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          AXEL

        

      

    

    
      I sat on the back porch of my cabin, enjoying the quiet with the occasional rustle of an animal in the woods. I served my time, home earlier than I had told my family. I needed time to decompress and figure out who I was without the title of soldier.

      I did what I was told. I hadn’t had to make any choices, other than where to take my leave, either with my family or, preferably, by myself.

      A few years into my service, I bought this cabin and had rented it out for extra income when I was deployed.

      The only issue with my view was the neighboring cabin, but I'd never seen anyone staying there.

      After I finished my beer, I'd go inside and try to sleep. Then I'd read one of the paperbacks I'd picked up in town. Sleep was difficult.

      I didn't want to go into town and risk running into my family.

      They'd have questions like why I'd come home early and kept it from everyone. How was I really doing? What were my plans? And the one that kept me up at night: Who was I now that I wasn’t enlisted? I didn't have the answers, and until I did, I'd hide out.

      The back light to the neighboring cabin's porch came on.

      I tensed, instantly on high alert. Years of training kicked in. Was it a motion-sensored light? Had an animal set it off? Was someone looking to break in because they never saw anyone at that cabin?

      Then the slider opened, and a small figure stepped out. I squinted to get a better look but was careful not to move.

      It was a woman with a towel wrapped around her body, hair thrown up in a careless bun on top of her head, tendrils escaping around her forehead, moving toward the hot tub.

      I wondered if she was cold.

      Then she dropped her towel.

      My gaze was fixated on her breasts, her nipples hard points as she dipped one toe in the water.

      I sucked in a breath so hard my chest hurt.

      She stepped into the steam; her breasts disappeared below the surface of the water. She untied her hair, dipped her head back, and closed her eyes.

      My dick was hard as a rock under the zipper of my jeans. But I didn’t dare move. I didn’t want to alert her to my presence. At best, I’d look like a peeping tom, at worst, a creeper.

      I should have gone inside as soon as she turned on her light. Or at the very least, when she'd come outside wearing nothing but a towel. Once she dropped it, I was a goner.

      She ran a hand over the surface of the water.

      It had been too long since I’d gotten close to a woman for more than a one-night stand wherever I was stationed. I avoided the entanglement of relationships because my life wasn’t my own.

      I wondered if she was renting the place for the weekend. A lot of the cabins in this area were primarily rented to vacationers. Almost no one lived here full-time, so it was the perfect place for me to escape from everything for a while.

      This woman was interrupting my well-earned solitude. Irritation burned in my gut. I should go over there and ask her what she was doing and how long she was staying. My overactive watchdog brain demanded answers, and the reasonable side reminded me I wasn’t in the military anymore. I didn’t have a right to question her.

      But my fingers itched to do just that. I wanted to cross the distance between us and get a better look. Was she my age or younger? Was she here by herself?

      What was she doing naked in a hot tub when there was another cabin within viewing distance? Didn’t she have any sense of safety?

      Maybe the property manager had told her no one was renting my cabin anymore, and the owner was deployed. I hadn’t told anyone I was coming home. No one would have known I was staying here.

      My family was eagerly awaiting my return home, but I wasn’t ready to deal with people yet. And it looked like I was going to have a neighbor for the foreseeable future. A naked one.

      I gripped the arm rests of my chair. It took everything inside me to stay in my chair and not take off across the trail between us to confront her.

      Music played over the speakers that were mounted on the back of the house.

      My heart rate picked up.

      She was interrupting my peace and quiet.

      I came here to hide out. To disappear. To not have to deal with people and loud noises, and this woman was breaking all my rules.

      She turned up the volume, and I saw red.

      I set my lukewarm beer aside, then marched in her direction, the blood pumping through my veins. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say when I got there, but I let the irritation build inside me. My fingers curled into fists by my side.

      When I got close enough to really see her, her head was tipped back again, her eyes closed, and her legs were floating in the water in front of her. My gaze was quickly diverted to her breasts, the tops of which were just visible above the water.

      I saw miles of bare skin. I wanted to know if she was tall or short. If she was sensitive to touch. If her skin was soft.

      The jets churned, and the music played. My blood thumped in time with the bass.

      Instead of saying what I’d come to say, I was riveted by the sight of this gorgeous woman naked in the hot tub. Didn’t she know how dangerous this was? Anyone could take advantage of her.

      My fingers twitched. It had been too long since I'd lost myself in a woman. I'd gotten over the thrill of it years ago. I couldn't make any lasting connections with women in my job so I’d given up.

      Her eyelashes fluttered as if she sensed that I was creeping on her. That meant her instincts weren't completely shot.

      When her eyes drifted open slowly, I took a step back.

      This looked bad. I was standing over a hot tub, checking out a naked woman on private property.

      Her eyes widened. Then she screamed.

      I scrambled back with my hands up. “I'm sorry.”

      “Turn around,” she screeched, and I immediately complied. I shouldn't be here. I should go back into my cabin and shut the door.

      I heard the slosh of water as she quickly stepped out of the hot tub. Water splashed near my boots.

      “What are you doing here?” the woman asked, her tone measured.

      I slowly turned, disappointed to find her wrapped in a towel that she clutched with two hands.

      Her hair hung wet down her back; her blue eyes looked huge on her face, but it was probably the shock of finding a man standing over her. The droplets clung to her skin, and I couldn't blame them. I would have done the same thing.

      “I was surprised to see you here.” My throat was suddenly very dry, and my beer was sitting on my porch.

      Her eyes widened even more. “Ya think?”

      I tipped my head toward the building. “I didn't know anyone was renting the cabin out. I've never seen anyone here.”

      Her eyes narrowed on me. “So you thought it was your duty to investigate?”

      “I rented the cabin for some peace and quiet. When you turned on the music⁠—”

      She nodded in understanding, her towel slipping slightly so that the top of her breasts were visible. “I interrupted your peace and quiet.”

      “Something like that.”

      She waved her hands wildly and, when the towel fell an inch, clutched it to her chest. “You could have called over or really done anything besides get closer.”

      I kept my palms up as if I was afraid she'd bolt. “You're right. I was out of line.”

      Her eyes narrowed on me.

      I sighed heavily. “I recently resigned from the military, and I wanted some time before I told my family I was home.”

      Her entire body softened. “I can understand that.”

      Did she know someone in a similar situation? “You probably won't believe me, but I was worried about you out here all alone.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I was on my property. You're the one trespassing.”

      “I should probably stop talking.” This wasn't going over well, but then again, I never thought it would. I'd acted on instinct, which worked in the field, but in real life, not so much. “I obviously need more acclimation before I can be around civilians. I'm going to head home. But if you could please lower the music in the future, I'd appreciate it.”

      Her eyes soft, she said, “I can do that.”

      I turned to walk away, actually disappointed that I was going back to an empty cabin.

      “Wait. What's your name?”

      When I told people my name, they either said it was cool or asked whether my parents hated me, and I didn't expect anything less from her. I turned to face her. “Axel.”

      I purposely didn't give her my last name, Calloway. If she was from around here, she'd know instantly who my family was. The last thing I wanted was them to know that I was here. They'd be hurt. They wouldn't understand my desire to hide from them

      Ever since our mother died, they'd closed ranks, and somewhere along the way, I realized I didn't fit in with them. I was an outsider and always would be.

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly, which made the towel drop farther.

      My gaze was locked on the inch of skin just revealed.

      “Well, Axel, it's nice to meet you. It looks like we're going to be neighbors for the foreseeable future.”

      I saw my vision of quiet slowly drifting away. But at the same time, I wondered if her towel would lower even farther, and I'd get another view of those gorgeous breasts.

      “I'm Luna. Luna from Florida.”

      “Well, Luna from Florida. Try and keep it down.” I would have added something about keeping her clothes on, but that was one thing I didn't want.

      I was worried about her security, but she was safe from me. I'd sworn off connections with women years ago, and I wasn't going to change that rule now. I was a worse prospect than before. I didn't have a purpose in life, much less a job.

      I was barely more than a caveman at this point. I didn't know how to date a woman.

      Whatever she was doing here meant that she wasn't looking for someone like me.

      She wanted to disappear just like me. I needed to stay away from her and give her the space she craved.

      My phone buzzed on the walk back to my cabin. I pulled it out for something else to occupy my mind besides wondering whether Luna got back into the hot tub or went inside.

      
        
          
            
              
        Any word when you're on your way home?

      

      

      

      

      

      I'd been putting off my family because I wanted time to acclimate to society without my family watching and waiting for me to mess up. I needed this time. But I felt guilty for taking it.

      I grabbed my beer and headed inside. I locked the door as a deterrent for myself. I had no reason to go back over there. Even if she was interested in something physical, odds were that my seduction skills were rusty.

      At this point, she probably thought I was a predator, not someone she could be interested in, even for a night.

      Luna was here for a reason, and I wanted to know why that was, even though it was none of my business. I should have respected her privacy. But I couldn't stop my curiosity from running rampant.

      Then there was the fact that I'd seen her naked. I wouldn't be erasing that image from my memory any time soon. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her hard nipples. Her waist dipped in and curved out over her hips. She was voluptuous, and I loved every inch of her body.

      I felt guilty as hell but there was only one way to deal with my family. I'd block any overtures for a meeting until I was ready to face them, which might be never.

      I dropped down to the lumpy couch. Now that I was home for good, I should do something about the decor. My stomach twisted as I prepare to lie to my brother again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Still waiting on the final paperwork.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Everyone's hoping you'll be home for the holidays.

      

      

      

      

      

      My chest squeezed. That sounded nice. But it hadn't been the same since Mom died. I had been close to her in a way the others weren't. She understood my need to be quiet, to not say every little thing that was on my mind.

      The rest of my family was in everyone's business, always needing to know if we were okay and handling her death. But none of us were okay, and we'd never be again.

      If any of the Calloways had moved on, surely it was an illusion.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'll keep you updated.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was inaccurate because I wouldn't. I’d told my commanding officer I was going home, and I’d told my family I wasn't officially discharged from the military. I'd lied to everyone. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But I couldn't ignore the guilt that settled deep in my gut.

      
        
          
            
              
        We can't wait to see you.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was like twisting the knife. Teddy never talked about feelings or emotions. This must be the rest of the family bugging him.

      I didn't know how to respond. They didn't know the Axel I was now. And if they did, they wouldn't like him anymore than I did.
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          LUNA

        

      

    

    
      My hands shook; my body trembled from the aftershocks of opening my eyes to discover a man looming over the hot tub. And not just any man. He was huge. I had to blink to clear my vision because my initial thought was that he was some rugged mountain man.

      He was tall and bulky, his face covered in more than a few days of scruff. The worn flannel stretched taut over his broad shoulders, his worn jeans showcasing powerful thighs and the most amazing ass as he walked away.

      Now my blood was pumping for an entirely different reason.

      I should have been afraid of him, but I oddly wasn't.

      I should have called the police, but I didn't.

      I'd blame it on my brain being mush from the surprise, but it wasn't just that. I was intensely attracted to him, and I was almost positive I saw desire in his eyes.

      Something told me he wasn't a serial killer. But I couldn't be too careful. I was a woman staying in a cabin in the middle of nowhere.

      I shivered, probably the result of jumping out of the hot tub. I turned on the hot water for my shower, letting it heat up before I stepped under the stream.

      My heart was still racing, and I continued to shiver for a few seconds under the steady stream of water. When I was finally warm, I turned and tipped my head back to wet my hair.

      There was something about the intensity of his stare. There was heat, and it had nothing to do with the water.

      He wanted me. There was so much naked desire in his eyes. How long had he been staring at me before I realized he was there?

      I should have been scared, but my body was thrumming with desire. I wanted to know what it would have felt like for him to join me in the hot tub and have his way with me.

      His hands were large and probably calloused. I bet he was a man used to working with his hands. Did his job require physical labor?

      He was strong. He could easily lift me and fuck me against the wall.

      When I asked my ex if we could try that position, he'd laughed and said I was too heavy for him.

      That had stung. But he was probably right. He was tall but lanky. He had none of the muscles this man had.

      And his name was Axel. It was a bad-ass name to back up his physical appearance. For a few minutes, I'd allow the fantasy to take over, the one where I was capable of having a fling with the hot, grumpy neighbor.

      The one where I could indulge in something physical without catching pesky emotions. I closed my eyes as my hand tweaked my nipple while the other drifted down my stomach. I widened my stance as I remembered the look of lust on Axel's face.

      There was a twinge of guilt when I caught him admiring me, but I couldn't get past the sheer desire.

      My dream mountain man didn't think I was heavy or too curvy. He wouldn't think twice about getting in the hot tub with me.

      That was all I needed to slide my fingers between my folds, wishing they were Axel’s. His fingers would be larger and rough. He'd cover me with his body, his mouth by my ear where he'd say dirty things.

      Like how much he wanted to fuck me with his big cock.

      My hips moved in time with my fingers; my core ached. I needed more than some hot water and my fingers. I needed Axel's big, strong body surrounding me, his body heat transferring to mine.

      His mouth covering my nipple. And I knew he'd be capable of lifting me against the tile and sliding his cock between my legs.

      He'd fill me up so good. I moaned as the orgasm hit me, more powerful than anything I'd ever given myself. The aftershocks made it difficult to stand up straight. I slapped a hand against the wall to steady me, wishing Axel was here to bend me over.

      I wasn't nearly satisfied. I felt empty despite the endorphin rush. I wanted more.

      I shouldn't be lusting after my neighbor. I was here to regroup after catching my boyfriend, Rex, sleeping with another woman. Even worse, Alexis was petite and pretty and everything I wasn't.

      On the island, everyone knew everything about everyone. We'd all grown up together and gone to the same school since kindergarten. There were no secrets. So Alexis knew that Rex was mine. When she saw me, she'd looked pleased. She'd meant to hurt me.

      She was one of the popular mean girls, and I'd mostly flown under her radar. But this surpassed the usual pranks she'd pulled in school or the rumors she's spread around town. She'd slept with my boyfriend. When I asked him what he was doing, he'd said leveling up.

      That hurt. He'd cheated because I was somehow less than. Not skinny enough or beautiful enough. Surely, not good enough for someone like him. Someone who didn't have a job but worked gigs at local bars. It made him popular with the tourists. I should have known he'd stray.

      My brothers barely tolerated Rex. They thought I could do better. I didn't want them to find out because they'd tear into Rex. I didn't need them fighting my battles.

      Most guys avoided me because my brothers' company was the main contracting business on the island. All the others came from off-island. If you wanted something done quickly and right, you called Kingston Construction. My brothers were over protective, and if you wanted construction work done, you didn't sleep with their sister. It made my options severely limited unless I wanted vacation flings with tourists. But I wasn't cut out for short-term.

      I worked in the office, took calls, and drafted estimates. I yearned to do so much more. I’d love to learn the construction side of the business, but with six older brothers I wasn't needed. I didn't want to be dependent on my family for work. I wanted to do my own thing.

      I really wanted to offer design services to the clients, but Dad had already shut me down. He didn't think they were necessary.

      I quickly washed my hair, then my body before drying off. I slipped on soft flannel pajamas and cozy socks, knowing it would get cold tonight.

      The phone on my nightstand buzzed. I'd thought about turning it off completely, but my brothers would come looking for me. I'd told them I'd come to Maryland to visit one of my friends, Violet. But when I'd gotten here, she was on the outs with her boyfriend. I thought we'd have a good opportunity to catch up, but within days he'd proposed to her, and that was that.

      She was deliriously happy, and I had to get out of there. She needed her privacy with Ryder, and I needed to breathe. Her life was expanding in the best of ways. She had a new financé who had a daughter. I couldn't burden her with my issues.

      So I'd rented the cabin for some peace and quiet. The rental manager had assured me that the owner wasn't renting the next-door cabin out anymore. Was Axel the owner? If so, owning his own property placed him well above Rex, who preferred to sleep on friends' couches or at my place, where I'd come home from work early to find him in our bed with Alexis.

      There would be no way to avoid him.

      The phone buzzed again. This time I reached for it. Violet. She was probably worried about me.

      “Hi.” I twisted my fingers in the comforter, hoping she wouldn't ask where I was.

      “I’m in Florida.”

      Oh shit. She was going to know I wasn’t there.

      “My mom said you never came home after your trip to Maryland. Where are you?”

      I cleared my suddenly very dry throat. “I needed a change of scenery. You know I can work from anywhere.”

      “Where are you then?” Violet asked.

      “I rented a cabin in the middle of nowhere. It's quiet, and I can hike.” My heart pounded while I waited for her to ask for more details, ones I didn't want to give. I needed this time to myself.

      “Are you going to tell me where you are?” The concern in Violet's voice ate at me.

      But I couldn't tell her I was still in Maryland. She'd want to visit when she returned home, and I couldn't let her do that. She was happy with Ryder, and they needed this time together.

      Besides, I didn't want to be a third wheel around the happy couple. That would defeat the purpose of rest and relaxation. “I need to be alone for a bit. But I promise I'm fine.”

      “Is this about Rex?” Violet practically growled.

      “Only partly. I wanted to reconnect with myself. I can't do that on the island.”

      “I know how your brothers can be. Is that what this is? A chance to get away from them?”

      “That's exactly it.” Only Violet got me. She wasn't from the island and hadn't grown up with us. That's why it was so easy to be her friend. She wasn't impressed by my last name, and she never asked about my brothers.

      “I can't imagine what it's like to have six overprotective brothers.”

      Violet had a perfect older sister who managed to soak up all their parents' praise.

      “It's not fun.” Especially when everyone in town lusted after them. I swear women hired them to work on their kitchens, thinking they'd be able to turn a one-night stand into a relationship. My brothers were hot and wealthy. It was an attractive combination for single women and, from what I'd heard, not-so-single women.

      Violet sighed. “I can't believe you came to visit, and I was such a bad host.”

      “You couldn't have predicted you'd get engaged. I wanted to give you time with your new fiancé.” I hoped to move her attention to Ryder and away from me.

      “I can't wait to marry Ryder. Even Faith is excited. I wasn't sure because she doesn't like her mom's new boyfriend.”

      “That's because you're amazing, and you're going to be the best stepmama.”

      Violet let out a breath. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      I couldn't believe that Violet would doubt herself in that department. She was kind and caring, and in the short time I observed her with Faith, I could see she adored her. “Have you set a date?”

      “I think he'll want to wait, since he only recently finalized his divorce. I'm not in a hurry.”

      “You think you'll have the ceremony in Florida or in Maryland?”

      “I thought we’d hold it in Maryland since we live here but Ryder seemed interested in having it in Florida.”

      “You don’t want to have it on the beach?”

      “Yeah, but it's just my parents and Danielle. Ryder’s entire family is in Maryland, and I don't want to feel like I'm competing with Danielle's wedding. Hers will be big and perfect.”

      I let out a disgusted breath. “Your mom shouldn't compare them.”

      “She won't be able to help herself.”

      “Wherever you decide, I'll be there.” I'd need to get myself together before then. I liked the cabin. I just wasn't sure I'd be able to spend Christmas by myself.

      “I'm worried about you,” Violet said softly.

      “I'll be fine. Rex wasn't the right guy for me.”

      Violet snorted. “No kidding. I never knew what you saw in him.”

      I felt a pang. It was hard to meet guys who weren't intimidated by my brothers. They scared all the good guys away.

      If my brothers found out Rex cheated on me, they would lose it. One more reason to stay in Maryland where no one knew where I was.

      Rex had texted and called a few times, but I didn't know what he wanted. Did he really expect me to come crawling back and forgive him for sleeping with Alexis?

      Everyone would find out. Alexis would make sure of it, and then they'd pity me.

      My brothers didn't understand it, but it was partly their fault. They meant well, but they were severely limiting my relationships.

      Axel wouldn't be easily intimidated, and he wouldn't care what my brothers thought. It only made him more attractive.

      “I didn't mean to say you shouldn't have dated him. You obviously knew him better and saw something in him no one else did.”

      “Something like that.” He was the only one who overlooked my brothers' glares, who didn't have a job he was worried about being fired from due to my brothers' pressure. He was an idiot. “He wasn't worth my time.”

      “But you're really okay?”

      “I'm not broken up over him, if that's what you're asking.” It had more to do with me. Why did I keep picking these losers? Because at some point, it wasn't just my brothers' influence. I was the one choosing these guys.

      It would be better to move somewhere else, see what it would be like to date without my brothers hovering over me. But I wouldn't want to be gone forever. I loved Sanibel and my family.

      If I was attracted to the neighborhood mountain man, who could blame me? I wanted to get under him in the worst way. My hormones had literally sprung to life with just one heated look. I'd never felt like this when I was dating Rex. Sex with him was forgettable. Bland even.

      I had a feeling Axel knew what he was doing. Despite his gruff nature, he'd make sure I felt good too. Or that was my overly optimistic personality coming through.

      I wanted to see the best in everyone—even when there was nothing to see—and I caught on too late like I had with Rex.

      My instincts weren't the best. I should stay away from Axel.

      “Are you sure you're okay?”

      I nodded even though she couldn't see me. It made me feel more confident. “I will be. How did your family take meeting Ryder?”

      “I was scared they'd judge me or him⁠—”

      “You need to set some boundaries with your parents. I've had lots of practice with my brothers. They like to meddle, but they know better than to get the information from me.”

      “They didn’t though. They had questions for Ryder but I think they liked him, and they want to meet Faith.”

      “ Now, you just need to transfer that same energy to yourself. They don't get to say things about your life choices either.”

      “That's easier said than done.”

      “You make the decisions, and it's none of their business.” I glanced around at the cabin, which was one pallet of brown. Wood floors, planked walls, and overhead beams. It was nice, but it could use some color. I ran through some design choices in my head, a hunter green or navy with white.

      “I'll try.”

      “Now you’ll have Ryder by your side.” I felt a pang just thinking about what that would be like.

      “He's the best.” She sounded happy.

      I had a feeling Ryder would stand up for Violet if necessary. He was a genuinely good guy. He pushed Violet away when he was having trouble with his ex, but he realized his mistake and made it right.

      I wanted a piece of what she had. But this interest in my neighbor was purely physical. He wasn't my forever guy. I wanted him even if it was a bad idea. I could have some fun without losing my heart, couldn't I?

      “I'll let you go so you can enjoy your vacation. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks, Violet. I'm happy for you.”

      Violet hesitated for a few seconds before she said, “It's okay to want the same for yourself.”

      Had she read my mind? Did she realize how hard it was for me to be around her and Ryder? They were so happy, so in love. As much as I admired them, it hurt too.

      I hadn't dated anyone who could be that guy for me. Maybe I needed to date guys who were divorced with kids. They knew what they wanted. They weren't pretending they were men in boys' bodies, telling everyone who would listen that they didn't want to get married or have kids.

      I was so sick of that kind of guy. I thought it would be okay, but it wasn't. I wanted the whole package—the husband and the family. I just wasn't sure what it would look like yet.

      Axel's face popped into my mind again. I rested back on the pillows. I heard pounding come from outside. I popped up to look out the window. The lights were on in the cabin next door, and I could see the outline of him working.

      Was he planning to do some work on the cabin before he sold it to someone else? It was none of my business what he did while we were staying here. But I wasn't ready to let go of the fantasy of him.

      I had a feeling he was going to get me through the next few weeks.
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          AXEL

        

      

    

    
      Sleep wasn't my friend. I couldn't seem to relax to get some rest. I had all this restless energy. I wanted to march right back over to Luna's cabin and show her how much I wanted her. Which was crazy because I wasn't sure she felt the same.

      I was the worst kind of guy for perusing her naked body when she was unaware. I should be protecting people, not making them feel unsafe.

      Most likely, I'd imagined the flicker of interest in her gaze after the fear and shock subsided.

      I needed to focus on something else besides what my sexy neighbor was doing. Had she jumped in a hot shower after being outside in the cold? I forced myself to notice what was in front of me: the worn couch, the scuffed floors, and the dated kitchen.

      I hadn't made any changes since I moved in. Even the furniture had been part of the sale, since they'd mainly used it as a rental cabin.

      I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with the place: make it my permanent residence, rent it out to tourists, or even sell? Whatever I decided, I needed to make some updates. The least I could do was raise its value and my comfort level by doing some improvements. Right now, there was a wall blocking the view from the living room.

      The entire space felt closed in and dark. After seeing the flash and spark of my neighbor, I wanted to let more light in.

      I had some construction experience working with a buddy of mine, so I knew how to test if the wall was load bearing, and it wasn't. I could easily take out my frustration with a sledgehammer to the wall.

      I told myself I was far enough away from Luna's place that I wouldn't disturb her, and even if I did, would she come over here to tell me to keep it down? My heart quickened at the thought.

      I almost welcomed that challenge. I wanted to see her cheeks flushed, the memory of her naked body in my mind while she told me what was what.

      I didn't even care what she'd say. I just wanted to kiss those plump lips and run my hands over her body. I wondered if she was wearing sweats, a T-shirt with nothing else underneath, or silky lingerie. I wanted to know what kind of woman she was.

      I had a feeling she wore a T-shirt to bed. She seemed like an easy-going girl. Or maybe that was just because I'd met her when she was naked. She couldn't hide from me.

      But I wanted to know more. I adjusted myself in my jeans, slipped on eye protection, and grabbed the hammer. I easily fell into a rhythm of swinging, making satisfying contact with the wall. Each thud felt better than the last.

      Why hadn't I thought of this before? I loved moving my body, feeling the burn, and wiping the sweat from my forehead. Which only reminded me how much I wanted to get physical with Luna.

      I wasn't sure why a woman was alone in a cabin in the woods. Was she running from something? A bad ex? Or something else?

      I wanted to find out. That caused my skin to itch because I never cared about a woman beyond the physical.

      After my mother died, and I saw what my dad went through, I vowed never to give my heart to anyone. I didn't want to be that torn up inside. I didn't want to worry about someone else because it sucked when something happened to them. It was difficult when you were the one left behind to pick up the pieces.

      I'd enlisted to escape from it all: the obligation, the guilt, and the shame. In the military, no one knew me as the kid who'd lost his mother. I was anonymous, and I liked it that way. I could be someone else, and no one questioned me.

      I portrayed the image of a strong loner. If they found out I'd grown up on a Christmas tree farm with a big loving family? I never would have heard the end of it.

      I couldn't be myself, but that was okay. No one wanted to know the real Axel. I didn't even know who that guy was.

      I kept my mouth shut, did what I was told, and worked hard. I'd become someone else. Someone reliable. I was a rock. But now that I was home, I didn't know who I was anymore. Was I the soldier? Was the Axel before Mom died still inside me somewhere?

      I had a feeling someone like Luna would help me get to the bottom of it. But she was so sunny, so pure; I couldn't dirty her with my thoughts.

      She was probably going through what she thought was a bad breakup. In a few weeks, she'd be gone, and I'd be alone again.

      Unfortunately, that prospect didn't sound as satisfying as it did a few hours ago.

      I lost myself in the steady rhythm of striking the wall. When I was finished, I hauled the debris outside. In the morning, I'd move it to the bed of my truck to haul to the dump. I was sweating, and my muscles were sore, but I felt good.

      I enjoyed the endorphin rush from physical activity. It wasn't the same as a sexual release, but it was the best I had at the moment.

      I'd hoped that Luna would have heard the noise and come over, but she hadn't. All the lights were off in her cabin. She was probably sound asleep.

      I wondered if she'd be gone tomorrow. Probably wouldn't want to stay next to someone like me. I'd never hurt her, but she didn't know that.

      I finished hauling the junk into the yard. I'd clean it up tomorrow. Then I jumped into the shower. I turned the knob so that the water was on the cooler side. I was used to showering in worse conditions.

      At least I didn't have to share this bathroom, the bedroom, or the cabin with anyone else. No one was keeping me awake or rousing me early in the morning.

      It should have felt great, but seeing Luna only reminded me how lonely I was. The military was a job. I wasn't there to make friends. If I was close to anyone, they'd want to know my story, and I hadn't let anyone in.

      Even when Mom died, I told Dad I was fine, and he'd left me alone. He was busy with my youngest siblings, Jameson and Daphne. They needed him the most. Wes and Teddy had to grow up to help out, and I was just in the middle.

      I had to be strong. No one had time to deal with my issues. I'd covered up the emotions, and I was fine. Now I was discharged, and I had no idea who I was or what I wanted out of life. I’d thought I'd stay in the military longer, but something had been missing.

      I could be surrounded by people but feel more alone than ever. That's when I decided I needed to get out and figure out my life. The military hadn't fulfilled me or healed me.

      For now, I had some time alone at the cabin, then after, who knew? I let the water rush over me, beading on my skin. It felt good on my sore muscles.

      In the privacy of my shower, I let the memory of Luna's naked body come to the forefront of my mind. Dusky rose nipples hard as pebbles, large breasts, curvy hips, and a nipped-in waist. Legs that seemed to go on for miles. Although it could have been an underwater illusion.

      I could jerk off to just the memory of her breasts alone. She was a woman who was curvy in all the right places. I could imagine my hands gripping her hips as I drove into her from behind. I bet her ass would be large, just how I liked 'em. Her breasts would sway with the force of my thrusts.

      I gripped the base of my cock hard. I had a second when I wondered if thinking about her was wrong. Then I dismissed it. No man could have seen what I had and not gotten hard.

      Since I wasn't going to find a woman to lose myself in, and Luna wouldn't want anything to do with me, there was nothing else to do but take care of it myself.

      What if she came over here to yell at me about the noise, but with one look at me she sank to her knees and sucked me into her mouth? Her perfect red lips wrapped around my dick, her throat working as she swallowed around my tip.

      I swayed on my feet. I braced a hand on the tile, starting to jerk my cock to my favorite fantasies of Luna. No one had to know. She was my fantasy, my dirty little secret.

      She might be gone tomorrow, but the image of her body would live in my spank bank for a long time.

      I couldn't regret walking over to her cabin, not when I'd seen what I had.

      Fuck. I couldn't think of anyone who'd ever gotten me hotter faster. The tingling sensation was building at the base of my spine and quickly took over my body. I spurted over the tiled walls as I shook from the effort.

      She was hot as fuck. I wouldn't be able to live next to her and not rub one out every day. I told myself that it was because I hadn't been with anyone in a while. I'd lived with guys for so long, I didn't even have privacy to do this.

      Luna wasn't anyone special. She was the first woman I'd seen after years of only hooking up with women I knew didn't want more from me. The last year or two, that had gotten old. So I was bound to lose it, and it wouldn't be fair to her if I unleashed myself on her.

      She deserved a man who'd be careful with her. Who wasn't imagining her lips around their dick or with her ass up, waiting for me to fill her.

      I was still hard. It hadn't worked. I still wanted her. I had a feeling no matter how many times I rubbed one out, it wouldn't be the same as being with her for real.

      Since that was out of the question, I got out of the shower and grabbed a towel. I rubbed my skin until it was red and raw. Luna was off-limits. She deserved someone better than me. Someone who knew who they were, and what they wanted.

      I wasn't the man for her. No matter how much I wanted to be someone deserving of her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I woke, the sun was shining through the window. I couldn't remember the last time I'd woken after the sunrise. I was used to waking up in the dark and going for a run. Would I run into Luna?

      My heart shouldn't be jumping at the idea. I should be avoiding her. Nothing good could come from me seeing her again. I'd just be remembering what she looked like naked.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. I'd stayed up late reading a paperback, and I must have fallen asleep because the book was buried in the covers. I uncovered it, searched for my page, and slipped in my bookmark, the one that Izzy had made for me in first grade, between the pages to save my spot.

      I had a soft spot for my nieces, but I didn't allow myself to develop much of a relationship with them. I'd seen things they couldn't comprehend, that they should never have to see. It was better if I stayed away from everyone.

      At first, it was because I was leaving again anyway. What was the point of developing a relationship? But now, I was scared to even go home.

      I wasn't ready. I wasn't sure I would be, even though my family wanted me home for the holidays.

      They didn't know who I was, and I didn't know my nieces, other than through their ramblings and pictures. I was no good for them, and they had plenty of uncles. They didn't need me, but I hadn't gotten rid of any of the letters and drawings Izzy and Faith had sent. I got up, made my bed, then brushed my teeth, ran a hand through my hair, then threw on work out clothes.

      I was sticking to my routine morning run no matter who lived next door. I tied my shoes, grabbed a water bottle, then stepped outside. The air was cool, but I'd warm up quickly. I wasn't hoping to see her.

      I didn't even look in the direction of her cabin. I didn't need to know if she was drinking her coffee on her deck or naked in the hot tub. I. Would. Not. Look.

      I grabbed my foot, bending my leg back for a quad stretch. For balance, I rested my free hand on the railing, then looked up at the cabin. It was empty. There was no one in the windows or on the deck. The hot tub was covered.

      I switched to the other foot, telling myself it didn't matter. She was probably already gone. At sunrise, she'd packed her bags and left.

      I couldn't blame her.

      I finished my warm-up, then took off for the trail in the woods. I ran for fifteen minutes, not passing anyone else. The terrain next to me dipped to the stream that eventually led to the lake. I picked up the pace, my lungs filling with cool air. I leaned into the endorphins rushing through my body to pick up the pace.

      The trail was a thick bed of leaves, but I still needed to look at the ground to ensure I wasn't stepping on the occasional tree root or rock. The last thing I needed was a sprained ankle.

      When I tried to slow down, everything came back to me. How I didn't know what the hell I was doing with my life. How I was lying to my family. How I was nothing without the military.

      I worked to clear my head of any thoughts, focusing on the steady inhale and exhale of my breath.

      I ran into a body, something compact, maybe a woman, sending us both careening off the path and rolling down the hill.

      I hadn't counted on a person. I managed to wrap my arm around her waist so that we rolled together, and I absorbed some of the impact with the rocks and other debris.

      When we finally came to a stop at the base of the hill, I eased my grip and sat up. “Are you okay?”

      I pushed on her shoulder until she was flat on her back. My hand landed on the dirt next to her head so she was effectively caged in.

      Luna's eyes flashed as she ripped her ear buds out. “You weren't looking where you were going.”

      “I was focusing on not tripping. But you would have heard me if you didn't have these in.” I tapped her ear buds.
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