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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For all my Thanksgiving lovers.
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      I stepped out into the open airport, heaving a sigh of relief. I was home—at least for a few days. I knew I was due to deploy soon, so I’d taken some time off to spend the holidays back in Crooked Creek. I didn’t have family here; never had. Being a foster kid had made my life much different than so many other people.

      But there was one person still here I wanted to see again.

      Noah Brooks.

      Noah was . . . he was everything. There was just no other way to put it. At five foot three, he was the cutest fucking guy I’d ever met. He was a bit of a spitfire with a lot of energy packed in a tiny, little body. I’d left for the military basically right after graduation, and then my first duty station had been in Japan, where I’d stayed for two years before being sent to Germany for another two.

      I’d kept in touch with him through texts, phone calls, and facetime calls, but it wasn’t the same. And I missed him. I missed him as if he were a missing part of my anatomy.

      And I was ready to let him know how I felt. Being without him had been agony. Noah had been my best friend since I moved here when I was sixteen, and I’d been in love with him for just as long.

      Problem was, I wasn’t sure if he’d want to be with me when he knew I couldn’t offer him much. I still owed the Army two more years for this contract, and I wanted to make a career out of this, which meant there would be more deployments, more danger.

      But I had to try.

      I headed over to baggage claim and waited for my bag to make its round. Once I had it in my hand, I headed over to the rental car area. It didn’t take long to secure a pick-up truck considering it was almost eleven at night and not that many people were landing.

      I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the song playing softly through the speakers as I made my way toward Crooked Creek. I knew Noah was working tonight and would be at the bar until closing time. I was hoping to surprise him, hence why I hadn’t even let him know I was coming back here.

      After thirty minutes, the sign for Crooked Creek was lit up by my headlights. It was a brown sign that had been beaten over many, many years by the weather. We were down south, so we didn’t get snow, but it rained a hell of a lot—too much for my damn tastes, especially.

      The familiar sights met my eyes. Clancy’s meat market was still standing strong with what looked to be a fresh layer of paint on the outside. Next door, the small grocery store was barely lit up. Across the street, Macie’s bookstore was still there.

      All the stores were closed, but there was one place still lit up—Bratt’s. It was the only bar in Crooked Creek and was run by Gemma. She called it Bratt’s because it had apparently been her nickname when she was growing up, and honestly, it fit her. The woman would drive the right man up the wall if she’d ever give one a chance.

      I managed to squeeze the rental into a park between an old Tahoe and a beat-up Camry. Blowing out a soft breath, I turned the truck off and wedged my massive body in the tight space between me and the Tahoe. I could hear the noise of the bar through the closed door, but it still didn’t prepare me for the sheer volume of the music and the people when I swung it open.

      It was a busy night, most likely because it was a Friday. I slowly made my way to the bar, and as soon as I stepped up to the counter, Noah stepped out of the back. He was wearing a red, checkered flannel shirt, his dirty blonde hair messy on his head. His blue eyes were shining with laughter. He was still as short as I remembered and just as small.

      He set two bottles of liquor on the bar and began pouring shots. Then, he turned to me, and his eyes widened. I grinned. That look was well worth the surprise.

      “Hey, babe,” I greeted. I’d always called him babe, and he never complained.

      “Linc!” he shouted. He slid over the bar and landed right in my lap. I wrapped my arms around his small body, and he literally wrapped himself around me, burying his face in the curve of my neck. I gripped the back of his neck when I felt his tears soaking into my uniform.

      “Ah, babe, it’s just me,” I teased. But my heart was hurting, too. God, it had been way too long since I felt this sweet boy in my arms.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” he sniffed. He leaned back to look at me, his blue eyes glassy. I reached up to brush some tears off his lightly freckled cheeks. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming home?”
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