otherwise, they’re still running on Turner property. You had four new foals this spring.”
Fifty.
A.J. smiled, the unfamiliar stretch to his mouth relaxing him for the first time since he’d signed the discharge papers and accepted his C.O.’s congratulations. He’d believed he needed to start over from scratch. Fifty meant he’d be working from dawn to dusk. Hot, sweating, honest work.
“I’ll give him a call and let him know that I’m home.” He finished the coffee and set the mug down. Bud slid across a keychain with the gold coin that served as a fob. Scooping them up, he rose. “Thanks for everything, Bud.”
“You need a ride?”
“No, sir. I think I’ll walk.” Ten miles wouldn’t take that long and he could use the stretch. He’d taken buses all the way from Dallas after turning down Captain Dexter’s job offer and longed for the familiar sights of the mountains and valleys of home. He appreciated what the man built with Mike’s Place. Helping veterans and their families was honorable work, but A.J. needed to be away from all of it—to be back where he belonged.
“Don’t be a stranger, boy. You know where I am if you need me.”
“Yes, sir.” He slung the bag over his shoulder and found the book-reading woman staring at him when he turned. He met her sweet brown eyes with a friendly grin and touched a hand to his head, as if he wore a hat. “Ma’am.”
Her startled smile punched awareness through him. It turned her solemn, thoughtful expression into something fresh and sunny. A man could appreciate a smile like that.
But he put thoughts of the new girl out of his mind as he left the café and crossed the street. He knew the route to his ranch like the back of his hand and was eager to see it again.
 
***
 
Sheri took a fast drink of her cold coffee to cover the hiccups that shot through her when the rugged stranger stared right at her. Holy hell in a hand basket.
Her gaze tracked him as he left the café and crossed the street. The jeans he wore hadn’t been spray painted on his ass, but they definitely gave her a great visual of hard muscle and male confidence. He walked like he owned the town, but without any hint of pretentious air. That was a man who belonged in Freewill. She didn’t know who he was. She thought after six months she’d met most of the locals, but she would have remembered him.
“A.J. Turner.” Bea poured fresh coffee into her cup, heating it up.
Sheri spent nearly every morning at the café reading before she walked one block down to open the library. Trading her job as a corporate executive at a Fortune 500 company to be a small-town librarian didn’t suggest upward trajectory, but the town of Freewill healed that broken empty place inside left by her ex-husband’s series of affairs.
“The war hero?” She blinked and glanced back at the window, but he’d already disappeared.
“One and the same. Boy hasn’t been home since he left and didn’t tell anyone he was coming back either.” Bea clucked her tongue and wrote out the check. The café preferred the old pen and paper method, and since Sheri ate fruit and drank coffee every morning, the price was always the same.
“What branch did he serve in again?” Curious, she glanced at the waitress. Bea had been born, married, gave birth to her children, and buried her husband in Freewill. The town fixture wasn’t going anywhere. She also took Sheri under her wing from the day she arrived, treating her like an old friend—or a daughter.
“Marines, honey. That young man is definitely one of Freewill’s proudest.” She winked and went back to work.
A Marine. A tremor raced over her and her stomach seemed to bottom out.
The message waiting in her email that morning from Madame Eve made so much more sense. Biting her lip, she strained to look down the street. She wished she’d paid closer attention to him when he walked in, but she only got one good glimpse at his face when he turned and caught her staring.
Her cheeks heated at the memory. He’d caught her attention the moment he entered the café. She hadn’t missed the corded muscle in his arms, tense and well defined even as he drank a cup of coffee. The man was gorgeous and wore his masculinity like a second skin.
But his smile.
Her heart squeezed. The polite smile creasing his rugged face transformed him from handsome to a full-blown heartthrob. Her body hummed in reaction. To a smile.
Wow. He just got home, Sheri. Dial down the hormones. Not even a mental lecture could dilute the man’s effect. She closed her book and counted out a few bills to pay the check. Waving to Bea and Bud, she headed out. An hour until the library opened, but she wanted to use the computer to answer Madame Eve’s email.
Ms. Vaughn,
After careful consideration and research, your request for a 1Night Stand has been approved and a match to your specific requirements identified. Please respond via email if you are still interested.
That was it. No signature, no ‘be well,’ no phone number to call and ask the woman questions. She’d applied to the dating service with an exceptionally specific list of requirements.
Exceptionally.
In fact, so specific Sheri thought no one could fulfill them. Her keys trembled in her hand as she unlocked the door and let herself into the quiet, one floor building. Her office and the front desk sat right next to the door. The stacks were quiet and dark with about twenty-five rows curving around the corner desk. She booted up the computer and set her purse, keys, and book next to it.
“C’mon,” she urged it. The machine connected with the speed of a 300-baud modem. The slower pace didn’t usually aggravate her. Logging in, she opened a webpage and typed in her email info. Three minutes later, she read the note from Madame Eve again.
It still asked her if she was interested. Clicking the mail above it, she reviewed her application.
I am looking for a unique man, one who is both hero and hometown. He must be honorable, courageous, and forthright in his activities. He must be single. It’s okay if he is divorced, but not if the divorce was his fault. No adulterers need apply. He should have served his country as a Marine, but be a cowboy at heart. This is the man I want to spend a one-night stand with.
It took a whole bottle of wine to write that list and she hadn’t sent it until she’d read it sober the next morning. She wanted a paperback hero, a man from a romance novel, and she wanted to find him in the small town of Freewill. Certain the service would never be able to deliver on that fantasy, she’d submitted it.
And then she forgot it, because she never expected anything to happen. The whimsical application came from a moment of weakness and profound loneliness. She wanted a man who would kiss her like he meant it, hold her like she mattered, and make love to her like she was the only woman for him.
Biting her lip, she scrolled back to the question. An image of A.J. Turner’s sexy grin filled her mind and her stomach flip-flopped. She glanced at the tiny stuffed buffalo sitting on top of the monitor as if it would give her the answer she needed.
With shaking fingers she typed one word.
Yes.
And hit send before she could change her mind.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
One week later….
A.J. nailed the board with three swift hits of the hammer and moved on to the next nail. Overall, the Spotted Horse Ranch wasn’t even a fifth the size of the Gaines’ place, but it was home. His grandfather, and later his father, kept it up, growing it only as much as a body could handle. They didn’t bring in employees or contractors, preferring to do the work themselves.
He’d stripped off his sweat-soaked shirt an hour before. A tool belt rode low on his hips, the weight a comfortable thing. The work gloves hugged his hands, and the cowboy hat he favored rode low over his eyes, keeping the sun out. Rising before dawn, he was determined to finish the new paddock so he could bring the younglings in closer to start working them.
A whinny from the pasture pulled his gaze up. A truck rolled up his long drive. He sighed, his seven days of blissful silence, the beer with Brady notwithstanding, was about to be interrupted. The decade-old truck bounced slowly over the ruts in the drive. He needed to grade that drive before winter.
“A.J.!” Mitch Cramer, the ancient town postman waved from the open window of the vehicle. The wrinkles in the man’s face and baldpate were a testament to his longevity. “How you doing, boy?”
To him, like so many of the old timers, A.J. would always be just a boy. Hanging the hammer on his belt, he stripped off his work gloves and walked over to the truck. “I’m good, Mr. Cramer. Real good. How is Mrs. Cramer?”
Rosey Cramer had been teaching kindergarten at the local school for nearly forty-five years and, at last count, didn’t seem to have any plans to stop.
“Retiring.” Cramer grinned broadly. “We’ve got us some great-grandbabies down in Jackson Hole and she wants to spend more time with them.”
“Great-grand-babies?” That was news to him. He’d gone to high school with Veronica and Chet, the Cramer grandkids.
“Ayup. Ronnie had herself some triplets.” The man’s smile seemed to grow three feet. “Two girls and a boy. Lots of quilting, knitting, and spoiling to be done.”
“Congratulations.” He shook his hand again. “Please pass on my regards to Ronnie.”
“Will do. Oh, and before I forget….” He picked up a bundle of mail on the seat next to him. Tied together by a thick cord, the top letter showed an Allen, Texas, return address. “I wouldn’t be running this out here, but the letter here was marked urgent. You remember to come into town on Saturdays to get your mail. My Rosey still makes up brownies for the Saturday pick up.”
Accepting the stack, he nodded. “Yes, sir. I remember.”
Task done, Mr. Cramer gave him another wave and drove away. He didn’t linger to be social; he took his job as a postal worker seriously. Driving all the way out to the Spotted Horse was a favor, not one he’d likely repeat unless another ‘urgent’ delivery came in.
Mopping the sweat off his face with a bandana, A.J. headed up to the sprawling porch with its slanted roof. He grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and took a long pull then cut the tie holding the letters together. Recognizing the Captain’s writing, he slit his letter open first. The rest could wait. A sheet of paper slipped out with a single line.
Turn on your damn phone. – L.
A.J. sighed. He’d shut off his cell phone his first day back in town. He hadn’t missed having it. In fact, save for two trips into town to pick up supplies and a beer with Brady, he avoided talking to anyone. Not even the pretty librarian whose name he learned was Sheri. Ms. Potts at the grocery told him a lot about Freewill’s transplant when she caught him watching her over the produce. Guy Wilks from the gas station mentioned her. Her car needed an oil change and she’d been there, too. In fact, both times he’d gone to town, he’d seen her everywhere.
Maybe he’d swing by the library and check out a book on his next trip. He laid the letter on the porch table and secured it with a rock. The cell phone sat inside, dropped into a drawer in the entry hall and forgotten. He tracked dirt across the entry floor, but he could sweep that out later. The interior of the house needed more work than the exterior. But winter came early in Wyoming, and he could strip and refinish the floors when the snow fell too deep to do anything else.
Holding down the power button, he carried his cell back outside, and dropped to sit on the porch swing. A yawn stretched his jaw. The phone vibrated as text message after text message hit the screen.
Logan’s name popped up. So did James’s. Then Luke’s scrolled three or four times. He’d missed over a dozen calls and nearly that many voice mails. Grimacing at the screen, he fought the temptation to turn the damn thing off again. But the Captain wouldn’t send a letter if he didn’t need something.
All the voicemails were from Luke. Tossing back another swig of water, he checked the text messages first. Luke’s were straightforward. Answer his phone or call him back. Pick one. They were shorter and more terse toward the end, but essentially the same message. An unfamiliar number sent him two text messages as well.
Your 1Night Stand has been arranged. Please review email for details.
His what?
He dialed Luke’s number from memory and drained the bottle of water while the phone rang on the other end.
“Dexter.”
“Captain. What’s up?”
“You turned on your phone. Good. Madame Eve has been trying to get a hold of you.” He heard a woman laugh and murmur something and an equally muffled response from the Captain. Probably talking to his fiancée.
“Who?”
“Madame Eve—Evangeline—the lady who runs the 1Night Stand service?”
Pushing his hat back, A.J. scratched his head. “Not to sound stupid, but what the hell are you talking about?”
Luke laughed. “Don’t play dumb. We talked about this, about eighteen months ago now? We all signed up.”
He wasn’t playing dumb. Tossing the empty bottle into the recycling bin, he grabbed another one out of the cooler and pressed the coldness to the back of his neck. “Seriously, Captain? Eighteen months ago, I was running munitions and supplies between Mosul and Baghdad.”
“Perkins wanted to sign up for a service that matches couples looking for one night together. He didn’t want to date, didn’t think he was ready to do it. When he backtracked on the idea, we all said we’d do it, the whole unit.”
Vague recollection itched in the back of his mind. “Dating service.”
“Something like that. Sound familiar now?” Luke’s easy humor relaxed the tension knotting A.J.’s shoulders.
“Vaguely. But I was still in the sandbox.” He’d signed up, but didn’t think anything of it. He was away, without a leave date in sight, but solidarity held them together.
“I know. We put that on your application and when you sent word that you’d signed your discharge papers, I updated the profile to active.”
If any other man told him that, A.J. would be hard pressed not to break his nose.
“You did what?” His voice went soft and quiet.
“I marked you active. You agreed, A.J. We all did.” The gentle humor fled, replaced by the hard tone of a commanding officer, one he’d followed for years.
“Luke, I appreciate it. But I just got home. I have a lot of work here, and I don’t have time to fly back to Dallas.” Maybe he had an out after all.
“You don’t have to. Check your messages. Madame Eve’s been trying to get in touch with you. Seems someone in Freewill might be seeking a little free loving.”
An image of the sexy librarian popped into his head. He’d gotten a good look at a pair of lean, long legs at the grocery store and even more generous breasts when he’d seen her at the gas station. Her russet hair refused to stay confined to a braid and escaped in little tendrils he wanted to see spread out on a pillow while he sank into her body.
“You’re not backing out are you, Sergeant?” Luke’s voice carried just enough of a dare in it to get A.J.’s back up.
“No, sir. I’m not. I’ll check the messages.” If for no other reason than he had made a commitment to his unit, whether he remembered it or not. Another image of the sweet curve of her ass as the librarian turned away from him solidified in his head.
“Enjoy it, A.J. Enjoy being alive and home. It’s one night, right?”
“Yes, sir.” He hung up a couple of minutes later and stared at the phone. He thought about shutting it off, but he was a man of his word. And it was good to talk to Luke, to catch up on what the others were up to. He still couldn’t believe the captain was engaged.
He checked the text from the unfamiliar number. It asked him about his availability. It was Wednesday now. He glanced at the paddock and the fourteen sections where he still needed to put boards up.
If he finished today and took care of the one-night stand thing on the weekend, he could go see his librarian after church. Did she go to church?
Saturday. Afternoon or evening preferred, he typed. That would give him time to get a haircut and feed the horses before he went.
He hesitated. Was it really fair to whomever they were hooking him up with that he was interested in another woman?
It’s just one night, A.J.. What can happen in one night?
He hit send and tossed the phone on top of the letters then pushed himself off the porch swing and went back to work. The fence boards weren’t going to hammer themselves into place.
 
***
 
Saturday afternoon? Panic locked up the air in her lungs like an allergy attack. She grabbed her brown sack lunch and dumped the food out before putting the paper up to breath into it. It crumpled and rattled with every forced inhale and exhale.
Why did I say yes? What had she been thinking? Her teeth dragged over her lower lip as the pounding of her heart finally slowed. She stole a glance around the library. The chatter of children playing in the back with their mothers was the only noise of the day. Fortunately, no one was close enough to see her near freak out.
She leaned back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling. Saturday afternoon she had a date to get laid. Should she add that to her appointment calendar? A wildly inappropriate giggle stole through her.
This is assuming my date is with A.J. Turner…what if it’s not? It’s Freewill, how many cowboys have you seen in this town?
The sound choked off and she swallowed hard. But no Marines. A.J. was the only Marine she knew there—well correction—the only Marine under the age of sixty.
A ding on her computer signaled a new email. She clicked it open. The date was set for four p.m. at a private cabin at the Misbegotten Gaines Ranch. Heat crept into her cheeks. The location hadn’t even occurred to her. A private cabin meant she could avoid the main house and maybe any whisper of her date.
But it was Freewill…how discreet could she manage to be?
Oh my God. What do I wear?


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
It was after three before A.J. hit the shower. After a quick sluice of water to rinse away the sweat and a shampoo to get the grit out first, he took his time to shave. He’d pushed himself to finish the paddock and guided the first of three yearlings in there an hour before. The barn sported fresh paint and all the damaged boards had been replaced. First thing Monday, he would start working the yearlings out, getting them used to lunging with mild weight and more. As he scraped away the stubble, he considered ordering a hot walker. He could build one, but that would cut into the time he wanted to spend on the horses.
Washing off the traces of shaving cream, he rinsed his hair one more time and then shut the shower off. Fifteen minutes later, he pulled on boots and settled a black Stetson on his head. Nothing a little spit and polish couldn’t clean up.
He went over the mental list of chores. Horses fed. Water troughs full. Young stallion in the paddock getting used to his new workout space. House lights shut off. Truck keys in hand, he considered indulging himself and riding one of the horses over to the MGR Cabin where he was supposed to meet his ‘date,’ but a truck required less care and no stabling.
Not that he minded if the Gaines noticed his presence or not, but the lady in question might. Freewill offered a lot of freedom to its residents. Unfortunately, an absence of gossip was not one of those freedoms.
He left the front door unlocked and strolled over to classic 1950’s pickup truck. It sat parked in the U-shaped drive in front of the main house. The vehicle had belonged to his grandfather and father before him. The day after he arrived, he went over the engine with a fine-tooth comb, replacing rotted belts and changing the oil, glad that Guy came out every season to warm her up, run some fresh fuel through her lines and adjust the belts. He’d washed it up that morning first thing, polishing away seven years of dust and firing up the engine. He liked the smooth lines and comfortable ride.
He also enjoyed repairing it and there was a heavier duty SUV and modern pickup in the garage if he needed them. The car didn’t boast a CD or tape player much less anywhere to plug in a phone with MP3s, just an old radio that picked up two stations, country or news.
A.J. chose neither. He cranked the window down, fixed his hat and pulled out of the drive and up the long, bumpy gravel toward the road at three-thirty straight up. He would be early, but that suited him fine, too. The ride to the cabin took less than fifteen minutes. He parked the truck and trotted inside to check the lay of the land.
The cold dinner he’d requested sat packed neatly in sacks on the small bar separating the kitchen from the main room. Firewood stacked in the hearth would let him light a fire if they wanted it. The bearskin rug lay invitingly in front of the stone hearth. The sheets on the queen-sized bed were turned down and waiting and a bottle of champagne, wine, and case of beer chilled in the fridge.
All his bases were covered. He hadn’t heard a peep from the service since agreeing to the night, save for acknowledging the plans he made. Tipping his hat back, he ignored the beer for a moment and walked out to the porch to wait. A breeze came in from the mountains. The scent of pine, green grass, and a hint of water drifted through the air. In the distance, horses whinnied, but the trees muffled the sound. If he didn’t know the old log cabin sat in one of the most exclusive and coveted spots of the MGR, he could almost believe he was alone.
The sounds of nature washed over him, relaxing nerves that, even after a week at home and back breaking labor working on the ranch, remained raw. An engine purred through the silence, but it didn’t turn onto the gravel road leading up to the cabin. At one minute to four, a twig snapped, and he opened his eyes to look to his left.
I’ll be damned.
The librarian stood next to one of the trees at the edge of the cabin’s clearing, her smile shy and her sunglasses pushed up to reveal wide, almost nervous eyes. She wore a cherry-colored sundress, baring creamy white shoulders and long arms. The skirt brushed her knees, and where he expected sandals, she wore a pair of sturdy, low-ankled boots.
He approved. Feminine, but smart. Sexy, but sensible. Trailing his gaze back upward, he met her sweet brown eyes with a grin. “Afternoon, ma’am.”
“Hi.” Her voice was sweet.
Funny, I’ve seen her all over town and this is the first time I’ve actually heard her.
Crossing the yard slowly, she minded where she put her feet. She must have walked down from a main point on the property. If he’d known she needed one, he would have offered her a ride.
Hell, if he’d known she was his date, he would have put more effort into the planning. This promised to be a hell of a lot more interesting than trying to see her after church.
“I’m A.J. Turner.” He removed his hat and held out his hand. One-night stand or not, and he preferred more than one, she was a lady.
“I know.” She slid her hand against his, caressing his palm ever so briefly before closing her grasp and accepting the handshake. “Sheri Vaughn.”
“You’re the librarian.” He grinned. Her skin was soft, warm, and almost as sweet as her smile. He closed his grip on her hand and held it.
She lifted her eyebrows, but didn’t protest. “And you’re the Marine.”
“It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I’m really glad I turned my phone back on.”
A pretty, pale pink suffused her cheeks, and she lowered her lashes, shielding her brown eyes. “I’m sorry?” She laughed and tugged her hand. He let her go, reluctantly. She smoothed her hand over her dress and then up to touch her hair. The awkward nervousness was endearing.
“I came home and shut off my phone. I had a lot of work to do on the ranch and liked the thought of the quiet. Almost forgot about the service.” He winked, enjoying the blush that deepened on her cheeks. “Would you like to join me on the porch? And maybe a drink?”
“I would, thank you.” She walked toward the cabin, hands clasped behind her back. “I guess that explains why it took a week for me to hear back.”
He settled the hat back on his head and pulled out one of the handcrafted oak chairs for her to sit on. Fortunately the porch was wide enough to boast a small table and chairs.
“My apologies, ma’am.” He brushed his fingers across her shoulder as she sat. “If I’d realized, I would have called a lot sooner.”
She looked up at him. “Why is that?”
It was too soon. They’d just met—officially at least. But the urge to kiss her swung through his system like a well-aimed hammer. He leaned down and brushed his mouth against hers. Her breath tasted of mint and her lips were like petals.
Her swift inhale emboldened him, and he massaged her lips slowly, teasing them apart until his tongue could taste hers. Locking his hands on the chair, he focused only on the kiss and the sweet hesitation that evaporated with a low, groan. She kissed like a summer breeze, warm and inviting. Desire burst through him, and he wanted to sink into her and linger a while, but he’d promised her a drink.
With even greater reluctance than he felt when he let go of her hand, he pulled back. Her brown eyes were dark and dreamy when she met his gaze. “Because I’ve wanted to do that since I first saw you in the café.”
 
***
 
Sheri’s heart ping-ponged against her ribs at the wash of masculine scent wrapping around her. A.J. winked as he stood and disappeared into the cabin. It gave her time to gather her scattered brain cells back into some semblance of thought.
Dear God, the man can kiss. Heat flushed through her, cascading with awareness that left her tingling. She rubbed her thumb against her lower lip. It was like she could still feel him touching her.
“What do you want to drink?” His voice drifted out through the open door.
“Um….” She twisted toward the sound of his voice, trying to find her composure again. “Beer is fine, if you have it.”
The pop of a bottle cap made her jump.
“I definitely have that.”
Excitement skated over her nerves. She hadn’t been able to think of anything else since details for the evening arrived in her inbox. She spent all day at the library half-expecting comments about the sign she posted stating the library would close at three on Saturday and not reopen until Monday. But nope, not a word.
A.J.’s boots thumped the wood floor of the porch as he strolled back out and set the bottle in front of her. He started to sit and frowned. “Did you want it in a glass?”
“Nope. Bottle’s fine.” She took a long pull to demonstrate just how fine she was with it. He sat and stretched his legs out in front of him.
Dragging her gaze up from the way his jeans molded to the thick muscles of his thighs, she found him staring at her with a hint of amusement. “Good evening.”
“Good evening.” Self-conscious laughter bubbled up. The habit was one of her least favorite; the inability to control the nervous chuckle. “Welcome home.”
“Thank you. Welcome to Freewill.” He grinned, tipping his bottle toward her.
“Thank you.” They clinked the bottlenecks together and she followed his cue with another swallow. She was a cheap date, the alcohol in the beer relaxing the butterflies flapping through her belly.
“How long have you been here?” He shifted in the seat and crossed one ankle over the other, settling in for the long haul. Everything about him rang true to her wish—everything. God, even his black Stetson complemented his tanned skin and true blue eyes.
“Six months, give or take a week. I arrived in the middle of winter.” An unpleasant time to show up considering how deep the snow had been, but she’d found no shortage of helpful hands, and it didn’t take her long to find an apartment in town and get the job at the library. In fact, the town council was thrilled to have the library open six days a week.
“You seem right at home now.” He tipped the bottle up for another drink.
“I like it. I like it a lot. I thought after Los Angeles, I wouldn’t want to live in the middle of nowhere. But it’s quiet. There are no gunshots in the middle of the night. No worries about drive-bys. No ex-husbands to run into.” She grimaced. She hadn’t intended to bring him up.
“Most of the town shuts down at nine. The quiet is good.” The emphasis he placed on quiet seemed significant.
“Did you grow up here?”
“Born and raised.”
She relaxed more, leaning back in the chair and toying with her beer bottle. A.J. oozed a definite masculine sensuality, but peaceful, too. All the ruffles and worries seemed to smooth away.
A hundred different questions scrolled through her mind, but his favorite sexual position might not be appropriate. Yet. “How long were you gone?”
“You don’t already know?” He lifted his eyebrows, skepticism sliding under the words.
“Well, yes, I do know. Seven years. You enlisted right out of junior college, and you served overseas for most of your contract. You made sergeant fairly early and showed great promise. You’re a credit to Freewill, and they are exceptionally proud of you.” She wrinkled her nose. “Even if you did sneak home and not let them throw you a parade.”
He threw his head back and laughed, a warm, throaty sound that sent tingles zinging all the way from her breasts to her toes and back up again. “Not many secrets in Freewill.”
“True. I had noticed that. Bea at the café got my whole life story out of me before Christmas.”
“She’s good at that. So’s Bud and Brady and Jamie and Guy….” He winked again. “We’re all very good at knowing everyone else’s business.”
“It’s kind of sweet.” In a town like Freewill, her ex-husband wouldn’t have been able to get away with affair after affair. In fact, he wouldn’t have gotten away with a passing interest in one without her hearing about it.
“Sweet’s one word, nuisance is another.” He sat forward and tipped his hat up, his expression serious and somber. “Tonight, for example. Folks know my truck. You came down from the big house. They’ll know. They may not say anything to you directly, but they’re going to know we were here—together. Is that a problem for you?”
The thought had occurred to her when she parked up at the MGR. She didn’t know the layout that well and the smaller roads that twisted and turned on the ranch confused her. Walking down seemed simpler, and she had no reason to be embarrassed about her attraction to the man sitting across from her.
Hell, her only regret at the moment was they weren’t already naked. Her body hummed with anticipation and had since she realized he had to be the man Madame Eve set her up with.
“Nope. You?” She watched him, looking for a reaction, a tell that might suggest he had something to hide.
“I don’t mind one bit. But I do have two questions, and I’d like honest answers, before this goes any further.” His expression remained serious.
“All right.” She sat up, posture straightening and clasped her hands around the bottle.
“How long have you been divorced?” He didn’t move, but the steadiness of his gaze told her he wouldn’t miss a nuance of her answer.
“Eight months, four days, ten hours and maybe fifteen minutes.” Not that she counted. But every day she’d remained married to the sleaze after learning the truth, a little piece of her soul died. The final papers cut the jesses tying her to that crumbling lie. Thank God.
A.J. nodded slowly, lifting his bottle and watching her as he took a long swallow. “Are you still in love with him?”
She frowned, even the thought was distasteful. “No.”
“Good.” He leaned back again, still watching her. Every glance warmed her skin like a physical caress.
“Why?” Where is he going with this? Adultery was definitely a trigger for her—so maybe it was the same for him.
“Because I don’t poach and I don’t share.” A smile curled up one corner of his firm mouth. “And tonight, I plan to kiss every inch of your body, find out what makes your nipples tight, and just how many orgasms I can tease from between your thighs. If I do my job right, you won’t remember his name tomorrow.”
Her stomach flip-flopped. Lust swarmed through her like an invading army. She moistened her lips, her mouth dry and her heart pounding. “Do we have to wait for tonight?”


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Wrapping his arms around her middle, he lifted her up out of the chair. His lips were on hers before the final syllable of the question ended. The slow burn in his blood, ignited the first time he’d seen her, roared full force. Their mouths fused and his tongue darted between her lips, lapping up the simple taste of her, sweeter than candy. Her knees hitched around his hips, and she twined her arms around his neck. His hat fell as her fingers thrust into his hair and bounced down to rest in the chair he abandoned.
He didn’t release her mouth, enjoying the tentative stroke of her cherry-flavored lips. She didn’t remain passive under the assault, thank God. Fisting her fingers in his hair, she tugged his head and slanted the kiss. He crossed into the cabin and caught the door with his heel to shut it. Against her, his body turned into a hard, hot wall of need. His cock stiffened painfully behind his zipper, begging for release.
A low moan vibrated in her throat, and he chuckled at the sound of raw desire that matched his own. At the edge of the bed, he stroked his hands down her back to cup her bottom. Her gasp jerked her head back. Her eyes were wild with the fever, the sweet, brown-eyed girl transformed into the luscious, hungry lover.
He traced the column of her throat with a series of open-mouthed kisses, lapping at the thundering pulse point. Massaging the roundness of her ass, he loved how the curves filled his hands, soft, and responsive. Like the first strong winds of spring, she pushed away the cold loneliness he barely noticed anymore. Alive and wild in his arms, she drove away any thought of taking it slow, getting to know her, and easing into sex.
When she pulled at his shirt, he swept up and caught her mouth again before she could do more than suck in a breath of air. The urge to strip her naked, slide down her body and lick every part of her until she begged to come rolled through him like an unrelenting storm. These were the moments he fought for in the service—the freedom to be where he wanted, when he wanted, and by God, be with who he wanted.
“A.J…..” His name rode past her lips on a soft moan and she peppered kisses across his jaw. Her teeth grazed the soft spot behind his ear and a low groan vibrated his throat. He lowered her onto the bed. With another teasing brush of her lips, she sucked on his lobe, and a rush of pleasure stole through him. He pulled free, staring at her tousled hair, dilated eyes and sweet mouth, swollen from his kiss.
“I’m right here, darling.” He went for the buttons on his shirt, stripping down because he wanted no more interruptions. Her hot gaze scorched his skin, and dammit, he should have gotten her naked first. He toed off his boots, pulled out the condoms from his back pocket and grinned at her wide-eyed stare as he dropped three on the bed. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I have plenty more in the truck.”
Sheri threw her head back and laughed.
His hands were on his belt buckle when she reached up to untie her dress. “No, ma’am.” He pinned her with a look. “You leave my present wrapped. I’ll take care of that in just a moment.”
Playfulness flashed beneath the fire in her eyes. “Why sir, I do believe you say the most provocative things.” She cupped her breasts through the dress, and her fingers flicked where he imagined her dusky nipples would be. His dick hardened like corded steel. If he grew any stiffer, he risked permanent injury.
“You’ve got a wicked streak in you, librarian.” The zipper’s release gave him a momentary relief, but his cock thrummed against his belly as he peeled the jeans down.
Her low whistle of appreciation stroked his masculine pride. “You’re about to make a fantasy come true. I don’t think I’m anywhere near wicked enough.” Her confession scraped sparks through him. He nudged her hands aside, replacing them with his own. Her breasts were full, a solid handful, and he massaged them through the dress. Sure enough, her nipples stabbed at his palms.
“Is that so?” He continued to trace her shape, almost arguing with himself over where to start. Urging the hem of her dress up, he revealed a lovely crescent moon tattoo on the curve of her right hip. Rubbing his thumb over the shape, he glanced up at her.
“Yes, it is definitely so. My one other impulsive decision.”
“What was the other one?” Curiosity filled him.
She stretched out a hand and stroked it across his abdomen, the muscles contracting at the feathery touch. “This date—you.”
“Nice.” Lust peaked inside of him. Continuing his quest upward, he teased the gentle mound of her sex through the damp panties. Thank God she seemed as aroused as he. Her breath came in fast little gasps as he explored her reactions. He increased the pressure, searching for her clit. She caught his cock in a gentle fist as he swirled his thumb.
“I want to be naked.”
“You will be.” He slid his hand under the edge of the fabric and dipped his fingers between her slick folds. She gripped his cock and stroked up and down. His eyes nearly crossed. With reluctance he caught her hand in his and urged it away from him. He didn’t want to blow too early.
She growled, almost baring her teeth at his action and he laughed. Damn, she was fun. He caught the side of her panties, right at the seam and tore them. Her eyes widened at the rending of the fabric, but she arched her hips and he pulled them free.
“Better?” He murmured, nudging her thighs further apart so he could enjoy the view of the soft, damp pink flesh. Her shaven pussy damn near did in him. He groaned at the single, neat strip of curls stretching up almost like an arrow. Did she do that just for him? So much more to his sexy little librarian than he knew.
“Almost.” Rolling her head back, she lifted her hips in entreaty again. “But I think I’m overdressed for the occasion.”
“Me, too.” All of a sudden, he felt very agreeable. Playing with her was a joy, but he wanted her naked and all those soft, delicious curves beneath him. He didn’t even mind when she stripped the dress upward in one long, sensual tug and tossed it off the bed. “No bra.”
He approved.
“It’s a sundress.” She crooked a finger at him and he came down on top of her, catching her mouth in another hot, wet kiss. He let his hands roam down her sides, stroking her silky, soft skin and enjoying the warmth as his cock slid against her damp heat. She was sugar and spice and everything a woman promised.
Dragging himself away, he grabbed a condom and rolled it on. Lying at her side, he turned to look at her, meeting the sharp intelligence in her brown eyes.
“Do you remember what I told you on the porch?” His voice, tight with need, rose no higher than a whisper. At her slow nod, A.J. let go of the control reining him in. “Good. Consider yourself warned.”
Rolling over, he kissed a path down to her breasts. He’d forgotten how much he missed this—touching a woman, exploring her body, feeding her pleasure. As much as he’d wanted to be alone when he returned to Freewill, he craved the contact with her—with Sheri. He swirled his tongue around one hard-pointed nipple and increased the pressure of his thumb against her clit. The dual actions sent her breathing into jagged little spikes. She fisted the bed sheets in her hands. Already imagining the feel of her gloving his cock, he fought for that final step, tormenting himself on the sweet sensation of her pleasure.
Closing his mouth over one turgid point, he slid a single finger inside her, urging her release. Her first shout spurred him to add a second finger. He delved into the sensuous heat, thrilled with her wild response and steadily increased the pressure with his tongue until her body clenched, spasming around him. She cried out, hips bucking up to meet his hand, and he abandoned her breast to swallow her cries of pleasure.
She let go of the bed sheets to thread her fingers through his hair, and he slipped his hand free to adjust her hips. He groaned, fighting to control his pace and entered her slowly, inch by fantastic inch, her sweet heat enveloping him as he thrust. Lifting his head, he stilled and waited for her eyes to open.
“I’m going to come hard and I’m going to come fast.” He wanted her to know what she did to him, how it felt to have her pussy wrapped so tight around his cock that he saw stars. He wanted to fly off that ledge with her and pound into her until he emptied all the pent up passion dragging his balls taut. He didn’t usually favor dirty talk. Some of the guys mentioned it now and again, but he liked to treat a lady like a lady. Odd that he wanted to talk dirty to Sheri, the beautiful librarian with the sweet brown eyes.
My brown-eyed girl. She tightened her grip on him, wrapping her legs around his waist, her wild smile sparkling with challenge. His body tired of his thoughts.
“Bring it, Marine.”
She didn’t have to tell him twice. He surged forward, promising himself they’d go slower next time. He pistoned into her, his cock sinking deeper with every stroke. The velvet glove of her sex locked him in, squeezing him tighter. She made the sweetest noises; all gasps and sighs, and caressed his spine, urging him closer to the edge. They writhed together and there was no stopping his orgasm. It blew through him, swelling until every cell in his body converged and burst with pleasure.
She jolted against him and bit down on his shoulder. “A.J.”
He came in a burst of hard, hot liquid release. Sheri trembled against him, skin quivering, pussy clamping and unclamping. He dragged her closer, rolling onto his side and held her tight as they shook together.
Gradually, his pulse quieted and breathing returned to a semblance of normalcy. Glancing at the clock, he grinned. They had hours.
Hours left to play.
 
***
 
Two orgasms. Two. Back to back and she was full, stretched, and sore in all the right places. She couldn’t get over the feel of him, the hard steadiness of his muscles and the contrast of his demanding passion to his utter gentleness. Head pillowed on his shoulder, she rubbed her palm against his chest. His heart thundered and her mind raced. A.J. Turner was made for sex. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so good.
The soothing stroke of his hand running up and down her arm helped to quiet the pleasurable aftershocks tingling through her with every breath. She pushed herself up on an elbow, studying how their bodies tangled together. A small smile hovered against his lips.
“Hey.” He exhaled the greeting soft, slow, and sexy as hell.
“Hey back.” She walked two fingers across the firm abdominals and smoothed her palm against his chest, half exploring, half petting. Eddies of pleasure radiated from all over—between her legs, hell, even her toes seemed to quiver in satisfaction. “Thank you.”
He chuckled, continuing to stroke her arm, her side and down over her hip bone. “You’re welcome and thank you.” His stomach growled into the silence and they both burst out laughing.
It pained her to pull away, to feel the last of him slip free, but when her stomach gurgled nearly as loud as his, the giggles struck again. He trailed a caress down to her thigh and watched her with solemn, almost too bright, blue eyes.
“I had dinner delivered for us. It’s a cold supper—sandwiches, drinks, potato salad.”
She turned her attention to the kitchenette, spotting the white bags with the MGR logo on the side. “Hungry?”
He cupped her breast and rolled a calloused thumb across her nipple. It stiffened in appreciation and pleasure tingled everywhere. “Starving.”
Blissful desire sighed through her. A.J. sat up and kissed a lazy path across each breast, pausing only to nip and suck at the distended nipples crowning each one. She skimmed her nails across his scalp, torn between the urges to watch his dark head move back and forth and pushing him back until she could impale herself on his cock again. She wanted to be on top next time. Her thighs quivered at the images popping into her head. He slipped a hand around the back of her neck and fed her erotic fantasy with a long, lingering kiss. God, the man knew how to kiss. He took control, slanting his mouth against hers, demanding access with his tongue, and twining it sensuously with her own.
With foreheads resting together, he broke the kiss. It was almost too much intimacy. They touched everywhere. It wasn’t just the physical contact, but the way his entire being seemed to pour into hers, searching, seeking, captivating.
“I want to get up and feed you. But that means I have to stop touching you and feasting myself.” The throaty admission turned her insides to jelly. It was an almost corny line, but the raw emotion in his voice made it echo with sincerity.
“We can do both.” She grinned, a streak of naughtiness stealing through her. “You can clean up. I’ll get the food. We meet back here in two minutes.”
“Right here?” He swept his gaze down to where his spent cock nestled between her legs and her knees framed his thighs.
Surprising herself, she pushed up and kissed him, licking the seam of his lips until he allowed her to take possession of his mouth. He tasted a little of salt and beer and totally man. His scent filled her nostrils. “Right. Here.” She murmured.
“Okay.” He massaged her ass, exploring her curves. The heat of his body had to be leaving imprints on her soul. Everywhere they met, a new forest fire of sensation broke out.
Their mouths parted and came together with every sentence. “But we have to move to do that.”
“I know.” He swept his hand up her spine, tangled it in her hair, and thrust his tongue into her mouth. He took control of the kiss, pursuing her tongue and claiming it. She groaned and moisture flooded between her legs. The aftershocks turned to foreshocks and she wanted him, right now.
“Tell me,” she let out between bursts of air, tasting him with every stroke of his lips against hers, “When.”
He surged upward, holding her straddled on his lap. Breast to chest, the friction heightened every point their bodies made contact. “Okay.”
Damn, he knows how to kiss. The slant of his mouth demanded, promised, engaged, and held her at his mercy. She clung to him, starved for the contact. The one-night stand offered her a fresh start, a clean slate, and delivered so much more. Her mind whirled with the possibilities. The slow stiffening of his cock pushed between them and she pulled back, laughter bubbling up.
“Okay, two minutes.” He grinned and brushed his thumb against her lower lip but made no move to let her go.
“Two minutes,” she agreed, her heart pounding behind her ribs. And still, they didn’t move. If anything her knees tightened against him, and she wanted to rub herself all over him like a cat in heat.
Gripping her hips, he stole another kiss and murmured against her mouth. “On three….”
“Wait.” Nipping his lower lip between each word, she asked, “On three-three or after three?”
“Hmm.” He flexed his fingers against her skin, the touch scalding her, as though branding it through her flesh. It was like she could feel him everywhere, every place he caressed with his fingers or kissed with his mouth, tingles of sensation continued to eddy. “On three.”
“Okay.” She sighed, opening her mouth to his tongue. The brush of his sweat-slicked chest glided sensuously across her almost too-sensitive nipples. Dragging her palms against his back, she explored the flexing muscles, tensing and teasing together.
“One….” he muttered, trailing hot kisses across her cheek. His traced the whorls of her ear and sucked on the lobe. “Two.”
Coils of pleasure tightened in her belly, winding up like some old-fashioned toy clicking past the point where she needed to let go, the tension holding her captive almost too much.
“Three.” He lifted her off him like she weighed no more than a feather and set her on the bed. Her body cried out at the absence of his, but he levered himself upward and paused long enough to give her a hand. “Go.”
Her mind hummed with eroticism. It took her a moment to even remember what they were supposed to do on three. He strode over to the bathroom, the muscles of his ass flexing with every step. Her insides quivered as the promise of his jean-clad ass on the street that day was delivered in spades.
Shaking off her self-indulgent, carnal stupor, she wandered over to the bags on the bar. Opening them one at a time, she unloaded the sandwiches, cold drinks, and tin of potato salad. She’d barely unwrapped one sandwich when he boxed his masculine body against her, the rigid length of his cock pressed against her ass and his hands slipped up to cover and massage her breasts.
She shuddered, hungry for him again, needing to feel him filling her.
“You like?” He laughed softly. How could he not know what he did to her?
“Yes.” She sighed. But that wasn’t where she wanted him. The riot storming through her system blotted out coherent thought.
“You mentioned fantasies earlier.” He bit down on the soft juncture between her shoulder and her neck. “Do you have any others?”
Oh. You. You. And for good measure more you. The wild, unrepentant need rushing through her should be embarrassing. Some, small rational part of her urged her to remember this was one night, nothing more, nothing less. She shut off the devilish little voice and refused to think about it. Their one moment was right now and tomorrow could damn well take care of itself.
“I have so many.” And it was true. She wanted to do him up against a wall, on the floor, take his cock into her mouth and swallow him as he came. She wanted him to push inside her, ride her until she went limp.
She never wanted him to stop.
“Tell me,” he ordered and continued the sensual torture.
“Take me now, like this.” Heat burned in her cheeks, and she rubbed back against him. He nudged her legs further apart, and his fingers dipped between her legs. The sweet friction against her sensitive folds was almost too much. I’m going to die like this, dissolving into pure desire….
“Like this?” he asked, his husky voice turning her inside out. His thumb grazed over her clit, the light brush ratcheted up the pressure inside and she arched. If she were a cat, she would purr with the pleasure of it.
She licked her lips and held onto the counter. “Just like…that.” But he nudged her thighs apart further and guided her hips back until she stretched, fingers locked onto the counter.
“Hmm…this looks good enough to eat.” The delight in his words threatened to undo her right then and there. She clenched her butt, fighting the urge to rub her thighs together. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” He abandoned her, retreating toward the bed. Her thighs quivered and her feet shifted. “Stay just like that….” The order throbbed through her.
The promise of his touch eroded her control. What control? Who are you kidding? Laughter rose up out of her again. She twisted at the sound of foil tearing. A.J. stood next to the bed and rolled the condom down his cock. He glanced up, meeting her eyes with a slow grin of his own.
“Did I mention what a genuine pleasure is to meet you, ma’am?” The slow, languorous cowboy drawl whispered from the rugged, hard Marine mouth. All of her sexual fantasies were rolled into one, living breathing—and thank God—hard man.
“You might have skipped that part.” These things only happen in books—real life romance is so much messier than this…why the hell am I analyzing?
His eyebrows lifted as he strode toward her, purpose and determination radiating from every step. He guided his cock to the entrance of her sex and pushed in a tantalizing inch. “Then let me correct that oversight right now.”
She didn’t need any urging to lean her upper body forward and push back until he filled her. The trembling inside increased three-fold.
“It is my genuine pleasure,” he teased her, thrusting with each word. “To meet you.” He retraced his path down her front and found her clit, and she forgot anything as he drove her over the edge into a climax.


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
“So why the Marines?” She sat cross-legged on the bed, nibbling a sandwich. Her cheeks were rosy, a beautiful shade against all that creamy skin.
A.J. thought they were done after the bar, but she pushed him back toward the bed, food forgotten and teased his cock with her mouth until he came in self-defense. Three rounds in five hours and he wanted her again. He reached over to wipe a spot of mustard from the corner of her mouth with his thumb and sucked the spicy flavor between his lips.
“It was the right thing to do.” He shrugged. “My grandfather served, and his father and his father before him. Far as I know, it’s been a family tradition since the French and Indian wars. The only reason my dad didn’t was his asthma.”
The food spread out between them, like a picnic on the bed. They were both naked, and he appreciated the unabashed freedom to look at her breasts. They rose and fell with every breath. Her full, dusky nipples beckoned him, but he forced himself to let her eat before he took his time exploring every reaction.
She’d mentioned fantasies, and he had the inexplicable urge to fulfill every single one of them.
“That’s kind of sweet, to have a family legacy like that.” She leaned sideways, stretching out to reach for her bottle of water. His cock twitched, rousing slowly. She was a lovely woman, soft and curvy in all the right places.
“It is what it is, Sheri. It was the right thing to do. I enlisted, I trained, I served, and now I'm home.” And that summed up his military life. Granted, it didn’t mention the guys or the friendships, but his grandfather told him once that the men he served with in Korea were men he could rely on. He could call them anytime he needed something—whether it was a favor or just someone to jaw with—and they would be there. A.J. had attended a reunion with his grandfather in the early nineties. All those men in their sixties and seventies tossed back beers, laughing, reminiscing, and picking up right where they’d left off forty years before as though it were yesterday rather than decades in the past.
Brotherhood, his grandfather told him, didn’t end with a war or an honorable discharge. He hadn’t truly appreciated what that meant until now. But like his grandfather, A.J. knew the men in his unit were a phone call away. If he needed them, they would come. The same was true for him.
“And you were done. That’s why you came home?”
“More or less. I left to defend this way of life and now I’m home to enjoy it. Work on my ranch, fix it up and go back to training horses. If the guys need me, they know where I am.” He accepted the water bottle she offered him, washing down his own meal. Content, he sprawled on his side and propped his head on his hand, studying her.
“Can I ask you a question?” Shyness surrounded the question; she could ask him anything she wanted. He would have to show her that.
“Anything.”
“What was it like? Afghanistan…Iraq?”
“Hot. Monotonous most days, and lonely, and it could all change in a moment. You could go from routine to hellish in the space of a few seconds.” Odd to think he missed it, the routine of the unexpected firefights. But he didn’t miss the injuries or the surge of adrenaline pumping fear out of his system, knowing it only took one stray bullet—one misstep—and he would be in the coffin they saluted or the stretcher they carried off the field.
He was one of the lucky ones. His scars were all on the inside.
“Were you in both?”
“Mostly Iraq. I did a lot of supply runs, boring job, but necessary. Well, boring until it wasn’t.” He tipped the bottle of water up and took a drink.
“I’m sorry you had to go.”
Capping the bottle, he set it aside and caught her hand in his, Interlacing their fingers, he squeezed comfortingly. “I’m not. I met some great people—I learned a little Farsi. I learned what it’s like to truly have nothing and to hold a family together in spite of political and militant turmoil everywhere.”
Sadness etched into the lines around her eyes. He didn’t want her to only think of the bad, he saw some of the news stories reported from overseas. They barely skimmed the surface of everyday life.
Lifting her fingers to his lips, he pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Last year, I was running supplies from Baghdad to Mosul. On the route, there’s this really small town—I mean small—like five-houses-and-some-goats small. They didn’t have any businesses or even a real road besides the main stretch we drove. But every time we went through, we saw the kids out there playing. They had this really ratty soccer ball, and they kicked it, laughed, and played. They always cleared the road when we came through, staring at us with these wide, solemn eyes. Except for the kid with the ball, he waved. I got used to seeing him.” He could almost feel the searing heat, the fifty pounds of gear weighing him down and taste the sand and sunshine like grit on his tongue.
“We didn’t always drive the exact same route, better to avoid insurgents if we’re unpredictable, but we went through often enough, I recognized the kid. About seven months ago—maybe eight—we’re going through one day and I don’t see the kids out there, they aren’t playing like normal. It’s all a little hinky, too quiet—and we go on alert. Out of the ordinary is a warning. Out of nowhere, I see the kid with the ball—he races out of one of the houses and puts his ball in the middle of the road and just sits on it. We have three choices, stop, go around, or back up.”
He tensed, living in that moment again, remembering the rawness of wonder as they stared at the kid. Sheri squeezed his hand. “What happened?”
“We went with our gut, the lead car moved around us and we slowed the convoy. I got out with four others and one of the guys who spoke the language, told him to move.” A.J. laughed a little. “This kid says no. Tells us that men came through the night before and made lots of noise up the road—they were digging and shifting and they were strangers. Not U.S., not friendly to the village. They shot one of the other kids’ fathers—that’s why the kids weren’t out playing. They were mourning, but this kid with the ball—he didn’t want us going up the road.”
“Oh my God. What did you do?”
“Called it in, backed off, and let the sweepers go through—they found five—maybe eight charges—all planted on our route. Kid saved our lives.” A.J. grinned up at her, her tension deepened and he wanted her to see this was the good kind of story—the one with a decent ending. “So I got that kid a new ball—and gave him and his family enough money to leave that dirty little village if they want, too.”
“Ohhh….” She dragged the word out and tears sparkled in her eyes. “Did they?”
“Don’t know. But they can. Kid didn’t have to help us—we’re just the guys driving past every few days or so. He could have gotten shot, blocking our truck that way—but he took a chance and did what he thought was right. Kids like him—and his family—they make it worth it.”
“You’re amazing.”
A little uncomfortable with the praise, he shrugged it off. “I’m just a Marine who did his job.”
“No one in my family served, I don’t think. I didn’t know my dad’s parents, but my mom’s dad had a club foot. He worked as a machinist, built equipment, provided supplies, and volunteered. My mom spent time studying to be a nurse, but then she got married and preferred popping out babies.” Sheri made a face, letting go of his hand to swipe at the trace of tears on her cheeks. He hadn’t meant for the story to make her sad.
“Nothing wrong with babies.” He couldn’t resist trailing a finger over her thigh. He liked the flush pinkening her cheeks.
“I know. I was just thinking that it’s a great legacy and I don’t have anything like that. Just plain, vanilla, stay-at-home folks.”
“Hey, we like the vanilla stay-at-home folks, they give us something to defend and better—someone to come home to.” He squeezed her leg.
“I can’t believe you’re real.” She dropped her gaze to the sandwich in her hands. “And that you’re here…in Freewill…with me.”
“Why?” He drew a pattern against her skin, just lazy circles, swirling over and over on her thigh.
“I told you I was divorced.” Her smile turned self-deprecating. “Well that marriage was definitely not one of my proudest moments. I married him while we were still in college, but we were both busy. I wanted to be an attorney, so did he. When I got accepted to Stanford Law, and he didn’t, I should have seen it coming—but I didn’t. We lived apart, visiting only on weekends all the way through law school. I hit the books, he hit the sheets.” She shifted, her expression darkening, and A.J. had the urge to go and punch the son of a bitch.
“It’s stupid, I mean all the signs were there, but I didn’t want to believe them. It’s easy to be blind to someone else’s faults—especially if admitting they have them makes you question your own judgment. Course, I couldn’t it ignore it when the paternity suit came in and he didn’t try to deny it.” Her mouth twisted. “What’s worse, not only did he have one woman suing him because she had his kid, but he’d knocked up two others. I think he had affairs on his affairs. I didn’t think I’d been so humiliated in my life—only I was wrong. Because one of the women he knocked up worked in my law office. She was one of the investigators I used and hung out with all the time.”
“I’m sorry. He sounds like a real jackass.” A.J. was glad she’d unloaded that waste of air.
“He was—hell, he probably still is. He didn’t actually want a divorce. He thought we had an ideal situation and actually looked surprised when I had him served. But as soon as the divorce was finalized, I just couldn’t stay there anymore. I needed a fresh start. A clean one, away from all the lies I told myself to get through the days.”
“And now you’re here, in Freewill.” He could wish her ex hadn’t done that to her, but he couldn’t fault the result. If she hadn’t come to his Wyoming town, he might not have met the sexiest librarian he’d ever seen.
And that would have been a crying shame.
“Yep, now I’m here with you…on a one-night stand.” Her smile chased away the shadows lingering in her eyes. “And I have to ask, maybe it’s not PC, but why did you sign up? I mean—you’re gorgeous, sweet, and a fabulous kisser. Why would you need a service to find a woman?”
“All the single guys in my unit signed up. Not everyone made the transition home easily and they had a hard time reconnecting with their civilian life. So, the captain encouraged us all to commit to a one-night stand. It helped out our buddies who really needed the assistance to just go for it. I kind of forgot that I did it.” His turn for confession. “It’s why the Captain had to nudge me.”
“Oops.”
“Yeah. Oops. He probably won’t let me live that one down, but it’s all right. I deserved it.” He didn’t mind friendly ribbing and he owed the man a case of beer for taking the time to send him that note. “But I planned to ask you out after church on Sunday anyway.”
“Oh?” She lifted her brows and to his immense pleasure, her face pinkened again.
“Hmm-hmm.” He caressed the curve of her knee. “I kept seeing you around town every time I had to run in for supplies. So I promised myself after I finished fixing the barn and the paddock I needed for training, I’d see about buying you some fried chicken and a cold beer. So tell me, Miss Sheri, if I came up to you after church on Sunday and invited you out for some dinner and a beer, what would you say?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask me on Sunday, and find out?”
A.J. grinned and swept the food aside to roll her onto her back; he nuzzled her cheek. Her eyes widened, and he delighted in her innocent wonder. “I think I’ll have to do that, but right now, I want dessert….”
With her sigh echoing in his ears, he kissed a path down her breasts, to her belly, and her thighs spread obediently.
Damn, it’s good to be home….
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Once Her Man, Always Her Man
 
Fulfilling a favor and executing a business plan, Luke Dexter arrives at Dallas’ Sybarite Club for a one-night stand. He never imagined he’d come face to face with the woman he left behind a decade earlier.
Rebecca Rainier fell in love with Luke Dexter in high school and was crushed when he dumped her to join the Marines after 9/11. Set up on a 1Night Stand by her business partner, nothing could prepare Rebecca for who her date is.
Can Luke and Rebecca bridge the pain of a decade-long abandonment, in one cold Texas night?
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She's one of the few…
Jazz has been one of the guys for over a decade, serving her country with distinction, but she longs to explore her femininity, to be desired as a woman, to flirt, cavort and fulfill every sexual desire. When her mother of all people, signs her up for a 1Night Stand, she's not sure whether to be exhilarated or pissed. Flying to Las Vegas on the promise of a total escape, Jazz plans to be Jasmine for just one night, because tomorrow, she plans to re-up for another five years.
 
They're two of the proud…
Logan Cavanaugh grew up across the street from his best friend and brother-in-arms, Zach Evans. Inseparable, the two have shared everything, including women, until the year before when an IED attack during combat injured both of them. Zach suffered a concussion, but Logan's injuries were far more extensive. After a year of physical therapy, he can walk, but he'll never run or love a woman again, or so he fears. He’s ready to accept his impotence, but Zach has other ideas. He hopes a 1Night Stand date with the perfect woman will heal Logan's confidence and masculinity.
 
They're all Marines…
They’ll share each other, but will one night be enough?
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