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      “Oh yeah, well you’re a jerk! And you know what else? It’s the Goo Goo Dolls, not the Google Dolls! You eat hot dogs, boxed mac and cheese, and chicken wings weekly! You’re not a foodie! Stop wearing that beanie, you look like you should be on a fishing boat off the coast of Washington state! And… and…” I gasp for air as the interior of my car seems to close in. But back in reality, there’s no one else in here. Just me.

      If only I’d said those things to Rod when he dumped me two months ago. I’m not running them through my head because I still love him. I don’t. Actually, I’m not sure I ever really did. I feel like I didn’t get…closure…or revenge. There’s a fine line.

      I just stood there with my mouth open, but I don’t think I wanted to disagree with him. I wanted to stand up for me. Not us. We weren’t right.

      But he made it clear that I wasn’t right for him. Fat. Needy. Easily appeased. The words still dig into me.

      So I might have a little extra around my waist. And I do enjoy attention from the person I believe loves me. But I am not easily satisfied and he of all people should know that, considering I never let him satisfy me.

      Deep down I knew something wasn’t right back then, but how couldn’t I see it? It was so wrong there wasn’t much right. Would I know right when it was right?

      Google Dolls—who says that with a straight face? I shake my head and roll my eyes.

      My GPS speaks and I refocus. The sun is setting quickly and although I kind of know the area, I also know that one bad turn and you’re not in the United States anymore when it comes to Montana.

      The voice demands that I turn right. Thankfully, I know this road. I pass by the lane that leads to my best friend Daisy and her hubby Boone’s property. They’re the reason I’m out here. They’ve set me up in their friend’s cabin for the Christmas weekend as a gift. Their place is only one big open room, so I can’t even imagine staying with them, especially with their newest addition arriving about two weeks ago—Maverick Larimore. I sigh. Babies. I’ll get to see the little cutie tomorrow and it makes me so happy to know Daisy has her dream guy and is so crazy in love.

      And maybe I’m just a little jealous.

      I take a left as the GPS instructs and drive the four miles to a dot on the map, deep in the woods of the Diamond Mountains. As far as I know these mountains aren’t rich in the actual treasured gemstone, but I haven’t thought to look it up. As a website designer I live on the web. It’s basically my second home. But I’ll be without internet this weekend. A break from checking emails, Facebook, things that really don’t mean much to me. Just the way I want it.

      The cabin comes into view and I inhale sharply. It looks like those Lincoln Logs my brother used to play with have been stacked, seamlessly and ornately. It’s not overly big, but it’s definitely bigger than I expected from Daisy’s description. It’s picture-perfect with the pine trees sprouting up like exclamation marks around it. And the wraparound front porch will be the place for watching the sunrise in the morning with a glass of French-pressed coffee steaming in the cold mountain air.

      Maybe this dude will be going away in the spring or summer…

      I glance at the GPS and it’s directing me to drive behind the house. Stupid GPS. The dot’s right here.

      I close the app and sit with a crazy wide smile on my face. I’ve never been this excited for a few days of downtime. I work fifty or more hours a week, and I need to reset, to reexamine what I really want in both love and life.

      Tiny flakes flutter like fireflies through the crisp mountain air as I climb out of the car. “Typical Montana.”

      I’ve checked the forecast and what’s on the way won’t be bad until later next week. I’ll be back in Helena and sitting in front of my gas fireplace enjoying a hot cup of cocoa before it gets nasty again.

      I open the trunk and giggle to myself. Daisy would totally laugh at the size of my suitcase. For a four-night stay I’ve got enough clothing for probably a week.

      More.

      And at last count, twelve pair of shoes. I’ve got to have options for all the neurotic tendencies of the Montana weather. Of course that’s something Rod always claimed was ridiculous.

      He was ridiculous.

      I shake my head. I’m done thinking about him. He was wrong. And not that I’m looking for Mr. Right, but maybe Mr. Right-Now wouldn’t be a bad thing. I shake my head. I’m not going to give my virginity to just anyone. The last guy taught me that you don’t always know someone. Even after two years of being friends first, I didn’t know Rod.

      You said you were done talking about him.

      “I know!” I scream at the voices in my head. There aren’t a lot of them, but the ones that speak, speak loudly.

      I struggle to pull my wheeled suitcase behind me. Finally, I’m at the front door. I turn in a circle looking around for the key. It was supposed to be under a flowerpot on the porch.

      “Daisy, there isn’t a flowerpot.”

      I leave my suitcase and walk around the south side. Maybe she meant the back door. The large glass windows allow me to have a peek inside.

      Ugh.

      Daisy had prepared me. “Wyatt will change the sheets on the bed, but he’s a little messy,” she said.

      Little?

      What I see can be described as very, Daisy. Wyatt’s place has dust on everything I can see from here. I glance back at my car. I know it’s crazy, but as soon as she warned me, I decided to bring along a few cleaning supplies. Daisy isn’t a clean freak, like I am. When I go to hotels, I clean the bathroom before using it. That’s why I always carry baby wipes. Everywhere.

      Plus, I like the smell.

      But she also knows that I actually enjoy cleaning, so if this ends up with this dude making an effort to be a little more organized and tidier, my efforts won’t be for nothing. And if it doesn’t, I’ll still enjoy my time with a frosted cranberry candle and sparkling clean toilet.

      The back door is bare of any embellishment and not a flowerpot to be found.

      I walk to the car. I flip on the dome light to see as the sun is almost gone for the day. I grab the shopping bags and collect an item that fell on the floor. Two bags, one with the cleaning supplies and one with food. I have to have my favorites—mac and cheese, those red and green M&Ms, some seasonal flavored coffee, and a few other ingredients for quick and easy meals. This is my weekend not to think about diets, carbs and sugars, numbers on a scale, or how my leggings fit. If they emphasize every roll, I don’t care.

      Daisy, Boone, and Maverick certainly won’t care. The animals in the woods don’t care.

      “I don’t fucking care!” I scream into the night and an owl hoots in response.

      I stare at the front door like it will magically open. How to get in since the owner didn’t leave the key like Daisy said he would? I examine the windows… way too big to break. I consider the oval glass insert on the door. I could break it. Maybe I could break the door down and then claim it wasn’t my fault he didn’t leave a key.

      I grab the knob, turn… and it opens.

      Well, I certainly used more brain cells than needed to do that.

      I flip on a light and I realize this place isn’t unrecoverable. It’s got a lot of great bells and whistles. Like the kitchen. I know who did this woodwork. Boone. It’s got all the same beautiful hand-carved wood lines as their cabinets. And granite counter tops that will be perfect for baking a pie to take for Christmas dinner.

      This place is much more compartmentalized than Boone and Daisy’s cabin. It’s actually got doors on bedrooms. I like that.

      I open the door. The bedroom’s the cleanest room in the place. I bounce on the bed. Reminds me a lot of my bed. Just right.

      There’s a picture on the nightstand. I get closer. That’s weird. It’s a photo of people in military uniforms, and I recognize one of the guys. I don’t remember the guy’s name being Wyatt, but maybe that’s what Boone calls him. They all have nicknames and bro-names for each other. I shake off the thoughts to start my weekend.

      I hang up my clothes and put my collection of bath supplies in the definitely remodeled bathroom. Local granite covers almost every surface and as cold as I thought it could be, I feel warm inside. Still needs to be cleaned, but I’ll get there.

      This is what I need. Simplicity. I’m always going, going, going and I’m tired of being tired. I’m going to sleep in and not feel bad about it.

      My phone buzzes.

      Daisy: Did you make it?

      Willow: I did. It’s definitely NOT clean.

      Daisy: Hey, he works long hours and he’s a bachelor. Give him a break.

      Willow: Donning my gloves to get dirty. Or actually to get clean.

      Daisy: I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. Biscuits and gravy in the morning?

      Willow: Hell, yes!

      Daisy: Let’s plan on brunch, around 11am, so you can sleep in. And I can clean before you come over.

      She gets me. I laugh and shake my head on the cleaning.

      Willow: Don’t clean. Your home is lovely and you have better things to be doing with your time. Like snuggling with Maverick. Can’t wait to get me some baby smells.

      Daisy: You need to find a man, my friend.

      Willow: Nope. I’m done looking. He’ll have to find me.

      I’m only twenty-four. There’s still time. No rushing.

      Daisy: He will. Have a great night and see you in the morning.

      Willow: Night. Hugs to Mav.

      Daisy: Will do. <3

      I turn off my phone. I’m not sure where my charging cord is in my bag, but I also said I wouldn’t worry about it. I know where Daisy lives, and I know how to get there.

      I start cleaning. In two and a half hours, I have the place spotless. I stand back and look at what I’ve accomplished.

      And how freaking tired I am.

      I, technically, didn’t touch anything that was this guy’s. I maybe moved a couple of things to the back of the countertop and rearranged a few spices. Who doesn’t alphabetize their seasonings?

      His desk is covered with pieces of leather and opaque plastic bins are packed to the ceiling on the left side of the desk in the corner. I didn’t open any of them. He could have human body parts in there as far as I’m concerned and as long as I get some rest and relaxation, I don’t care.

      I take a long hot shower. The rain shower head washes away all the tension. I grab for my shampoo, but my hand lands on his. I decide to use it. If I can’t sleep with a man, I might as well smell like I have. It’s deep, earthy and woodsy. My uterus tremors in endorsement of the manly scent. I finish up and blow dry my hair before I put on my night gown.

      I collapse on the overstuffed couch, but I know if I don’t head to the bed, I’ll be sleeping here all night long. I don’t need a crick in my neck in the morning. I want to feel refreshed. I turn off all the lights, locking the front door.

      Flicking down the sheets, I make sure they get a little warm air. I swear they smell like the cologne version of the body wash I used, stronger and more concentrated. It could be just the scent that’s infused into my hair. But I want to believe it’s a nice touch left by the owner to remind me that a guy lives here.

      My head hits the pillow, and I’m fading when my eyes pop open. I swear I hear the front door unlock.

      I’ve never been in the wilderness on my own before. I’m sure it’s my mind playing with me, but I flip over to face the door.

      Then I hear them. Footsteps. Big. Heavy footsteps.

      I try to calculate whether I have time to run to the bedroom door and lock it. But there’s no time. The bedroom door swings open, and light floods the room.

      “Who cleaned my house? And who the fuck’s sleeping in my bed?”
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      I swear I’m seeing a forest pixie in the flesh. Her screaming is about as colorful as she is, with her spikey pink hair, tanned skin, a colorful tattoo over her shoulder and down her arm. She’s off the bed, pulling the quilt I bought from the swap meet last year to her chest.

      “Just get out! I’ll… I’ll call the police.” She grabs her phone from the nightstand and waves it at me like I’ll be petrified at the sight.

      If she’s five feet tall, I’d be surprised. And if her round flushed cheeks are any indication of how she looks under that blanket, she’s got curves for days.

      I cross my arms. “This is my cabin and I don’t allow anyone in it. So you get out.”

      “No. Boone and Daisy said that I could stay here.”

      I still. “You know Boone and Daisy?”

      She stops adjusting the blanket to cover ninety percent of her body.

      My imagination can fill in all hundred percent, honey.

      “Yes.” Her big blue eyes narrow in on my face and I feel like I’m being judged or assessed in some way. Like I’m not being truthful. And I don’t like it. I might be out of the military, but I still stand by the warrior ethos and core values that my Marine family and I took. Honor, courage, and commitment. A Marine is a Marine for life.

      The woman tips her head and her voice softens. She looks at the bedside photo of me and my military buddies. “It’s you.” She turns back, those pink strands like fireworks from her head. “I remember you. You were at their wedding.”

      I flip on the light switch as six months ago rushes back to me. “You were the bridesmaid who stepped on my feet a hundred times during the wedding party dance.”

      “I did not.” The blanket drops, and I try to make no indication of what the vision is actually doing to me. I attempt with ineffectiveness to keep my eyes north of her collar bones, but the enemy is upon me.

      And she’s wearing a fucking furry, pink teddy. And there is nothing left to my imagination, except if she’d be mad if I tore it off. Her breasts are pushed up and I feel like they are in my face. The white fuzz that outlines the dress swings side to side as she scurries across the room.

      “You take that back. I had sixteen years of dance training.”

      She’s only an arm’s length away, and I’m fighting every instinct inside of me to grab her and claim that sassy mouth of hers.

      Her finger comes out of nowhere and she pokes me in the chest. “I am as light as a feather on my feet.”

      “Don’t touch me.” I growl the words with a deep rumble.

      “What?” She backs up a step, eyes wide.

      “Don’t. Touch. Me.” As much as I want to touch her, I don’t like being touched without my permission. There are so many fragments of war that still worm their way into my head at unexpected times.

      She backs up another step, and now I’m cursing myself for putting the distance between us.

      “But Daisy and Boone said I could borrow Wyatt’s cabin.” She races around the bed and grabs the blanket again.

      “Honey, that’s what I’m telling you. This isn’t Wyatt’s cabin.” I lean against the doorframe. “Wyatt Chaston’s place is on the other side of the creek.”

      She looks confused for a second, but soon she’s cringing. “Oh! That’s why the GPS wanted me to drive around the cabin.” The woman winces. “And that’s why there was no key under a flowerpot.”

      I’m both relieved and a little upset that she’s catching on so quickly. Some part of me is starting to enjoy having her in my bedroom. She could be a little Christmas present brought to me by the man in the red suit. I’ve never received those kinds of presents before, so I won’t bet my Purple Heart on it.

      I cross my arms. “Exactly. So, you’ll need to get going now. It’ll probably take you about forty minutes to get to Wyatt’s place. And there’s no driving behind my cabin. Unless you want to end up in the creek. So don’t even try it.”

      “Oh, okay.” She goes to the closet. She glances back over her shoulder. “Do you really think I’m going to let you watch me get dressed?”

      “It’s my bedroom.”

      Her head tilts and she drops the blanket. “Out!”

      I cringe at the volume. “Please don’t yell.” My heart races in my chest, taking me back to days I don’t want to remember. The screams never ended. But out here, in the woods, the silence calms me.

      My eyes are clenched closed, but I feel the hand on my chest and as much as I want to tell her not to touch me, I realize I crave the moment. I put my hand on top of hers and when I open my eyes, she’s looking up at me, with those denim blue, sympathetic eyes.

      “It’s okay. I won’t yell again.” The whisper brings me back to the present almost instantly and I’m stunned. Nothing. Nothing has ever done that. It’s mainly why I live out here and work out of my cabin.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, gripping her hand tighter.

      “Does it matter? I’m leaving.”

      My gut is saying she should go, but my pounding heart says she should stay.

      Thankfully my heart speaks louder.
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      I might as well tell him. He’s a friend of Daisy’s, it’s not like she won’t tell him. “My name’s Willow. Willow Steyer.”

      “Willow,” he whispers my name, and I’m both fascinated and freaked out by how my heart starts to gallop in my chest. It’s a sensual whisper, if there ever was one, warm and tender and coming from this huge man with sad eyes, it’s even more remarkable. The fathomless blue makes them even more affecting. I feel like I’m drowning when I’m on dry land.

      “Willow,” he basically breaths my name again, and now I’m plain freaked out at how I both ache and crave him to continue. I’m definitely wet between my legs and my nipples are tight and peaked.

      This man isn’t small. I mean, I’m not small, but he could definitely lift me up and throw me on the bed with no problem. Pin me down. Hold my hands over my head and kiss my body all over without me being able to move an inch. And not that I’m thinking that doesn’t sound good, but it might sound a little bad, too.

      In addition, this isn’t the cabin I should be in, not the one arranged for me. And our friends know each other, which is definitely another reason maybe I shouldn’t be here.

      I wait a beat and his mouth draws my eyes. “Kaede…” Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, his name has taken up residence. I remember how it felt to be in his arms on the dance floor. His large hand pressing into my shoulder blades. Protecting me, shielding me, and making me feel treasured.

      “Willow, I think you should get dressed before I can’t stop myself from undressing you.” He slides away from me and my hand drops from his hard, broad chest.

      “Probably a good idea.” My voice shakes, as well as my legs.

      He grabs the doorknob with a smirk. “And nice teddy, Willow.”

      I about melt into the wood floor. The man is a walking outdoor model and I’m the woman that’s making a pool of drool on the floor.

      I straighten my back. Time to get out of here… and fast.
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      Kaede

      The living room has never been this clean. Every surface gleams in the overhead light. I’m almost creeped out that she’s been that close to everything I own. Will it still smell like her when she’s gone?

      I moved in two years ago after retiring from the military. I did my fifteen and then I needed to move on. Most would have stuck it out for the full twenty-years retirement, but I couldn’t. Two tours had effects on me that I hadn’t planned for. No matter what the literature said, videos showed, and seminars indicated, it’s now clear—a soldier is never really prepared.

      “What the hell did you do to my home?” I stick my head into the bathroom. “And in the bathroom!” It’s sparkling, almost too clean. It doesn’t feel like my home. I’m not dirty… okay, I’m not Mr. Clean, but a little dirt never hurt anyone. Never been sick a day in my life. I justify that it’s good for the immune system. I walk to my desk; nothing has been disturbed and my stomach unclenches. My leather pieces are all in their place and my tools are chaotic as always. The containers stacked and in order. Just the way I left them.

      But the kitchen.

      I walk in and it looks brand new. I open the oven and years of living is erased. I didn’t even know you could clean it back to the original shine.

      I know my house, and this doesn’t feel like my house. I open the cupboards and my head pounds. She fucking alphabetized my seasonings? Who does that?

      “I thought I would be staying here for a while and I don’t like… dirt.” Her voice makes me turn.

      I step back and motion at the level of crazy this woman might be. “Alphabetized?”

      “Now you can find what you need when you need it at a glance. Allspice. Cumin.” She lifts it. “Basil. Thyme.” She points. “Easy-peasy.”

      I shake my head. First, she invades my home and then she takes to making it hers? Who does she think she is? As adorable as I might think she looks, I’m not thrilled with her actions and no amount of furry pink teddy is going to make up for this.

      She struggles with her suitcase and I don’t know if I should help her or just watch her walk away. The thought of the latter makes me a little grumpy. Her presence makes me feel things I haven’t before. And it’s not annoyed or frustrated. I’m fascinated by her. Truly intrigued.

      “Do you want some help with that?”

      “No, thank you. I got it in here just fine.”

      The suitcase is as big as I am.

      “Just how long were you planning to stay here?” I walk alongside as she acts like the Hunchback of Notre Dame with how she’s lugging it along.

      “Four nights.”

      I hang back as she waddles with the suitcase between her legs, her leggings doing fantastic things to showcase her ass.

      My cock wants to make himself known, but I try to concentrate on what’s happening in front of me, not inside of me. Down boy.

      “And you brought a suitcase the size of a VW Bug for five days? I’d barely need a backpack.”

      “On that note. I’m done here. It was nice cleaning your house for you. Bye, Kaede.”

      The front door closes and the silence is oddly… thunderous. Her joyful laughs and snarky snips are missing.

      I slip to the front window, being careful not to let her see me. She struggles in the couple of inches of snow and her boots slip a little. I flip on the outside light and it creates sparkles on the new snow.

      Just go help her. You know you want to.

      That voice in my head, the one that’s been gone since I moved in here—the one who spoke when I was in danger—is back, and I don’t like him. He’s bossy. Kind of like the pint-sized woman outside. But I don’t understand what kind of danger I’m in right now.

      She almost takes a tumble and her purse goes flying.

      “Jesus, woman, you’re going to get hurt.” I grab my muck boots and I’m at her side in less than thirty seconds. “Let me help you.”

      “If you insist.” She seems to welcome the help with very little resistance, and I wonder if I’ve been played like a chump.

      “Seems if I want you gone, and before tomorrow, I need to.” I lift the suitcase. “What the hell do you have in here?”

      “Just shoes and clothing.”

      “How many pairs of shoes?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to never find out.”

      I chuckle. “Five?”

      Her face stays still.

      “Ten?” One eyebrow goes up.

      She puts her hands on her waist, cinching in her wool coat until it flares out.

      “More?” I ask, skeptically.

      “Just put the suitcase in the back of the car, Mr. Twenty Questions.” She holds up the keys. “I forgot my snacks in the cabin. Can you start my car to get it warm and I’ll run in and grab them?”

      I examine the tin-can of a car. “You think I’m going to fit in there?”

      “Just start it. I’m not asking for you to drive it anywhere.”

      Snowflakes start dusting the air. I briefly consider inviting her to stay. She’ll be in a cabin by herself for days, if I don’t. I look at my phone. The forecast wasn’t showing snow hours ago when I was in Helena to drop off some of my leather goods at the store, but that’s Montana weather—changes faster than the second hand on a clock.

      The front door closes.

      I reach in and stick the key in the ignition, step a boot on the brake, contorting my body to avoid becoming a call to 911 for a man stuck in a car, and I turn the key…

      And nothing.

      I try it again. Nothing.

      “Is there something wrong?” she asks behind me and I slip carefully out of the car.

      I could probably give her car a jump, but where’s the fun in that.

      “Nope. You’re staying here, honey.”
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      “Can you just drive me to Wyatt’s?” I hold up my phone, searching for a signal. Whatever one I had in the cabin to text with Daisy is now a faint memory.

      “There’s a snowstorm that’s just crossed the ridge and it’ll be here during the night. I take you over there and you’re not getting out until middle of next week when Wyatt comes home from seeing his family. No one plows his drive because he has a four-wheel-drive truck that he doesn’t care about and just plows through mud, snow, whatever.”

      “Then take me to Boone and Daisy’s.”

      I can’t be alone with this man. And it’s not that I’m scared of him. I’m scared of myself.

      He grabs my hand. “You’re staying.”

      “No. I’m going. I’ll just walk there. It’s what, half a mile?”

      “Seven miles.”

      “Seven? How deep is that creek? Can I just jump across it?”

      “No, feather-feet, you can’t jump the ravine that’s twenty-feet wide.”

      My shoulders slump forward. “Are you sure?”

      “Willow, I’m not going to let you freeze out here in your car. You can have the couch and tomorrow I’ll talk to Boone about coming to get you.”

      “Can you get my suitcase out?”

      “Do I look like your butler?”

      “I cleaned your house. Do I look like the fucking maid?” I enjoy the banter we have going too much.

      “No, but in that teddy, you looked like a doll.”

      My boots slide on the slick ground. “What?”

      “I’m just saying, I thought you looked… precious.”

      I burst out laughing. No one has ever called me, nor have I ever felt… and then I remember being in his arms dancing. “Guess I’m wearing my snowsuit to bed tonight.”

      Anything to get him to stop looking at me like that. Those blue eyes sparkle with crystal stars in the floodlight from the front porch.

      “Stop looking at me like that!” My head tips and I glare at him, trying to hide how my body is heating up and snowflakes are disintegrating on my lust blasted skin.

      “Like what?” He grabs my suitcase out of the back of the car like it’s a piece of lint in his fingers.

      “You know how. I’m only staying because my car’s not working. I think I left the dome light on and drained the battery. I’ll have my towing service out here in the morning.”

      “Nope. They don’t come out here. There’s not enough room for a tow truck to turn around.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you need this bag?” He lifts the bag. “Wow, what’s in here?”

      “Gifts for Daisy, Boone and Maverick.”

      I found the perfect bag for Daisy’s photography equipment, a leather wallet for Boone, and the softest baby blanket in the world, something called a minky from Minksters.com. I almost kept it for myself, but my godson will have nothing but the best.

      “I guess you’re stuck with me, Willow.”

      I shiver.

      He motions me inside, his hand on the back of my coat. “Let’s get you warm.”

      The truth is I’ve never been hotter in my life. I’m almost boiling inside. This man, with his rolling muscles, long brown beard that hides some of his cherry-red lips, not to mention his smartass attitude that I can tell is covering for something, isn’t who I expected to come next, but maybe… just maybe… I’m the woman to tame the mountain man.
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      Kaede

      Having her in my house for even a night is going to be a test of my willpower. With that pink hair that looks like the frosting on a human cupcake and her blue eyes that look like pools of water to jump right into, I’m screwed.

      But I’ve never actually been screwed. In high school I was the geek. I don’t look like it now, but I was that scrawny kid who couldn’t seem to put on weight. The military took me from a grunt of a boy to a hulk of a man. But when you join the military your life is theirs and doubly so when you’re in fulltime. I went overseas. And then I was done, and I liked being on my own. Not reporting to anyone gave me time to think and time to just be. There was always someone who needed information, details, report when I was in. I’ve gotten used to it being me and no one else.

      I open the front door.

      She smirks. I dare myself to swipe that snarky upturn of her lips off her face. “Butler and a doorman. I’m a lucky lady.”

      I decide it’ll need to be a double-dog dare before I give her lips a try. I like her high-spiritedness and don’t want to turn it off.

      “Actually, I just want to walk behind you, honey. The view is quite… inspiring.” It’s not a lie, a part of me is completely inspired and if she just drops her gaze a little, she’d fully understand.

      Willow ignores the comment and in fact, I think the woman starts swinging those hips with more gusto. A low growl rises from my chest.

      She spins to me. “Did you just growl?”

      My chest rises harshly. “I need food.”

      “It’s almost midnight.” Willow places her suitcase near my desk and her fingers touch one of the leather purses I’m working on. “This is gorgeous, Kaede.”

      I ignore the compliment. I’m not ready to share my passion with anyone. It feels like a step down after you’ve been in combat.

      I run a hand down my long beard, calming the strands and my rising blood pressure. “You’ve never had breakfast at midnight? Apparently, you’ve never been drunk.”

      “Oh, I’ve been drunk. But everything I’ve read about losing weight says—”

      “Whoa! Who’s saying you need to lose weight?” I rake my gaze over her body and I see nothing that needs to be lost.

      She rolls her eyes. “Well…a lot of people. My doctor…”

      “Healthy has a spectrum, honey.”

      “My last boyfriend…” She walks closer and I stand my ground, arms crossed on my chest.

      “That guy was an asshole. Apparently, he didn’t know what he had in his hands.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      “More to love.”

      Her face almost matches her hair. Up until now my favorite color was camo, but that pink is quickly taking top stop.

      I bring her hand to my lips. “More to kiss.” I ravage her with my gaze. “More to enjoy.”

      Her eyes widen. “I… I have mac… and… and cheese?” she stutters adorably.

      My eyebrows rise. “I like mac and cheese.”

      “You have to release my hand, Kaede.”

      I look down at her fingers, so feminine. I’ve never touched a woman like this and I don’t want to let go.

      She moves closer and now my hand is pressing into her chest. Damn.

      “Food first, soldier, maybe dessert later.” Her voice is all velvety and breathy.

      I reluctantly release her hand. “So, this the box kind or the homemade kind?”

      She seems offended. “A hundred percent homemade. Don’t hate the boxed stuff, but only homemade mac and cheese goes into this body.” She pulls a few ingredients out of the bag she carried in. “You have milk?”

      I follow behind her. “Yes.”

      “Butter?”

      Willow seems to be asking to just involve me in the process. She cleaned out that fridge, top to bottom. She knows what’s in there.

      “Yes.”

      “Great.”

      I sit on a stool at the bar that faces into the galley-style kitchen. My buddy, Boone, helped me remodel my home last year. This cabin has been a labor of love. It used to house a family of raccoons and possums, but I’m not going to let Willow know that. No furry creatures can get inside now and if they do, I’ll take care of it. And although the place is great for one or two people, I have an idea for an addition to make it fit more, but I need my handmade leather goods to take off to be able to afford it.

      But what used to be firm plans in my mind, now seem like maybes or maybe I’d like to know another perspective. A womanly perspective.

      What’s bouncing around my kitchen is now my plan.

      She’ll be mine.

      My mission is set.
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      I throw my coat over the back of a stool and go to work. I didn’t eat dinner because I was exhausted, but now I have an appetite. Kaede looks at me like he wants to eat me. But I’m thinking it’s in a way I’m not familiar with.

      I think he’s a lot older than I originally thought. All that facial hair covers most of his face so that I’m not getting a good read. I’m not opposed to an older man taking me with his sexual expertise, but I don’t know if he knows how young I am and if that matters to him. I’m not young enough to be his daughter. Thank god. But I’m not exactly worldly either. I have experience, but he’s seen the world… and war, the ultimate duty.

      I saw the medals. The one that’s purple with a heart doesn’t come without some cost. And my father has the Bronze Star, so I know that one speaks to a hero status. But what they both say is that he’s seen things I can’t imagine, and I wonder if a person can ever find a normalcy after that? I don’t know, but I’m not afraid of him.

      I know what spices he has, so I find the ground mustard and cayenne pepper, quickly. “I like mine a little spicy, is that okay?”

      “I like it hot, Willow.”

      Everything the man says sounds suggestive, and I have to stop every reaction of my body. My pussy is pulsing in these leggings and I can imagine that he can smell how soaked my panties are.

      “Good to know,” I choke out the words as my body feels like Jell-O inside.

      “You live in Helena?”

      “Yeah. I’m a web designer.”

      “Cool. I don’t have internet. Don’t really need it.”

      I add the cheese to the rue and start stirring. “Yeah, I noticed, but you know that’s okay. I needed to get away from all that this weekend.”

      “What about your family? You know it’s Christmas in two days, right? Why are you here versus there?”

      “I know. My parents live in California and I didn’t have cash to fly there this year. I’m paying down student loans.”

      That’s really the financial side. I don’t want to share the relationship side and how I thought I’d be staying here with Jerkface so I paid extra on my student loans. With those payments, I’ll be done by May and I can’t wait to figure out what to use the money for after.

      “How old are you?” he asks.

      “Twenty-four, but almost twenty-five next month.”

      “I’m thirty-six.”

      Age is just a number in my mind, but I wonder if it’s more in his.

      “You don’t look a day over twenty-nine, Kaede.”

      He harrumphs. I look over my shoulder and notice that he has to bring his gaze up from looking at my ass. Normally, I might be offended, but for some reason when it’s Kaede, a shiver blasts up my spine in a happy shooting-star effect.

      His gaze meets mine, but there’s not one ounce of guilt in it. It’s almost adorable. He owns his actions, no apologies and no remorse. And I like that. It’s definitely a refreshing change.

      “Do you know who the Goo Goo Dolls are, Kaede?” I ask, as I pour the drained macaroni into the cheese sauce.

      “Nope. Should I?”

      “Definitely not. Midnight dinner is served.” I set a bowl filled with the creamy and carb-laden dish in front of him. “It’s really hot.”

      I pass him the salt and pepper. He leans over it and inhales. “Smells perfectly seasoned.” He pushes the seasonings away.

      I’m not sure if he’s real.

      And he seems really perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Kaede

      I eat two bowls full of the masterpiece and lean back stretching my arms above my head to make room in my stomach. “Willow, that was amazing. I might have to keep you around.”

      She looks back over her shoulder as she cleans up the kitchen. “Hey, I might be your maid, but I’m not your permanent cook.”

      I chuckle. “I suppose we should get to bed.”

      She stills.

      “I mean you on the couch and me in my room, Ms. Steyer.” I round the bar into the kitchen and grab the scrubbing pad from her hand. “I’ll do the dishes in the morning.”

      “Nah, I like to do them. I’ll get them done so I can clean the sink out and put everything away.”

      “Wow, you’re a clean-freak, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not a freak!”

      I step away and watch her back tense. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t like people poking fun of how much a clean house means to me. It’s not, it’s a…a…” Her chest rises quickly.

      “Willow?”

      “I grew up really poor and my mom had a mental illness. I took care of my family…” Her baby blue eyes glisten.

      “That had to be hard.”

      “It was, but I never stopped taking care of others and started taking care of me.”

      We both have trauma. Our pasts are like a deer in the mountains, coming from nowhere and damaging a car and ruining a day when least expected.

      I lift her chin. “Hey, I understand.”

      I still feel the need to be of service to people, too. It’s ingrained. It’s trained. And it’s a pain.

      “I know how it feels to be trapped by some overwhelming need that you just want to say,

      ‘stop’ to. I was helping a friend to build a chicken coop before the storm gets here, even though I really wanted to be here in the warmth and working on my own work. I can’t say no.” I wrap my arms around her, and she sinks into me.

      I lift her chin. I want Willow to not only hear me but see me. “But honey, don’t care if the dishes aren’t done, or there’s dust on the coffee table, or the laundry is as tall as I am. All I care about is taking you to that bedroom, watching you put on that little number you wore earlier, so I can take it off of you again.”

      My cock hardens in between us and her eyes widen.

      “Wow.”

      “All of me thinks you’re pretty damn wow, Willow.”

      “Ummmm…” Her forehead wrinkles. “I don’t know.”

      That wasn’t exactly the response I thought I would get, but maybe we’re not on the same page.

      I linger a soft kiss on her forehead. “It’s okay. I’ll get you some pillows and blankets for the couch. It pulls out, if you want me to.”

      “No, it’ll be fine.”

      There’s now a distance. I stepped over a line, but I want her, and I don’t ignore what I want when I have for so long. But I’m also not going to force a woman to have sex with me. Either she wants me, or she doesn’t.

      I get her settled. “There you go. I’ll see you in the morning.” I leave her standing with her arms wrapped around her waist.

      “Kaede!”

      I turn and Willow stalks across the room to me. I’m trapped in the snare of her gaze.

      Her hands wrap around my neck and pull it down. I put up some resistance. If the woman wants me, she’ll have to make sure she’s all in.

      She raises to her tiptoes. “Kiss me, please.”

      I don’t have to be asked twice. I claim her mouth. Wrapping her in my arms, I lift her more than a foot off the floor to my height. It’s been so long—high school I believe—since I’ve kissed a woman and what it does to my body is amazing. Nerves zing in my lips. I growl and she giggles.

      She pulls back, then pecks my lips again. Like she needs just one more hit before bed. “We’ll continue this conversation tomorrow, my mountain man.”

      I’m tired, but for her I would’ve ignored every sore muscle and yawn to bring her into my bed. But I won’t beg even if my nuts are buzzing to have their moment.

      “Good night, sweetheart.”

      This time I walk to my bedroom and close the door. If she had balked even once at sleeping on the couch, I would’ve gladly traded her, but it is my bed and I’ve slept on the ground too many nights. I purchased this high-end mattress just for that reason.

      I strip down to nothing. It’s my usual and I’m not changing that either.

      I roll over and wonder if she’s okay.

      It’s new for me to wonder how someone else is doing. I was a ward of the state from four years old. From age four to seventeen I bounced around foster homes, my attitude keeping anyone from truly making a connection. It was the biggest reason I joined the Marines. One, they accepted me. Two, I wanted to make something of myself.

      Three, I needed to get away from what I’d made of myself.

      But right now, all I want is for Willow to accept me. To make me feel whole. And to keep what I know is meant to be mine.

      Meant to be mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s three in the morning when I think I’ve sighed enough. Two hours of thinking of only one thing. One big thing.

      And the man it’s attached to.

      I’ve never been this unrestrained for a man. I’ve experienced lust and cravings before—mostly for Ryan Reynolds who wasn’t remotely available to me—but this is like those feelings are multiplied to a factor of a hundred and then multiplied again.

      And again.

      Kaede could have any woman he wants. It seems like he wants me, but is it just opportunity to him? I don’t think I can do a one-night stand. Plus, I’ll definitely have to see him after this. Boone and Daisy are having a christening in January for Maverick. He’ll no doubt be there. I’ll definitely be there. We’ll be there.

      This could really be messy. And awkward. And…

      His bedroom door opens and I pretend I’m snoring.

      “Damn, woman, you need to see someone about that,” he mumbles quietly before heading into the bathroom.

      I open my eyes and sit up. His bedroom door is open. It’s not an invitation, but it’s not a closed door. It’s open. Wide.

      I stand up, only in my sage-green panties and matching bra, and move across the floor quickly. I stop for just a second at the end of his bed to consider what I’m going to do. Is this crazy or am I ready? I’m almost giddy. The excitement of being in his bed, with him, and under him. It’s got my body responding in ways I never expected. My nipples almost ache. My panties are sticking to my pussy lips with wetness that feels both hot and cool.

      The bed is warm like he sleeps in the middle. And that gives me pause.

      He sleeps in the middle. It’s his. His only.

      I flip back the covers and start to stand, but footsteps stop me. I decide to get under the covers and pretend to be asleep. Maybe he’ll believe I sleepwalked?

      “Well, well… what do we have here?” He squats at the side of the bed. “Were you scared out there? Or do you want something else, sweetheart?”

      I stare into his eyes. His trustworthy and hot like blue-fire eyes that make my heart almost ache, pine, and fall all at once.

      “A little of both?” It’s a question, but I mean it as a statement.

      “Which is more?”

      My heart feels like a hundred-piece drum band is inside of it. I reach out to touch his face, sliding my hand over that bushy beard that tells me he’s all man.

      “I want you, Kaede. I’ve never wanted anything like I want you. But… I’m just going to say it. I’m a virgin. I’m not experienced like you. And I am scared, but I’m more scared out there on that couch, not taking a chance, than I am in here. I’m scared that what I’m feeling is too much and you might not feel the same.”

      He lifts my chin. “Willow, from the moment you jumped out of this bed, the only thing I’ve wanted to do is get you back in it.”

      “With you in it, too?” I pull back the covers and a deep, animal growl comes out of him.

      “Are you really ready for this, Willow? Because once I get inside of you, I’m not going to ever stop wanting to be there. And I guarantee, you’ll never forget I was there.”

      “Wow, you’re a little cocky.”

      He stands and I gasped at the sight. “No, honey, I’m a lot cocky.”
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      Kaede

      I didn’t think she needed to know my status when it came to sex, but I also didn’t want to start a relationship with a lie. And as the military had taught me, an omission is as bad as an outright lie, they both create suspicion and doubt.

      The glow from the nightlight casts my dark shadow over her as I walk around the bed. And the way it makes her face glow tells me it’s just the right amount of lighting. I can see what I’m working with, and what I’ll be admiring. Not that I can’t imagine already.

      I slide under the covers and scoot into the middle. “I want to be honest with you, Willow.”

      “Oh God, you have a girlfriend? Am I just a side piece?”

      I chuckle. “No. You’ll never be a side piece to anyone. You’re mine now.” I swallow down thirty-six years of being alone and how I sacrificed what I wanted for what was expected from me. I’m not mad about the commitment, but I’m done with the obligation.

      I slip a hand into hers. “I’ve never had sex.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “Okay, the girlfriend thing was more reasonable than that. I don’t need you making up stories to make me feel—” She starts to scramble out of the bed.

      “I’m not. I’m telling you the truth. I don’t lie and I’ll never lie to you, Willow.”

      She stops. “How?”

      “How am I still a virgin?”

      “Well, yeah… You have seen yourself in a mirror, right?”

      I reach out for her again. “Yeah, and I didn’t have many opportunities in high school. I was that shy, gangly kid who didn’t have a lot of friends. I was in the foster system from age four. My mom couldn’t take care of me. I don’t know her real circumstances, and my dad was never in the picture. So, I joined the military as soon as I could and I ignored every woman who pawed at me because part of me didn’t want temporary ever again. If someone was coming into my life, she would be permanent.”

      With every truth, I realize how much I need this woman. She is the oxygen in my blood. She is the missing piece of a puzzle I’ve never known I was making of my life.

      Her eyes clamp closed. “I don’t know if I can promise you forever. I have a life back in Helena.”

      I knew the argument was coming, but I can tell Willow is close to finding a place for me in her life, too. She was the one to cross the room for that dick-rising kiss. She made the meal. She appeared in my bed… twice. Now I hunger to make her come in my bed.

      I’m not nervous. We are too perfect to feel like this is anything but right.

      “I know, but I also know that my life will never be the same without you in it. Permanently.”

      “Do you know how special you are?” she sighs through the question.

      Her words warm me deep in my gut. “Sweetheart, right back at ya.”

      “As long as you’ll promise that we’ll both be adults and you’ll never ignore me, if this doesn’t work out…”

      “I’ll never do that to you. I would never do that to anyone.”

      Her crisp white teeth glow in the dusky light. “I believe you, honey.”

      “You ready?” I ask.

      “I’m ready for you, Kaede.”

      I know you are. If you’ll just believe.

      It is hard for me to believe, too. Growing up, my Christmases weren’t the joyous time they were for most. I got that gift that said, “Boy age X,” with the X being a number and usually the gift was not in my age range. And Santa rarely came to the places I stayed. But I never said anything. I learned quickly it’s not worth saying anything when no one listens.

      But I feel like Willow listens to me. Gets me. Wants me.

      Debauched thoughts fill my head. I drag her close and she shivers. I don’t think she’s cold. I’m on fire both inside and out. I’ll heat her body quickly with everything I want to do to her.

      My cock has been in a perpetual state of semi-hard since I walked in on her seven hours ago. But now he’s stone, and he’s not going to go down until she’s satisfied. That is my classified operation and only success will do.

      I kiss Willow like I’m deploying instead of staying. She deserves every kiss to be like this. I want her to remember and crave more and more. Her soft lips caress mine like silk. There is no part of this woman that will ever be too much or not enough.

      Her hands search my chest and then she’s going lower and lower and I rip my lips from hers as she strokes my cock. The sensations roll over me like water lapping a beach. I fight the growing tidal wave that’s inside of me. I won’t let it go. I will only…

      Her voice is soft and gentle. “Kaede, I want to see you come.”

      “But you…”

      “Don’t worry, this isn’t over. I’ll work you back up. We have all night—just you and me will learn everything about each other.”

      “If you insist.” I pump my hips and her head disappears under the covers. And then a wetness covers my cock, slick and warm. I drive in and out of her mouth. My body’s a fuse that only she can ignite. She strikes the match. I’m on fire. My body detonates and she’s there to catch every drop. Every. Goddamn. Drop. Inside this woman.

      My woman.
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        * * *

      

      Willow

      I’m ready for this. He waited for me. For me. No man has ever said that my happiness came before his. It makes me want to do more and more for him. To please him and I have no doubts that he’ll return the favor.

      I climb up his body and lay against him. “How was that?”

      His chest rises and lowers quickly. “Have you ever done that before?”

      “Nope. Not once.”

      “Damn, woman, you might kill me.”

      “Not until after you make me come.”

      Kaede makes quick work of my bra latch and rolls me until I’m under him. “Your order is my command, sweetheart.”

      His hand cups my breast and his thumb and finger roll my nipple until I’m writhing under him.

      “You like that, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      “I do. Touch me lower, Kaede. Touch my pussy, please.”

      He slides to my side and his fingers play a slow piano solo down my chest, across my plump stomach, and lower. The look in his eyes is nothing but wonder and happiness. And as soon as he slips those fingers over my clit to separate my lips, I’m panting.

      “Shit. I’m ready for you. Please.” I can’t stop the pleas and I don’t want to. I like the sound of my begging when it comes to this man. I’m desperate and uninhibited, two things I’ve never been before. And although I should be scared at how fast I’m falling, I only want to fall faster.

      “Let’s see.” His finger slips inside of my body and I gasp. “You still with me, Willow.”

      “Don’t stop. Rub my clit.”

      “Damn, you’re so tight.” His lips caress my neck, down my chest, suckling on a nipple while slipping a second finger inside my pussy. “So hot.”

      As soon as he motions his fingers inside of me toward my clit, I see stars and my body shakes and pulses. “Fuck!”

      “That’s it baby. That’s beautiful. Keep going.”

      He continues playing my body until I’m almost crying and then I feel it. It’s his cock and he’s right there.

      “Yes, Kaede, now.”

      He pushes forward and we’ll both never be the same. He’s inside of me. And he’s huge. His cock stretches me until I feel like I’ll burst open. But it’s beautiful. And it’s special. And I don’t want it to ever end.

      “You okay?” he asks through gritted teeth.

      “When I’m with you, and I’m better than okay. I’m whole, Kaede.”

      When he starts to move, I moan as every ridge caresses my inner walls. And soon I’m meeting him thrust for thrust. Plunging in my body, so deep. His face is red and I’m burning up inside, ready for release.

      “Should I pull out?”

      “Give me that seed, my gorgeous mountain man.”

      And that’s all it takes. The knowledge that we could create a life—a little of him, a little of me on this night—takes me over the edge.

      I stare into his eyes. And the warm pulse of my pussy grabs his cock, milking him dry. Kaede thrusts three more plunges and plants deep inside of me, his cock throbbing everything he has into my body. There is no fear with him. It’s only truth and honesty.

      And I don’t know if I’ll ever be the same again.
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      I’m spent. I’m done. I’m gone for this woman. She’s everything to me and all I want is to be her everything.

      But what we’ve done has consequences.

      First mission. I jog to the bathroom. I grab a warm, wet washcloth and go back to clean her up. She lays like a goddess stretched out on the bed. Willow’s face is still flushed, and her chest heaves in beautiful waves.

      “You look gorgeous with that glow.” I tend to her comfort.

      “And you look handsome with your cock hanging like that.”

      She reaches out and strokes me. I groan. I’ll take whatever she offers. I love the attention and I feel like I’ve come home, finally. A part of me was still overseas up until this moment, but now my mind is clear. The fears of being alone are gone.

      Second mission. This coming spring, I’ll build an addition with a master bedroom and an en suite bathroom because I don’t want her walking through the house naked…ever. Even those deer, racoons, and possums aren’t going to see my angel.

      Third mission. To never leave this woman’s side. I slide into the bed and pull her naked body against mine. “From now on, we sleep like this.”

      “Mmmhmmm.” She sighs and in seconds, the melodic sounds of her snores take me into my own slumber.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Willow

      I sit up in bed. “Kaede. Kaede!” I rock his shoulder.

      “Baby…” His burly arm wraps around my waist and hauls me to him. His morning wood pokes me in the ass and I briefly consider ignoring the sound and making our night continue into morning. But I hear it, again.

      “Kaede. Wake up! There’s someone at the front door.”

      His eyes open. “No one ever comes out here, sweetheart.”

      “I came out here.”

      And then there are four sharp and powerful raps on the front door.

      “Oh, shit.” He slips from the bed and yanks on his jeans from last night. His tight ass glaring at me and I yearn to reach out and touch it.

      Or bite it.

      He’s out of the bedroom in thirty seconds, but the heavy bedroom door creaks back open a crack.

      Voices escape the living area and find my ears.

      “Hey, Kaede.”

      “Boone, what’s up?”

      Crap, Daisy’s hubby… This is not going to go well…

      “I really don’t know. You tell me.”

      Called it.

      “Come in.” Kaede’s feet squeak on the polished maple flooring.

      Boone’s voice booms through the room and into the crack of the door. “I went to get Willow to bring her over to the house and she’s not at Wyatt’s cabin. And so I thought I’d ask you to help me look for her, but then I find her car out front. Do I have to go looking, Kaede?”

      “Nope.”

      “And am I going to like the end to this story?” Boone’s gruff voice cuts the air like a knife through butter.

      “The real story is we’re adults, but I’m sure you’re going to want the extended version.”

      “I’m gonna need the extended version.”

      “Fine. She wasn’t at the right cabin. She accidentally set up camp here, thinking this was Wyatt’s place due to a GPS issue. She left her dome light on and her car wouldn’t start. I allowed her to sleep on the couch for the night.”

      There’s a long pause.

      “Then why isn’t she on the couch, Kaede?”

      “Because she’s in my bed,” Kaede says so matter-of-factly that my heart races. He isn’t afraid to say the truth and it seems like he is happy or proud to say the words.

      Honestly, I don’t care if Boone knows, but I love hearing Kaede say the words. It sounds sexy as fuck and like he wants to come back to me as fast as I want him back.

      “What the fuck, Kaede?” Boone’s growly voice cuts into my happiness. “Daisy’s very protective of her friend.”

      “Maybe Daisy doesn’t have to know.”

      “No. I don’t lie to my wife and if I don’t come back with Willow, I better have a fucking good reason. Get dressed. We’ll all go over together for this shitshow.”

      “You gonna wait in here?” Kaede asks.

      “Yes. I am.” Boone always cuts to the chase, but today he sounds like the edges of a diamond.

      “Then do me a solid and make some coffee and don’t look behind you while you’re doing it.”

      “Fine.”

      I shiver at how Boone says that one word. It’s not fine. I didn’t want to cause a problem with Daisy and Boone or Kaede and Boone or Daisy and me! I love my friend like a sister. She understands me. She never gives me crap for how I am. I just wonder what she’ll think about this choice.

      Kaede slips into the bedroom and closes the door. “I suppose you heard that?”

      “I did.”

      He meets me at the side of the bed as I swing my legs out. “What do you want to do, sweetheart?”

      I freeze. Everything I ever wanted is right in front of me. Everything I dream about. Everything I desire, but there are only two potential hurdles: my job and probably myself.

      “I’ll talk to Daisy.” I need to talk to her. She’s been in my spot. She’s protective of those she loves and she might not like what’s happening, but this is bigger than her mama-bear instincts. This is so much bigger.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Kaede, she’s my sister without blood. She’s very protective. She knows me.”

      “Then I’ll go help Boone chop some wood.”

      He’s going to come along no matter what and part of me wants him with me, so I decide that fighting isn’t worth it. Someday there will be a fight that will be worth inserting my attitude.

      He hands me a fluffy grey robe from his closet. “Want to shower together?”

      I thought you’d never ask…
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      Boone holds up a hand to stop us outside of the front door to their cabin. “Willow, you do the talking. Kaede, you need to just stand there.”

      We step inside and I feel like I’m in a different world. Boone had prepared me for what it would look like, but it’s like Christmas threw up everywhere. I carry Willow’s bag of gifts over to the tree and set them out for her. I see something with my name on it from Boone and Daisy and I have to look away. My chest burns.

      “Willow!” Daisy crosses the room with a blue blanketed burrito in her hands.

      Kids. Even though I was one, I still don’t understand them. And babies, I feel like they’ll break in my hands. How hard can you squeeze them? Not squeeze but hold. See, I don’t even know the right words to say, so I’ll just stay away.

      They hug and Daisy’s puzzled face turns to me. “Kaede, this is a nice surprise. Hope you’re hungry.”

      “Always.”

      “Babe, you want me to take Mav?” Boone holds out his hands.

      “Not a chance.” Willow steps forward and swoops him from Daisy. “He’s mine for the rest of the day.”

      “Well, he’ll have to be hers, for parts of the day. Because I’m pretty sure you can’t give him what he wants on the hour.” Boone’s eyes fall to his wife’s chest and she rolls her eyes. “Every hour.”

      “And are you jealous, hubby?”

      Boone chuckles. “Not at all. If anything, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” He kisses her temple.

      Daisy moves into the kitchen while Willow sits at the kitchen table, adjusting the blanket to see the baby.

      I stand behind Willow and look down at him. “What’s his name again?”

      “Maverick,” Boone says while stoking the fireplace. “Maverick James.”

      It fits the little man. He looks like Boone, with his red hair and wide jaw, but when he opens his eyes, he is all his mother. The blue is tinged with green, like Daisy’s eyes.

      For a moment, I let myself consider what our children would look like, Willow’s and mine. Would they have her blue eyes or mine? Hers are sapphire and mine more sky. Would our DNA mix as perfectly as theirs has?

      I shake out of the thoughts. Currently, our worlds are forty-five miles and a ridge and valley between us. Divided. And as much as I want her to stay, I can’t ask her to give up her life to be with me. In the light of day, it’s easy to see how in the heat of the moment endorphins and testosterone can make a man’s brain crazy. All those plans. They were just hopes and dreams and I’ve never had those come true anyway.

      Daisy sets the table and places Boone’s favorite meal in the middle—biscuits and gravy, because how he smiled made me do the same. It tastes as good as it looks, but Willow barely eats anything. She just coos at the tiny bundle in her arms.

      “If you want to eat, I’ll… I’ll hold him.” I hold out my hands.

      The side of her mouth tips up. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      “Boone and I eat in shifts now.” Daisy lifts her fork.

      “I can see why.” Willow stands and she holds Mav out to me.

      I can’t seem to figure out where best to grab him.

      “Just cup behind his neck and under his butt,” Boone directs me.

      I do that and Willow slips her hands out from under mine. I stare into her eyes and the smile I’m rewarded with lights a firestorm inside my chest. Maverick’s so small, but hefty and solid. His eyes flutter open.

      “He can’t really see you. Babies don’t get clear eyesight until about four months,” Daisy says before taking a big bite of eggs.

      “I didn’t know that.” There was so much I didn’t know. The military taught me how to do a lot, but they never taught me to do this. And this feels so much bigger. So much more important. So much more dangerous.

      My heart starts pounding and I feel like my chest is closing in on me.

      “Hey, I need some fresh air. Boone, did you want some help with that wood pile out there?” I hand Maverick off to Daisy’s waiting hands without a pause. That warmth inside of me subsides to just embers, not the blaze of before.

      “If you’ve gotten your fill, I’d definitely take some help.” Boone stands and I help him clear the table while Willow and Daisy talk.

      Outside, I head to the pile of wood and without a word, I start breaking pieces. With every shard I feel a little more centered. It’s not being with Willow that’s scaring me. Or even having children.

      It’s being without her.
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      Willow

      I can barely keep my brunch down. My stomach is a ball of nerves on top of a flood of fears.

      “Let me lay Mav down and we can chat.”

      “I’ll make some tea.”

      “Decaf for me, please,” Daisy mentions while putting Mav into his bassinet in the corner.

      In five minutes, I’m on the couch, sipping from a handcrafted mug.

      “It’s so wonderful to have you here. How’d you like Wyatt’s cabin?” Daisy lifts her mug and sips. “I mean after you got it cleaned.”

      I take another long sip, hoping the burning liquid will scorch away my fears. But as I look into my friend’s eyes, my heart rises. “Well, turns out I was at the wrong house.”

      “Oh…” Daisy sits up straight. “Where were you?”

      “At Kaede’s house.”

      Her gaze tracks to the door. “Kaede’s place? The Kaede that was just in here?”

      “Same one.”

      I tell her the story and she continually sips her cup of tea, not saying anything. By the time I’m to the point where I don’t want to say more and everything that’s left is the stuff I’m dying to tell her but probably shouldn’t, she’s smiling.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I remember you at our wedding. How when I looked over at you dancing with Kaede, you looked up at him and you smiled. I thought to myself, ‘He deserves a woman like Willow.’ I just didn’t know that he deserved you.”

      I lean forward. She’s my sister. I can tell her anything. “We had sex.”

      Her face pales. “He didn’t force—”

      “No! No. We both wanted it to happen. God, did I want it to happen.”

      Daisy chuckles and her hand lands on mine. “I know what you mean.”

      “And… and Daisy, it was incredible.” My pussy quivers remembering how she pulsed around him and how he gave her what she craved.

      “But sex can just be sex, Willow.”

      That was what I’d considered on the drive in. Mr. Right Now, but every pump of my heart told me that Kaede isn’t just for now, he is forever.

      “This was so much more. It was intimacy that I’ve never experienced with a man.”

      “It is something else, isn’t it?”

      “You can say that again.” I widen my eyes and she giggles.

      A long sigh rises from my chest. “I just don’t know if I can fit into his life and can I give up my life in Helena?”

      “I won’t sugar coat it. It was an adjustment, but what would you really be giving up, Willow?”

      I sit back. Shopping on a whim isn’t necessary. And did I really need to go to a Tuesday night $5 movie if I had someone to watch my collection of DVDs with me? Were those happy hours three nights a week needed when happiness was right in front of me? And did those happy hours ever truly make me “happy”, regardless of their promises? Nope.

      “Do you have Wi-Fi out here?” I glanced around.

      “We do now. I couldn’t live without it. You know me.”

      “I’d definitely need it for work.” I stare into my empty cup. “I’ve always wanted to start my own graphic arts business…”

      “Kaede could be your first customer.”

      “What?”

      “His leather goods. He’s been making them for two years. Sells them in Helena at that little boutique—”

      “Bubbles and Bags?” My stomach bottoms out.

      I knew him before I knew him.

      “That’s the one. He’s really talented.”

      I cup the mug and sip. “I didn’t know.”

      “There’s probably a lot you don’t know about him, but what do you think about what you do know?”

      I set my cup on the coffee table and wrap an arm around her. “You were right.”

      “How’s that?”

      “You said he would find me. But I guess neither of us thought he’d find me sleeping in his bed.”
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      We spent the afternoon laughing and drinking decaf tea. The guys stayed outside. When Kaede came in, Daisy crossed the room and read him the riot act. Boone laughed. Kaede didn’t. There was something about him. Something different. I’d imagined he had as deep a conversation with Boone as I had with Daisy. I laid my hand on his leg, but he never touched me.

      “You ready to go? We can get your things from Kaede’s and I can take you over to Wyatt’s place,” Boone says while Kaede stands by the door.

      Kaede’s chest heaves. “No.”

      Boone’s head rears back. “No?”

      “No. Willow, I can’t stand here and let you ride away without telling you that it’s not what I want.” He crosses the room to me. “I’m not asking you to make a decision tonight, but I’m going to give you the open door. You can stay with me now and forever.”

      “Forever?” I breathe out the word.

      “You said you can do your job from wherever and I can get the internet for you.”

      “And I can make you a website for your leather business.”

      He glances to Daisy. “You told her?”

      “Actually…” Willow walks to the gifts. “I wanted you to open these Christmas morning but I can’t wait. Open them now.” She hands off the gifts to Daisy and Boone.

      Daisy delicately pulls at the tape, not ripping the wrapping paper. Boone, on the other hand, tears it open like he’s eight years old. He chuckles. Daisy slips the lid off the gift box and her mouth opens with a gasp.

      “Oh…my.” She holds up the leather satchel. “It’s beautiful, and I think I know where it came from.”

      Boone holds up the leather wallet. “Nice. I needed a new one of these.”

      I cross the room to Kaede. “I remember dancing in your arms at their wedding. I remember how you held me. I remember how I stepped on your feet and you never said a word. And when I saw those gifts, I knew Boone and Daisy would love them.”

      “My past told me that people leave, so I tried to pretend it would be okay if you left and went back to Helena. But I don’t want you to leave. Ever. Please stay. Stay and be mine forever.” Kaede slips an arm around me. “I love you, Willow.”

      My legs weaken but he’s right there to catch me. “Is that forever a proposal?”

      His hand slips behind my neck, holding me right where he wants me. “Sweetheart, it’s whatever you want it to be.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Forever it is then…”

      His kiss melts me into him.

      Maybe that GPS was right after all.
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      Kaede

      “One more time for me, baby.” I thrust deeper into her body, holding her by the hip while she rocks back into me. Her ass in my face and my cock disappearing is the best magic trick ever. This is my second favorite position next to looking into her eyes and fucking her so slow that she’s trembling for release.

      At the moment, she’s already had two mind-blowing and dick-squeezing orgasms, but I wasn’t giving in until number three. I love watching her come. I get as much satisfaction from hers as I do mine. Okay, not quite as much, but very close.

      So fucking close.

      It’s Valentine’s Day and being nuts deep in Willow is exactly where I want to be. And I’m not wasting time making up for lost time when it comes to sex. The last two days have been a marathon of naked, food in bed, and being inside of this woman. And she’s insatiable.

      “Oh, God, Kaede…” That’s her first level.

      I reach around and just barely skim my fingers over her clit.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. I want you to see stars.”

      She tightens that already clenching pussy and that’s level two. I’m coming home and I’m bringing her with me.

      I lean over her and she turns her head so that I can kiss her. My body tingles and I push the need to fill her away for a moment.

      “You are so fucking tight, Willow.”

      “You’ve got the best cock in the world.”

      I chuckle. “Not like you have anything to compare it to, and don’t get me wrong, I’m totally fine with that.” I thrust faster while pinching her nipples. That’ll do it.

      “Oh…. Fuck!”

      Level…three.

      She clamps down on my cock so hard, I’m finding it hard to stay in control, but when she screams, “I’m coming!” I’m done. My body heats until I’m erupting like Vesuvius. I thrust through the short, hot blasts, her insides slickening like hot oil.

      We slow our movements and I lay a long kiss on her as we collapse to the bed.

      I reach to the nightstand and open the drawer.

      “Whoa big boy, I think I’m going to need some time before round four.”

      She misunderstands my actions. That’s where we keep our toys and although I love adding a little spice into our lovemaking, I’m not getting one of those. Without looking, I find the small box.

      “Willow Jayne Carter, I love you, will you marry me?”

      She takes a deep breath like she both wants to have the breath to say yes or I’ve taken her breath away. I like to think it’s both.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you. I love you, Kaede William Tucker and so will the baby that’s inside of me.”

      “You’re pregnant?”

      “I am.”

      “I’m going to need to get that addition done sooner…”

      “Well, with all of the leather goods you’re selling, maybe we can hire it out.”

      “Not a chance. I’m going to make our baby’s room and our new bedroom with these two hands.” My heart beats fast. “I can’t believe I’ll have my own family.”

      “And we’re not going anywhere, honey. Ever.”

      I kiss her soft belly. This is my mountain baby. Willow is my mountain woman.

      And I am home.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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