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      I shuffled the deck of cards, trying to focus on the familiar motions rather than thoughts of home. Nine months into this deployment, and every night the ache got a little worse. Not that I’d admit that to anybody. The worn edges of the playing cards felt smooth against my calloused fingers, a small comfort in the stark military barracks. I thought about my landscaping business back home, about my best friend and business partner, Tate, handling everything on her own. She was more than capable—hell, she’d always done a better job than I ever had of wrangling the clients—but I missed our easy partnership, the way we could finish each other’s sentences while planning out a project.

      But lately, I’d been missing a hell of a lot more than that.

      I eyed Clint where he was stretched out on his cot, reading some letter—probably from our pal Rhett’s sister, Austen. “Are you gonna share any of those cookies you’re hiding under your cot?” I was desperate for any taste of home. The crew at Pie Hard made the best damned cookies in three states.

      He glanced up and played dumb. “What cookies?” Like I couldn’t see the handful of crumbs stuck to his T-shirt.

      “The cookies from Pie Hard that I know damned well Austen stuck in that care package she sent with the latest batch of books.” Rhett’s sister owned the local bookstore and had kept a steady supply of reading material and treats coming our way over all these months in the desert. It was part of what had made this deployment bearable.

      “No cookies in this box. Maybe she put them in Rhett’s. The last time they didn’t survive so well in the box with the books.”

      Deflection. Fine. I could switch targets. No shame in my game.

      I turned to Rhett, who was busy cleaning his boots. “Hey MacAvoy, your sister holding out on you? No cookies in your box, either?”

      “Nope.” He didn’t look up from his task. “Just books and a letter telling me to stay safe.”

      “That’s harsh. Your own sister sends cookies to Ramsey instead of her flesh and blood?”

      Rhett’s mouth twitched. “Maybe she likes him better.”

      “Oh, she definitely likes him better.” I shuffled the cards again, watching Clint’s ears turn red. “Remember when we were kids, and she used to follow us around like a lost puppy? Now she won’t even send her big brother cookies.”

      “Fox, I will throw this boot at your head.”

      “Empty threats.” I compulsively shuffled the cards again, the rhythmic motion oddly soothing. “Though I guess it makes sense. Clint’s got that whole Eastwood thing going on. What’ve you got? Just that ugly mug you were born with.”

      “Says the man who can’t get a date to save his life.” Rhett lobbed a ball of socks at me instead of the boot. “How long you been dancing around Tate now? Ten years?”

      My hands stilled on the cards. Below the belt, MacAvoy. Below the belt. “We’re business partners.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” He went back to his boots, but I caught his smirk. “Maybe if you’re nice, I’ll share some of those cookies Austen definitely didn’t send me.”

      “You’re both full of shit.” I flipped over the first card. “And terrible liars.”

      From the cot, Clint folded his letter. “Isn’t it about time for poker?”

      “Won’t say no.” Rhett slipped his boots back on.

      We shifted to the front of the tent, gathering around the make-shift table. In moments, we’d settled into our usual spots, piles of nuts serving as our betting currency. Since I’d cleaned up in yesterday’s game, dealing duties fell to me. My fingers moved with familiar ease as I distributed the cards, launching us into our nightly ritual of five-card stud.

      But my thoughts kept drifting back home to Huckleberry Creek. To Tate.

      Distance had a way of clarifying things, and being out here in the desert had stripped away all the noise, all the distractions, until I couldn’t ignore what had probably been true for years: I was in love with my best friend.

      The realization had hit me like a ton of bricks about three months ago, during one of our video calls. She’d been laughing about some disaster with the leaf blower, her honey-blonde hair escaping its messy bun, cheeks flushed, and something in my chest had just... clicked. Like the final piece of a puzzle falling into place.

      I dealt the next hand mechanically, barely registering the cards. When Gabe finally joined us, the conversation turned to home, as it usually did these days.

      “Man, I can’t wait to get back home and go fishing again,” Clint said. “Nothing like those misty mornings out on the creek.”

      Rhett chimed in about autumn in the mountains, and I found myself asking, “What’s the first thing y’all are gonna do when you get home?”

      I listened to their answers—sleep, cobbler, beer—but all I could think about was Tate. About our late-night talks on her back deck, sharing a couple of beers, watching the stars come out. Before I could stop myself, I admitted, “You know what I miss most? Late nights with Tate, talking about anything and everything over a couple of brews.”

      “Tate, your best friend and business partner?” Gabe clarified.

      Rhett shot me a knowing look over the fan of his cards. I could have deflected, made some kind of snarky remark, but something had me choosing honesty.

      My heart hammered against my ribs as I answered, “Since I’ve been out here, I’ve been maybe thinking about how she means more to me than both those things. How maybe I should do something about that.”

      It felt both terrifying and liberating to say it out loud.

      Thompson ducked through the tent flap, grinning from ear to ear. “Just got off the phone with my wife. The adoption’s going through! We’re having a baby!”

      His baby news interrupted any response, and after the celebration died down, the conversation circled back to relationships. I was about to dig into Gabe about the way he got all squirrelly whenever anyone mentioned a certain florist back home, when the first explosion hit.

      The ground shook beneath us. Shouts erupted outside.

      “We’re under attack!”

      We scrambled for our gear, and when Clint held out his hand for our traditional pre-mission stack, I didn’t hesitate.

      “I say we make a pact,” he declared. “If we get out of this shit alive, we go home and woo our women. A happily ever after is the only thing that makes all this worth it.”

      I thought of Tate’s smile. “In.”

      As the others added their agreement, I sent up a silent prayer that we’d all make it home. I had a best friend to confess my feelings to, and I really didn’t want to die before I got the chance.
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      As the bus rolled down Main Street, beneath the blessed shade of old-growth trees, I couldn’t help but notice how Huckleberry Creek had gone all out for our return. Red, white, and blue bunting draped across almost every storefront, and what looked like half the town lined the sidewalks, waving flags. After nearly a full year away, it was one hell of a welcome home.

      The bus turned into the high school parking lot—about the only place in town big enough to handle this kind of gathering. The moment the door opened, I was up, duffel in hand, scanning the crowd for familiar faces.

      And there she was.

      Tate stood with my family, golden hair stirring in the autumn breeze, wearing a pink plaid button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows and jeans that had been washed to a butter softness that molded to her well-toned legs in a way that had my mouth watering. At her feet, Cornbread’s tail worked overtime. My Heinz 57 mutt looked about ready to bolt through the crowd to get to me. She had one hand on his collar, but her eyes were locked on the bus, searching. When she spotted me, her whole face lit up with relief and joy and something I couldn’t begin to name.

      All those calls and texts and video chats hadn’t prepared me for seeing her in person again. Not even close.

      She jolted as Cornbread strained on his lead. Then they were both pelting toward me. It was hard to tell which of them was running harder. My pup reached me first, bouncing like he had springs in his feet, trying to get high enough to lick me. Laughing, I crouched down and wrapped my arms around him.

      “Hey, pal! Hey, buddy. Who’s the best boy? I missed you, too.”

      He wriggled and cried in ecstasy, his tail beating my legs hard enough it was probably gonna bruise. His whole body vibrated with joy, and his excited whimpers made my throat tight with emotion. Didn’t matter how many welts I ended up with. It was absolutely worth it to have my dog back in my arms after being away for so long.

      Tate crouched down beside us, leaning in for a hug. I wrapped my free arm around her and squeezed, breathing in the familiar scent of her shampoo. The three of us huddled there in the parking lot, my dog still whining and squirming between us, making it hard to keep my balance. But I didn’t care. After so long away, having both of them close felt like coming home in a way that I hadn’t even been able to imagine.

      “Great to see you, T.”

      “Great to see you, too.” She turned her face toward my ear and dropped her voice. “I need you to go with this,” she murmured.

      “Go with what?”

      Then she kissed me. And not one of those friendly, brotherly kisses on the cheek. She kissed me full on the mouth, as if she was a drowning woman and I was oxygen. My brain short-circuited, unable to process what was happening as Tate’s soft lips moved against mine. The familiar honeysuckle scent of her skin filled my senses, and for a moment, I forgot we were in a parking lot. Forgot about everything except the way her mouth felt against mine, warm and insistent and completely unexpected. If I was dreaming, I sure as hell didn’t want to wake up, because I was so here for this.

      I tightened my arm around her and kissed her back, pouring out all the yearning and wanting inspired by my deeper feelings. As if we’d already decided we were more, and I was coming back to a lover, not a friend. My hand slid up her back, fingers tangling in that silky hair I’d always wanted to touch this way. The years of holding back, of keeping my feelings carefully contained behind the wall of friendship, crumbled with each brush of her lips. God, how many times had I imagined this? But reality was so much sweeter than any fantasy I’d conjured up during my sleepless nights on deployment.

      Tate whimpered, her arms tightening around me, fingers digging into my shoulders in a way that made my heart race even faster. At least until Cornbread head butted us for attention with the massive head that had clearly been passed down from some pit bull in his lineage. The impact nearly knocked us sideways. Tate jerked back and would have toppled over if not for my arm around her waist, holding her steady against me. For a long moment, we stared at each other, both breathing hard, neither quite ready to let go. Her blue eyes were hugely dilated, darkened to the color of storm clouds, her lips a little swollen and rosy from mine. The sight of them made me want to dive right back in, dog be damned.

      “Kellan! Welcome home!”

      That was when I realized we were surrounded.

      My mom broke through the crowd first, tears streaming down her face. “Oh, my baby boy! Let me look at you!” She cupped my face in her hands, scanning me from head to toe. “You look wonderful. And engaged! Why didn’t you tell us?”

      My brain short-circuited. Engaged? I stared at my mother in complete bewilderment, my mind still fuzzy from that earth-shattering kiss with Tate. The word bounced around in my head like a pinball, refusing to make sense. Sure, I’d thought about it—more times than I cared to admit over the years—but we hadn’t even gone on a proper date yet.

      Then Tate’s fingers threaded through mine, squeezing hard enough to grind bone against bone, sending a jolt of awareness straight up my arm. The familiar calluses on her palm from years of landscaping work pressed against my skin, and suddenly what I needed to “go with” was crystal clear. Message received. Her grip was demanding, desperate even, and I knew better than to contradict whatever story she was spinning. Tate would have a good reason for this insanity. I’d play along until we could get a moment alone to talk, though my pulse still raced from that kiss and the idea of being engaged to my best friend—even if it was just pretend.

      “Sorry, Mom. We wanted to tell you in person.”

      Dad clapped me on the shoulder. “Son, you couldn’t have picked better. We already consider Tate family.”

      Sadie bounced on her toes, practically vibrating with excitement. “I can’t believe you two finally got your heads out of your⁠—”

      “Language,” Mom cut in.

      “Well, they did! And it’s about time.” My sister threw her arms around both of us. “I’ve been shipping you two since high school.”

      “Shipping?” Dad’s forehead wrinkled.

      “Never mind, honey.” Mom wiped her eyes. “When’s the wedding?”

      Tate’s hand clamped down even harder. If she kept this up, I’d need an x-ray. I stroked my thumb over the back of her hand, and the pressure eased a little.

      “We haven’t set a date yet.” I pulled Tate closer, wrapping my arm around her waist. “Just enjoying being engaged for now.”

      “Well, we need to celebrate!” Mom beamed. “Of course, the MacAvoys are having a big welcome home cookout for everybody tonight, but we can have a little celebration back at the house first. I’ve got all your favorites ready. I’m sure you’re hungry.”

      Cornbread barked, tail wagging, clearly picking up on all the excitement, even if he had no idea what was happening.

      Join the club, buddy.

      “Sounds great, Mom. Tate, you’re coming, right?”

      Her smile was just a little too bright around the edges. “Wouldn’t miss it.”
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      My heart thundered against my ribs as Kellan’s family swarmed around us. His arm stayed wrapped around my waist, fingers splayed against my hip like they belonged there. Like we did this every day. Like I hadn’t lost my freaking mind.

      I tilted my face up toward his ear to whisper, “We need to talk.”

      His lips brushed my temple, the gentle touch sending an electric current straight down my spine. “Later,” he murmured, his warm breath fanning across my skin. I fought the urge to lean into him, to chase that fleeting contact that felt far too natural for my scrambled thoughts to process.

      Later? How was he so calm about this? The kiss still burned on my lips, the memory of his mouth moving against mine lighting little fires in my blood. Who knew Kellan Fox could kiss like that? The way he’d caught on, pulled me closer, taken control...

      “Let me get a picture of the happy couple!” His mom waved her phone.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Kellan turned me into his chest, his hand sliding up my back. “Smile, sweets.”

      Sweets? My knees went weak. Why were my knees weak? This was Kellan. My best friend. My partner in business and crime for… basically ever. Had I ever noticed that husky quality to his voice before? Damn it. This was not helping my ability to think straight.

      “Kellan, I really need to⁠—”

      He steered me toward my quad cab truck with Mountain Laurel Landscaping emblazoned on the door. “Tell me how things are really going with the company. Any problems you didn’t want to worry me with while I was overseas?”

      I stumbled. Did he really somehow know?

      Before I could say anything, his sister intercepted. “I’m riding with y’all.”

      Cornbread bounded between us, nearly knocking me over. Kellan steadied me, his chest pressed against my back. His touch felt different now. Everything felt different.

      “We should head to the house,” his mom called out.

      No, no, no. I needed five minutes alone with him to explain. Maybe fifteen to clean up the mess when his head exploded. But Kellan was already guiding me toward my truck, his family following behind us, and all I could think about was that kiss. How right it had felt and how much trouble I was in.

      I worked to regulate my breathing. It was fine. I’d just corner Kellan at his parents’ house. Although if I dragged him back to his old bedroom, they’d probably think we were trying to squeeze in a welcome-home quickie, and then I’d never be able to face his parents again, even if the truth somehow ever came out. Maybe I could get him outside with the dog…

      Sadie scrambled into the front seat with me, while Kellan and Cornbread took up the back. She kept up a running commentary on the drive across town, updating him on all the latest gossip. Kellan cuddled his dog and listened, but his eyes periodically found mine in the rearview, and I’d have sworn there was heat in them. But that made absolutely no sense. Because despite the snowball of a lie I’d caught us both in, that wasn’t how we were together.
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