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        “There will be separations, but there are always reunions.”

      

      

      Ryder and Lisbeth were inseparable from kindergarten until they both decided to join the military. Ten years later, they’re both back in Sage Valley. Lisbeth is home to stay, no longer wanting the structured life of service, while Ryder is benched from an injury that could end his career. With them both wanting different things, can the love they’ve always felt finally be enough to bring them together?
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      This is a familiar scene. We’ve been here so many times before I couldn’t even guess the number. It was Jace who found this little ledge behind the waterfall, but it was Jamie who discovered the waterfall dries up enough each fall to offer easy access to the ledge until spring. He and Annie made that discovery one night when they wanted to be alone.

      Too bad it’s not spring, so we all have to get wet passing through. That feels nice though, since it’s summer and hotter than a pair of tits on a Dallas Cowboys’ cheerleader.

      Or Lisbeth.

      Dammit, I shouldn’t be thinking that way about her. Lisbeth’s a friend. One of my best friends. She gave me my first kiss, but I gave it back just as enthusiastically. It was supposed to be about practicing and getting that awkwardness out of the way with a friend.

      Friend. Yeah. Lisbeth’s a lot of things to me, but nothing so simple as friend. Sometimes, I believe I love her, but I can’t think like that. We’re all leaving in the next few days. Jace’s off to the Air Force, while Jamie’s got his heart set on being a jarhead even though it means leaving Annie behind for a while. I still can’t believe he’s doing it, since they’ve been inseparable from the day they met in kindergarten.

      Lisbeth prevaricated between the Navy and the Coast Guard before picking the Coast Guard. I think she really wants to be a SEAL, but she knows that’s unlikely. Her grandma and momma probably put some pressure on her to choose the so-called safer path too, knowing them. They love her something fierce.

      Me, I’m going to be wearing Army green for the foreseeable future. The structure of Army life appeals to me, maybe because structure’s not a thing in my house. My folks aren’t the reliable type, and they don’t care much for rules. It sounds good to a kid to grow up like that, but here I am at eighteen and have known for a few years they should’ve done better by me.

      A pang of envy shoots through me. What I wouldn’t give for a family like Lisbeth’s. The Bentleys are close and tightknit. Everyone likes and respects them, and it’s not that fake bullshit rich, pretentious people usually show. The Bentleys have more money than Midas with their thoroughbreds, but they’re downhome, kind people. They helped make me the man I am today, since Lisbeth’s my best friend.

      Friend. That word again. It feels wrong in my mind, and if I speak it aloud, I know it’ll taste wrong on my tongue, but I don’t have a better word to describe her.

      Beautiful.

      Sexy.

      Sweet.

      Okay, a few more words come to mind, but none of them are safe words to describe a girl who’s going to be mostly a memory from here on out. I sure as shit ain’t coming back to this place much once I shake off the dust of Sage Valley.

      “You okay?” asks Lisbeth as she hands me another beer.

      I take it without any real desire to drink it. The three beers before it have left my gut a mess, and my head is feeling clouded. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

      “About what?” She cracks the tab on another beer for herself, which isn’t like Lisbeth. I wonder if she’s feeling the pain of our forthcoming separation as much as I am? All four of us seem kind of down tonight. Jamie seems maybe sadder than the rest of us, since Annie’s already left for college.

      “You know. Stuff.”

      “Eloquent, Holland,” she says with a smirk.

      I shrug. Words aren’t my forte, unlike Lisbeth. She could talk for hours, and I’d hang on every syllable that passes through her plump lips. I blink to clear my thoughts. “The future. How things are gonna change after tonight. You know.”

      “Stuff,” she says with a wistful sigh before looking at Jamie and Jace, who are quieter than usual too. “Are you guys packed and ready to ship out?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got everything,” says Jamie. “My mom’s still trying to talk me out of it. I guess she doesn’t get that I signed the agreement. The Marines own my sorry ass for the next four years.”

      “They’re likely to hand it back to you.” Jace tosses a beer toward Jamie with the smartass remark.

      “It’s a nice butt. They might want to keep it.” Lisbeth wags her eyebrows as she says those words.

      They set my teeth on edge, and a scorching sensation travels up my esophagus. I bunch my hands into fists, one hand squeezing the beer can hard enough that I can feel it starting to cave in. I’m angry for no good reason. At least no reason I want to explore. “I’m all packed too,” I say, trying to distract myself from what I refuse to label as jealousy while contributing to the conversation.

      “I know that. I did ninety percent of it for you.” She nudges my arm with her elbow as she says that.

      I can’t argue. She helped me organize and ended up gathering about ninety percent of the stuff and tossing it in my duffel bag while I watched her move around like the firecracker dynamo she is.

      We drink a bit longer while staring into the fire Lisbeth started, being the first one to arrive. There’s not much to say after years of being friends, but there seems to be so much unspoken between us tonight—especially Lisbeth and me.

      “I should get going.” Jace crushes his beer cans as he stands up and tosses them in the collapsible trashcan Jamie brought, since it’s his turn to handle the rubbish. “I don’t know if I’ll see y’all again before I leave. If not, I’m gonna miss you.” He sounds a little choked up, even though he maintains his neutral expression. The Wilson men aren’t much for showing emotions.

      Not like my father, a former hippie, without much former about it. He’s not a bad guy, but he and I don’t relate all that well. He cries at the drop of a hat, while I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve cried in my life.

      I open the beer to have something to do with my hands and as a salute to Jace. “We’ll be seeing you, man.”

      He starts to go, but Lisbeth holds up a hand. “Wait.”

      Jace turns around. “Are you going to kiss me goodbye?” He winks at her.

      I ignore the surge of not-calling-it-jealousy, knowing Jace’s a horrible flirt, even with Lisbeth, and she’s like a sister to him. “Nah, but I might.” I snicker.

      Jace chuckles and shakes his head at me.

      “Let’s promise we’ll all meet up again in ten years. Right here.” Lisbeth’s eyes shine with enthusiasm, and I can’t look away from the warm brown orbs.

      Jamie shakes his head. “We can’t promise that. Who knows where we’ll all be in ten years?”

      She pouts for a second before sighing. “Okay, but promise me we’ll try to get together then.”

      “I promise,” says Jace before heading down the trail with the fleet footedness of a mountain goat. Good thing, since he doesn’t have a flashlight.

      “Yeah, me too. You know Annie and me plan to return when she’s done with college, and I’m done with service.” Jamie stands up and retrieves the bag. “You about done with those?” He shakes the plastic trashcan. “I need to get going too.”

      I pour my untouched beer into the dirt as Lisbeth drains the last bit of hers before crushing it and tossing it into Jamie’s bag. I do the same a second later.

      He stands awkwardly for a minute, shifting on his feet, and then nods at us in turn. “I’ll be seeing you.”

      “In ten years, if not before,” reminds Lisbeth as he walks away.

      Then it’s just the two of us. Silence falls, but it’s not awkward. It’s comfortable, full of memories and contentment that comes from knowing someone since kindergarten.

      She sits down, this time moving to take a spot on the rotting log beside me. I put my arm around her. It’s a familiar, friendly gesture, but it feels like more tonight.

      As one, we look up at the stars, and she sighs again. “I’m going to miss this.”

      “Me too.” My voice sounds gruff.

      That causes her to turn to look at me. I can feel her gaze on me for a long moment before I look away from the stars and at her. Her lips are near mine, and I can’t resist the urge to move forward to kiss her.

      She meets me halfway. She’s no timid flower, my Lisbeth. We haven’t kissed since our first one at age twelve, and things have changed. I barely knew what I was doing back then, and I didn’t have time to focus on how she made me feel. I was too nervous about messing up her first kiss.

      Now, I know I’m a good kisser, but I’m too focused on how I’m feeling to worry about my technique anyway. Fire explodes between us, with hot sparks of need shooting out from where our lips touch.

      Fuck.

      I want to taste her, so I slip my tongue through the seam of her lips, which she opens quickly. There’s no hesitation for either of us. This kiss inflames my senses and makes me want to drag her onto my lap. I’d like to fist a handful of her brown curls and tug her head back to run my lips down the column of her throat.

      I’d like to keep going, to taste every inch of her. I crave that like nothing I’ve ever wanted before. Her tongue swipes almost shyly against mine, but then she increases her intensity. Lisbeth takes control of the kiss for a moment, burrowing closer and grasping a handful of my hair to hold my head against her, almost like she shares my thoughts.

      I moan and pull her closer, wrapping an arm around her back while the other one goes to her hair. The curls are loose and silky, wrapping playfully around my fingers and clinging to me like she never wants to let go. I like that idea.

      Too much.

      It’s what helps me pull away. I gently disengage, but our foreheads rest together for a moment. I think about telling her why I stopped. We can’t start something right now, with the separation looming between us. We’ve been friends for too long. I don’t want to ruin our friendship over temporary passion.

      Instead, I say nothing. Our gazes meet, and I can see the same awareness in her eyes.

      “Poor timing,” she says with a sigh.

      “Piss poor.”

      She seems poised to say something for a second. I hang on the moment, thinking if she says the right thing—though I don’t know what that is—it will alter the course of our destinies and forever intertwine us.

      After a moment, she pulls back. “You have a filthy mouth, Ryder Holland.”

      “Fuck yeah.” I smirk at her. “My mother thinks the military will cure me of that.”

      She laughs. “Your mother is living in a different world.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” I say with gusto. My mom’s a flighty former hippie too. I love her and my dad, but she’s just as hard to relate to as he is.

      Lisbeth stands up then, stretching. I can’t help noticing her taut body and nice breasts. They aren’t overly large, but they’re more than a handful.

      Yeah, she’s my best friend, but I’m still a teenage boy. I’m going to notice breasts like hers.

      “I’m going to take off. I still have several family events to get through before they let me leave.” Her smile takes the slight sting of criticism out of her words.

      “I won’t see you again, most likely.” My bus leaves in two days at five a.m. I stand up and pull her in for a hug. I spend a moment inhaling her shampoo, hoping the familiar scent will comfort me in the hard days ahead. “I’m going to miss you, Cricket.”

      She pulls back and grimaces. “Not that stupid nickname.” She’ll never live down the time she freaked out and ran away from the cricket I showed her in second grade.

      I laugh. “I promise you won’t hear it again for a while.”

      “We’ll see each other soon.” She says it hopefully, but I’m not sure she believes it. She probably realizes how uncertain the future is, and how hard it will be to get together once we’re all under the military’s direction.

      “Sure.” I hug her once more and step back. “I’m sure we will.”

      She looks sad for a moment, but then she blinks and manages a wobbly smile. “Do you want to walk me home?”

      “Yeah. You have the flashlight anyway.” I wink at her.

      She sticks out her tongue at me and heads down the trail first, shining the light before her. Walking behind her for what could be the last time makes my chest ache, and there’s a burning behind my eyes that I blink to clear. I’m excited about the future, but I’m regretting the past and my failure to tell her how I feel before it was too late.

      We will have another chance. I promise myself that as I follow her into the night.
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      Ten Years Later

      I sit up as soon as the bus enters the outskirts of Sage Valley. I know the town will be decked out for the winter holidays, and I can’t wait to see it again. I’ve made it home for more Christmases than not in the past decade, but it feels different this time as the Greyhound rolls into town. It is different and feels like starting over, though I’m returning home.

      We move down Main Street, and a few people on the bus stir to look at the holiday spectacle outside, though most of my fellow passengers don’t seem to care. My nose is practically glued to the window.

      There are lights and tinsel everywhere, along with big, inflatable figures. An eight-foot snowman takes up most of the side parking lot at Sage Valley Hardware. Plastic Santa and his reindeer are parked on the outskirts of the lot for Ida’s Grocery.

      There are fake little elves, no more than three feet tall, at each intersection, and every tree on Main Street is decked out with bulbs, lights, and what appear to be handmade decorations. If things haven’t changed, they come from the third-grade class at Sage Valley Elementary. Mrs. Bartell was my teacher in third grade when our class helped make the ornaments that year, but she’s surely retired by now.

      The whole display looks like a mall display threw up. It’s cheesy and over-the-top in the same way it is every year in Sage Valley.

      I love it. There’s a grin so wide on my face that it makes my cheeks hurt as the Greyhound turns off Main Street to park at the bus station.

      My grin grows wider for a different reason as the bus coasts to a stop, and people pour out of the station. About ninety percent of them are my family, and it looks like everyone made it to greet me.

      I bounce off the bus and don’t pay any mind to getting my duffel bag. My first thought is for greeting my family. I rush toward them as they spill out around me like a tsunami. Everyone is loud and talking over each other. I can’t get a word in edgewise, but I’m still trying. I immediately fall back into the patterns I grew up with—trying to talk over the others and not really minding my chatter is getting lost.

      Lord, my family can hug. I guess I’d forgotten what huggers the whole Bentley clan is. After ten years of having to be deliberate with my physical interactions, it feels good to relax and embrace all the arms coming my way. I lose track of who I’ve hugged over the next five minutes, but I know Mom and Dad sneaked in a couple of extra ones.

      “Hey, are you gonna get your bag?” asks the driver. More like shouts than asks, and he sounds impatient, indicating he’s been trying for a while to get my attention.

      I try to pull away from Grandma Jessie to go get my bag, but she clings tightly to me. I shoot a helpless look at Jaxon, and with a long-suffering look I’m sure is mostly faked, he goes to retrieve my bag and drops it at my feet a moment later.

      When I finally pry myself free from Grandma’s clutches—not that I really mind being loved so fiercely—I tip my head at Jaxon. “Thanks, bro.”

      “You’re welcome, squirt.”

      I roll my eyes at the nickname. As the oldest in our family of seven children, including being twelve minutes older than his twin Rafe, he used to be insufferable about reminding us he was top dog. It’s funny now, because I’m only a couple of inches shorter than him, and I notice he’s gotten a little soft in the middle. I could totally take him. Recalling the many times he tickle-tortured me as children, I’m briefly tempted.

      Instead, I lean in for a hug, certain I haven’t gotten one from Jaxon yet. After hugging him, I hug his wife, Dara, and their two children.

      I notice my father and Grandpa Jack are trying to herd everyone to their respective vehicles, so I pick up my little niece and put her on my hip. She’s only two and a little uncertain of me. Her lower lip wobbles for a moment, but then she must decide I’m okay. She smiles at me and grabs a generous handful of my curly brown hair, which isn’t confined in a bun since I can wear it any way I want now.

      She tugs hard enough to bring tears to my eyes, and I give her a watery smile as I pass her to her mother at their car. It takes a moment to pry her chubby fingers from my locks, and as I’m doing so, I stare down at her finger entwined with mine. It sends a pang of longing through me.

      I want this. I want what Jaxon and Dara have. It wasn’t really possible when I was considering making a career in the Coast Guard, but now the options before me are dizzying to contemplate. I’m free to do what I want. Any old time.

      I grin as the song pops into my head, but the thought is fleeting, and I’m soon settled in the back of Dad’s pickup with my youngest sister leaning against me. Cami’s only nineteen, and I feel like I’ve missed most of her life. When I left, she was a pudgy tomboy, but now she seems all girl, with her perfectly applied makeup and expertly dyed blonde hair. For about the millionth time, I wonder if I did the right thing when I chose to leave Sage Valley to see the world after graduation.

      When we arrive at the Bentley land, Grandpa Jack and Grandma Jessie’s house is the first one we come to. Most of the other Bentleys live on the land too, but their houses are farther back. My heart skips a beat at the sight of the sprawling farmhouse, where so much of my childhood took place. The memories come thick for a moment, and Ryder is wrapped up in most of them.

      My heart skips again, but for a different reason. Ryder agreed to meet up for our unofficial ten-year reunion. Jamie and Jace are coming back home too, so it’ll be just like old times.

      Okay, I don’t want it exactly like old times. I want to see if Ryder is as amazing as I remember. I’ve traveled all over the world and haven’t met a man like the one in my memory. I sometimes think I’ve built a mind shrine to him, and I’m misremembering him. He can’t possibly be as perfect as I recall.

      I can’t wait to find out if he is though. Because if he’s half the man I remember him being at just eighteen, I want him to be my man. It’s time to see what could have happened all those years ago if there hadn’t been barriers between us.

      I just want Ryder to agree with that. I know enough from our sporadic letters that he isn’t in a serious relationship, or he wasn’t at the last one I received three months ago. I’m not either and never really have been. The conditions are perfect. I hope.

      The tidal wave of Bentleys spills into the grandparents’ house, which is plenty large enough to accommodate us all. A few things have changed here and there since the last time I was here for Christmas last year, but it’s all basically the same. I like that it hasn’t changed. It feels like stepping right back into my life from before, which is what I want now.

      I love traveling and being in the Coast Guard was a mostly positive experience, but I’m ready for a different stage in my life. I want a home and family, and a man to love. Will that man be Ryder? So far, he’s the only serious contender for the spot. I pray he feels the same way.

      Grandma has put out a spread, though it’s just midafternoon. It’s mostly finger foods, but there’s so much I eat until I’m stuffed. I missed her cooking.

      I’m leaning against the wall, balancing a plate of canapes with a glass of eggnog, when Jaxon comes over to me. He imitates my posture, though his hands are free, so he crosses them over his chest. The light shimmers off his hair, revealing streaks of gray. I’m in denial for a moment that my brother is old enough to be graying and remembering he’s forty is a trip itself.

      “How have you been?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Busy. There’s a lot involved with separating from service, and I’ve been antsy to get home.”

      “I bet I know why.” He gives me a smile, the one he used to use when he had a toy of mine he refused to give back.

      I cock a brow as I look around the room. “Yeah. Family.”

      Jaxon chuckles. “And it has nothing to do with…Ryder Holland?”

      I blink, not realizing he knows I had a huge crush on Ryder. Was it common knowledge? The idea makes me cringe with embarrassment. I try to downplay his words. “Jace and Jamie are coming back this Christmas too.”

      “Yeah, but Ryder is already in town.”

      I gasp, choking on eggnog. Jaxon pounds my back. I don’t have the heart—or oxygen—to tell him he’s not helping at all. When I can finally breathe again, I pull away from him a bit, lest he start thumping me again. “Is that so?” I try to sound casual.

      “Yep. He was in the pharmacy yesterday to get a prescription.” Jaxon reveals the information with a gleam in his eyes, clearly enjoying my reaction. He doesn’t seem to be waiting to use it against me like he used to do as kids.  Now, he just seems to want to make me happy.

      And I am. There are no words, and I lose my ability to play it cool for a moment. I look around, and Jaxon leans closer to whisper, “Go ahead. I’ll cover for you. Grandpa still keeps the keys to the trucks on the same hooks in the barn.”

      With a grin of thanks, I duck out of the room. As impatient and eager as I was to see everyone, now I’m desperate to avoid them. I don’t want to lose any time finding Ryder. Once the keys are in my hand, I borrow an older Chevy truck and head back to Sage Valley. The drive takes about ten minutes, and I’m practically shaking with excitement.

      I know I’m being ridiculous, but I can’t really care. There’s no reason to hide my emotions, and no one under my command looking for weakness now. I can grin like a fool all over town if I want. I suspect I might be, because I get a couple of strange looks as I make my way to Mabel’s Diner, where all the cool kids hang out.

      That’s because it’s about the only place to hang out. I’m sad to see the Tastee Freeze is boarded up. I didn’t notice it was out of business last year, but it must’ve been, because the building looks like it’s been unused for a while.

      Once I reach Mabel’s, I enter and pause in the doorway to look around. A quick evaluation of the patrons reveals Ryder isn’t among them, and I try to dart out the door before I’m noticed.

      “Is that little Lisbeth Bentley?” asks Mabel, who still appears to be working the floor as a server. If it’s like it was in the past, her husband is on the grill. It looks like their two daughters have joined the family business too.

      With a small sigh, I move from the doorway and approach the counter. Mabel is pouring me a coffee, so I take a seat. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      She nods. “I heard you were coming home. Back to stay, ain’t you?” She passes me the sugar and two packets of cream. How does she remember my coffee preferences?

      I fix the cup to my liking as I confirm I’m here to stay. We chitchat for a bit, and she tells me Artie is retired these days, since a heart attack knocked him flat a couple years ago. Her son-in-law mans the grill now. I don’t say anything, but when I see the food coming out for people around me, I think Ted must be a much better cook. The food looks and smells way nicer.

      I finally manage to slip away, and there’s a knowing look in her eyes when she says, “I saw Ryder Holland at Ida’s this morning.” She waits to tell me that until I’m at the doorway, which means she has to raise her voice to share the information.

      I shift on my feet and try to pretend I’m not interested in that information. I just nod and wave without looking at the other people in the diner. They surely heard Mabel’s words, and I don’t care to see if they’re nosy. It’s a small town, so I already know they are.

      I try Ida’s after that and get a lead for the hardware store, but the trail goes cold there. I think about stopping by the Holland place, but I hesitate. His parents are kind of strange, and I don’t have the energy to deal with them today.

      Maybe I just don’t want Ryder to think I’m pathetic, tracking him down my first day back. It’s not like I was searching for Jace and Jamie with equal focus. Of course, they aren’t due home for another couple of days, but while I’m excited to see them, I’m not chomping at the bit, as Grandpa would say, to have that meeting.

      Ryder.

      I can’t stop thinking about him as I drive back to the farm. I’m disappointed I didn’t see him, but I cheer myself with the reminder we’ll be reunited again soon. It could be an awkward reunion full of dead silence and uncomfortable pauses after all this time. Maybe it will be a total letdown, and perhaps I should savor this last period of uncertainty before the meeting takes place. Reality could totally suck.

      I’m still anxious to see him, and as the rest of the day passes, culminating with me in my childhood bedroom, though it’s been redecorated and has a new mattress, I vow I’ll find him tomorrow. I’ll deal with Harmony and Garland’s weird quirks if I must. If she wants to read my palm, or he wants to tell me the moon landing didn’t happen, I can handle that.

      Nothing’s going to keep me from Ryder. Except maybe Ryder himself, if he doesn’t want me the same way I want him.

      I refuse to think about that as I close my eyes and listen to the low stream of Christmas carols coming from the old clock radio still on the nightstand. They’re oddly soothing, and I soon drift off into a dream where Ryder is what I find under the Christmas tree, and he’s only wearing a red bow.
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      There’s a spring in my step, even with the cane and the limp, as I climb the stairs to Bart and Joanne Bentley’s farmhouse. It’s not as big as the main one owned by the eldest generation, but it’s not small either. With seven kids, it has to be roomy.

      My heart pounds in rhythm with my knock on the door as I wait for someone to answer it. Jaxon told me yesterday that Lisbeth was due in later in the afternoon. It took everything I had to wait until this morning to see her. I figured she’d need some time with just her family, and I didn’t know what kind of reception she’d give me.

      I swallow disappointment when Joanne answers the door. She’s an older, softer version of Lisbeth, and I imagine this is what Lisbeth will look like in the coming years. Will those years be spent with me? I have no idea.

      “Hello, Ryder. I’ve been expecting you all morning.”

      I nod my head as she opens the screen door to invite me inside. “Yes, ma’am.” It’s only nine-thirty, but she makes it sound like she’s been waiting for me for hours.

      She grins and waves a hand to the kitchen table, indicating I should have a seat after we pass through the mudroom. I see her gaze on my cane and stiffen slightly. I don’t like to be reminded of the injury that landed me here, with an uncertain future. I hope she doesn’t bring it up.

      Instead, she says, “Sit while I get her. Lisbeth’s still asleep.”

      My mouth drops open. “At nine-thirty?” How can she sleep in so long? I tried to this morning and managed an extra thirty minutes, waking up at six-fifteen instead of my usual time.

      “Yeah.” Joanne clearly considers it no big deal that Lisbeth’s still abed as she takes the stairs with an energy that reminds me of her daughters when they were teenagers.

      I sit at the kitchen table, holding the cane on my lap and squeezing the shaft occasionally. My mouth is drier than an Arizona desert, my heartrate is galloping like the horses in the Bentleys’ corrals, and my stomach pitches and rolls like it does every time I’m on a boat. I’m nervous.

      I shouldn’t be. The worst-case scenario is Lisbeth and I are vastly different than we used to be, and we won’t have any common ground. Best case is we fall right back into being friends. I suspect it’ll be somewhere in the middle and can barely bear to contemplate if it’s the first. I don’t think I’ve changed that much, but Lisbeth is an enigma.

      Joanne comes bounding down again, flashing me a smile. “She’s coming. I’m going to get started on lunch. Everyone likes to eat early around here, since we start early. You staying?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know yet, ma’am.”

      Her gaze softens. “You’ll be thick as thieves again in no time. I’ll set an extra place for you at the table.”

      “Thanks, ma’am.” I’m about to get up to greet Lisbeth, but my leg twinges, locking me in place as she comes in. The throbbing pain has me gritting my teeth, and her expression is startled, changing to wary. I make a conscious effort to relax my jaw and force a smile through the pain.

      Her expression clears, and she rushes over to me. She stands awkwardly before me for a minute, seeming like she can’t decide if she wants to hug me or not. I want her to, but I’m still trying to convince my knee to unlock and let me stand. Damn sniper bullet.

      After a moment, she tucks her hands into the back pockets of her skinny jeans, and the motion makes my cock jump. I can’t even see her luscious ass, but just the thought of those being my hands instead of hers has my dick as stiff as my knee.

      “It’s good to see you, Ryder.” Her voice is huskier than I remember. Is it from age, or is it betraying that I affect her in a similar way?

      “You too, Cricket.” I deliver the nickname with a grin that earns me a scowl and a smack on the shoulder. It’s as though touching breaks down the barriers between us, and I surge to my feet. Knee be damned, I’m hugging Lisbeth.

      I reach for her as she moves forward, and she’s in my arms in seconds. She smells fresh and clean, like magnolias and honey. I have to resist the urge to turn my head and bury my nose in her hair. It’s in a casual ponytail this morning, but I can tell it’s longer than it used to be. It’s also just as soft as I remember.

      I doubt we’d have pulled apart if her mother hadn’t rattled a pan right then. That helps me remember where we are, so I take a step back from her and clear my throat. “You look good.” There’s a note of hunger in my tone that I can’t hide. Not that I really try.

      “So do you, Holland.” She sizes me up for a moment, and I think it’s clear she likes what she sees. Her cheeks flush, and her breathing catches for a moment. Her eyes are bright as she glances at her mother. “Let’s take a walk.”

      I silently groan but grit my teeth as I nod. She turns toward the door but hesitates when she realizes I’m not following. It takes me a second to retrieve my cane, and then I catch up with her. Each step is painful, but I endure.

      When her gaze softens with sympathy, and her mouth opens, I send her a warning look. I know she’s about to suggest we cancel the walk, but I don’t want that. The doctors said to keep moving, and I know I have to remain mobile if I want to pass the physical that will determine if I’m staying or leaving the Army.

      I follow behind her as we pass through the mudroom, pausing long enough for her to slip on snow boots and a jacket. She puts on her gloves as we step onto the porch, and I wait for her to lead me where she wants to walk.

      There are myriad acres of open land on the Bentley property, and we have our choice of them. Instead, she heads toward the stables. I’m not disappointed with that choice. I’m looking forward to seeing horses again, and I can also discreetly lean against a stall door if I need a rest.

      The walk to the stables is painful, but I focus on her inconsequential chatter to get me through it. The tempting view of her rounded butt in the tight, faded jeans doesn’t hurt either. It’s a new form of pain relief, though I’m not going to share it with the world. That ass is one hundred percent mine—as long as Lisbeth agrees.

      By the time we get to the stables, I’m stiff in more than one way. We spend a few minutes visiting the horses, and they’re all different from the ones that used to live here, except Samson. He’s an old stallion now, but he still seems feisty, and he sure seems to remember Lisbeth by the way he nudges and nuzzles her before laying his head on her shoulder.

      I’m envious of a damned horse.

      Shaking it off, I lift a hand to pet him, and the old guy tries to nip me. I pull my hand back in time, muttering under my breath. “I forgot he’s a biter,” I say to Lisbeth, who appears to be stifling the urge to laugh.

      “Only with you. He never did like you.” She kisses the horse on the nose before looking at me again. “He’s probably jealous of how much time I spent with you.”

      Now the horse is jealous of me? I’ll take that.

      She stretches and eases away from Samson. “Let’s sit for a while and talk.”

      Phrased like that, my pride allows the suggestion. We approach a stack of haybales and sit down on one, side by side. The rough hay gouges my ass and thighs, but I’m too focused on being so close to her to pay it too much attention.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes, and it’s the same kind of comfortable silence we’ve always enjoyed. Right now, it’s like ten years hasn’t passed since the last time we saw each other behind the falls.

      “What happened?” She waves to my leg.

      “We were clearing insurgents in a village outside Kabul. There was a sniper in the hills, and he got me.” I don’t share the other details, like how much it still hurts, or what else happened that night. I’m not up for sharing that yet, even with Lisbeth.

      “I’m sorry. Are you medically discharged?”

      I scowl. “Nah. I’m recovering, and then I have to pass a physical.” I sigh. “I’m kicking around the idea of separating though.” The idea sends a pang through me, but it feels like maybe it’s time to do something different. I love the regimented order of Army life, but this injury was a wakeup call in many ways. Do I want to give another ten to twenty years of my life to service? I don’t know.

      “I’m glad you made it.” She lays her head on my shoulder after saying that. Her body is pressed against mine, making my head spin.

      “Me too.” Eloquent as always. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “How’s life in the Coast Guard?”

      She hesitates for a moment, and then her shoulder brushes mine as she shrugs. “It was fine, but I got burned out.”

      I frown. “You sound like you’re thinking of leaving.”

      “I already left. I guess you haven’t reconnected with the Sage Valley rumor mill.” She chuckles. “As of two days ago, I’m a free woman. I can do whatever strikes my fancy.”

      I blink at the thought. I can’t seem to picture Lisbeth returning to civilian life, but she doesn’t appear to have any qualms. “Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?”

      She shifts so she’s still near me but lifts her head off my shoulder. “Yes.”

      It’s a simple answer that shuts down further probing. “What are you going to do now?”

      Lisbeth’s laugh is full of delight. “I have no idea.” She sounds happy about that, rather than fearful.

      My stomach clenches at the idea of having no structure or order, and no clear idea of what’s next for me. I’m considering leaving the service—if my knee doesn’t make the decision for me—but I can’t imagine doing it without a clear plan in mind.

      She lays her head on my shoulder again. “This reminds me of that last night at the falls.”

      I could play dumb and pretend I don’t know what part she means, but I don’t. I might not know what the future holds, but I’ve already decided I don’t want to lose this chance to reconnect with Lisbeth and see where our bond leads us. “Me too.”

      “You’re still a man of verbosity,” she teases.

      “Yep.”

      When she lifts her head again, I shift so we’re staring at each other. We’re close enough that our lips could be touching in under a second. I want to kiss her, but I hold back. I think she wants me to kiss her, but if I’ve misread her, I risk making her uncomfortable and ruining our chance to be real friends again instead of glorified pen pals. I can’t risk the most treasured friendship in my life on unclear signals.

      She seems to wait for a moment before letting out a sigh and leaning back slightly. “How’re your folks?”

      I snort before I can stop myself. “As out-there as ever. Mom is into crystals and chakras now.”

      She frowns. “Didn’t she go through a phase of that when we were in junior high?”

      I pause, searching my memory. “Yeah, maybe. It’s hard to keep up. If so, she must have lost interest, but she’s really focused on it again.”

      “Sounds…interesting.” She smiles. “How’s your dad?”

      I shake my head. “He finally got a medical marijuana card last year for his ulcerative colitis.”

      Lisbeth tilts her head. “You don’t like him using it medicinally?”

      I shrug. “I don’t care about that. I just find it funny that he has a flourishing greenhouse in his man cave. He always killed everything he tried to grow before.”

      She laughs. “I remember the summer he was convinced he’d make a killing with the heirloom tomatoes.”

      “The farmers’ market would have been lucrative…”

      “…if they’d survived his efforts.” She finishes the sentence for me.

      Just like old times.

      I sigh with contentment. “The funny thing about it is, he actually seems less flaky now that he’s using marijuana than he did all the years he went without it.”

      She grins. “That’s a good thing, right?”

      I shrug. “It’s a good thing Mom let me hire her an accountant to pay all the bills years ago, since he doesn’t seem any more responsible with money now than he did then. Neither does she though.”

      My mom’s family was loaded, and they left her a trust fund. By the time I was old enough to realize how careless they are with money, they’d burned through a large part of it, but now it was safely overseen by an accountant. He’s a friend of mine and oversteps his bounds a bit when forbidding them to make frivolous purchases, but that’s fully with my blessing. Neither of my parents question his authority, so I’m confident they’ll actually have enough money to last their lifetimes. It’s a bit manipulative, but it’s for their own good.

      After a moment, I ask, “How’s everyone here?”

      She seems contented when she leans back further, bracing her palms behind her. “Pretty much the same, which is just what I’d hoped. I wanted to come home and have it all be like I remember.” She takes my hand casually after shifting again, as though she doesn’t even think about it. “Remember how anxious we were to leave Sage Valley and see the real world?”

      “Yeah.” My answer is practically a grunt.

      She shakes her head at me, but she’s smiling. “I don’t know why now. I’ve seen the world, and it isn’t what I thought it’d be, I guess. I’m happy to be home.”

      My heart squeezes with anxiety as I intuit she has no plans to leave Sage Valley. How can we have a relationship if I pass my physical and can finish my current term of service? If I do that, I’ll probably stay in until the Army makes me separate. I don’t want a romance that’s long-distance.

      She shifts again, and with the way she’s holding my hand and looking at me, it seems to be an invitation to kiss her. I want to accept, but new doubts assail me. Instead of leaning forward, I lean back slightly. She frowns, her disappointment clear, but my stomach growling saves me from having to answer the question I think she’s about to ask.

      Don’t I want her?

      Hell, yeah, but can I have her? It doesn’t seem fair with everything so up in the air.

      I pat my stomach. “Your mom invited me to stay for lunch. It’s a good thing I said yes.”

      Her disappointment fades after a second, and she’s smiling again as she stands up. She waits casually as I get to my feet, acting like it’s a total coincidence that she’s close enough for me to lean against for a moment until I get my balance. She’s smooth, and I appreciate her unspoken, subtle help.

      I put my arm around her shoulders and haul her against me as we walk back toward the house. This isn’t about support or needing help walking. It’s strictly about holding Lisbeth, which  might not be the smartest thing when I don’t know what kind of future I can offer her, or if I should even make the attempt to tell her how I feel, but I don’t let my arm fall away from her until we’re back on the Bentleys’ porch in time for Joanne to yell to Lisbeth to ring the dinner bell hanging under the eaves.

      My chest aches at losing the physical connection.
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      Having Ryder at the dinner table is just like old times. He had pretty much been a permanent fixture around our household from the time we met in kindergarten. I grin as I remember the first time I laid eyes on him. He’d been slightly unkempt, with overgrown hair and clothes that didn’t match well. I later learned that was because Harmony didn’t want to stifle his independence by choosing his clothes for him.

      Being a bossy little miss, I strode up to him the first morning of kindergarten and pointed out his red shirt didn’t go with his green pants. In response, he smeared paste in my face, so we tussled, rolling around on the ground fighting until Mrs. Glenstein forced us apart. She had marched us to the principal’s office, and by the time my parents arrived, Ryder and I had overcome our differences and were well on our way to becoming best friends.

      I hope that hasn’t changed. I accept the circulating platter of rolls, taking one before passing it on to Ryder, who then hands it to my sister, Layne. Our eyes meet, and I can’t resist giving him a soft smile.

      His cheeks flush, and his eyes light with heat for a moment. I wonder what he sees when he looks at me? Am I transmitting heartfelt happiness like I hope to, or is he sensing the deep-seated hunger hidden beneath my sweet smile? Judging from his response, there must be a hungry edge to my look, because he shifts subtly in his seat, as though his pants suddenly shrank three sizes.

      “Your beef stew is as fabulous as ever, Mrs. Bentley.” He smacks his lips appreciatively after taking a big bite.

      “Are your folks still vegan?” asks my dad with a faint hint of disapproval.

      The Bentleys are known for their stud farm and thoroughbred horse breeding, but we also have a lucrative cattle business, thanks to our sprawling lands. We don’t sell nationally, but we have a steady side business supplying folks and restaurants around the area.

      Ryder grimaces. “They were vegan way before it was trendy to be so. I can’t see that ever changing.”

      His parents are odd folk, but their veganism is one of the things I actually admire about them. They stick to it strictly for philosophical reasons, and it is one of the few things that hasn’t been a flaky come-and-go aspect of their lives. I’ll never be vegan, but I can respect their commitment to it.

      “I remember when you used to come over here starving.” My mom clicks her tongue in disapproval. She’s clearly remembering how scrawny he was when we met. His folks didn’t forget to feed him. They just fed him a lot of food a picky child wouldn’t touch, but my mom’s cooking fixed that.

      “Your fine beef saved my life,” says Ryder with a chuckle. He appears to be joking, but maybe there’s an element of truth to it.

      The Hollands are pretty out of touch with reality, and they’ve always been unconventional parents. Sometimes, I marvel that they managed to keep him alive the first five years before he and I became friends, and he practically lived in our house most of the time after that.

      “When are Jace and Jamie getting in?” asks my dad.

      I glance the clock reflexively. “I’m guessing Jamie arrived last night, and Jace is supposed to come in sometime late this morning. His text said something about a mix-up with his reservation at the hotel.”

      Ryder nods. “I spoke briefly to Jamie last night when he arrived, and he said he’s going to sort it out for Jace.”

      “He’ll probably arrange for him to stay at Alexis’s place,” says Cami.

      Ryder looks at her. “Alexis, as in Jamie’s little sister?” At her nod, he frowns. “What kind of place does she have? Isn’t she still in college?”

      “No, she’s a few years out of college. She runs the local B&B. She took over when her aunt Edna passed away, and she’s turned the private house into guest lodgings.” My mom provides that explanation before scooping up a bite of homemade stew.

      Ryder shakes his head. “It’s hard to imagine little Alexis all grown up, Joanne, and old enough to run a business.”

      “Word is it’s not doing well,” says my father. “It was an ambitious project, and I’m not sure she’s going to have as much success as she’d like here in Sage Valley.”

      I frown. “The tourist trade should really help.” People love Sage Valley.

      “The B&B has its charm, but she has it set at a higher price point than a lot of places around here. Most of our tourists come to relax and not stay in a fussy environment. Alexis’s place might be too high-class to really be a B&B. Plus, it has a continental setup with some of the rooms,” says Layne.

      Ryder takes time to chew the bite of stew in his mouth before he asks, “What does that mean?”

      “I’m guessing a shared bathroom among guestrooms?” During the time I’ve spent traveling, Europe was a frequent stop, especially on my downtime, and I stayed in more than one hotel with that setup. It’s certainly different from American sensibilities, and I can see why it might be an issue for Alexis’s business.

      “Yes, that’s exactly it.” Layne reaches for another roll as she jumps into the conversation. “It would’ve been ideal if she had the space and money to renovate all the suites to be private with self-contained bathroom, but she had to work with a budget. The second floor is continental, and the first and third floors have separate self-contained suites. She usually books those with no problem. It’s the ones with a shared bathroom that give her problems.”

      I recall then that Layne and Alexis had always been close friends, being about the same age. Layne is an interior designer, so I wonder if she helped with that aspect as well, but I don’t get a chance to ask her, since my father changes the subject.

      “When are you going to see the fellas again?” asks my dad.

      I shrug a shoulder. “I assume they’ll stop by sometime today or tomorrow, but maybe we’ll meet up in town.”

      My mom sighs. “Do try to steer them here. I’d love to see the boys again too.”

      I don’t bother to remind my mom that the so-called boys are now ten years older, harder, and wiser than they were the last time she saw them. Even then, Jace, Jamie, and Ryder were hardly boys. They had almost finished growing into the men they would be, at least physically.

      They hadn’t fully been hardened and sculpted at that point though, and they hadn’t been shaped by their experiences in the military. I’m excited to see them but a little nervous about how they might’ve changed.

      For that matter, I’m still nervous about how Ryder might’ve changed. We’re already comfortable with each other again, but the last ten years are basically a big blank. We exchange letters a few times a year, but they’ve grown less and less personal and more focused on our jobs, our duties to our country, and mundane matters we would’ve told anyone. Somewhere over the years, we’ve lost that intimate connection, but I hope we can find it again.

      I want to be close to Jace and Jamie again too, of course. They’d been my good friends all through school, but neither of them had been my best friend like Ryder, and I harbor no romantic feelings toward them at all. Good thing, since Jamie is married to Annie, and she’ll probably scratch my eyes out if I look wrong at her husband.

      After the family meal, Ryder and I retire to the formal sitting room, so we can have some time alone. It’s a rarely used part of the house, created mostly for display, though my mother has her church ladies over for tea in this room periodically.

      Now, it’s just the two of us sitting on the couch, feet propped up on the Queen Anne cocktail table in front of us. Mom would probably pitch a fit if she walked in and saw how we’re sitting, but at least we take off our shoes.

      Ryder sits with his arms folded behind him, hands bracing his head with his crossed fingers. I curl up to face sideways and sip a cup of tea I brewed after lunch. Ryder asked for coffee, to no surprise. He’s always been a coffee man while I prefer tea.

      “What are your plans now that you’re leaving the military?” I take a thoughtful sip of my tea, hoping I’d struck the right note. I want to sound curious but not nosy.

      He hesitates for a moment, his eyelids dropping to shield his eyes. Then he shrugs a shoulder. “I don’t know what I’ll do if I leave the Army. I don’t have any future goals that don’t involve service.”

      I reach over to pat him on the knee. “I’m sure we can brainstorm something for you.” An idea occurs to me, almost making me bounce in my seat. “Grandpa and Dad were just saying the they need to take on another stable hand. Maybe you could do something like that for a while as you figure out your future?”

      He hesitates again, and then he nods. “Maybe so.” As he speaks, he strokes the spot above his knee, seeming to do so subconsciously.

      It’s a stark reminder that he can’t do anything physical, at least not too physical, until he finishes healing. I wrack my brain for another idea, but nothing comes to me.

      “The Army has been my life. It provides structure and stability. You have no idea how badly I craved and needed those things, Lisbeth.”

      I nod, having seen his childhood experiences firsthand on many occasions. “Since the regimented order appeals to you, you have to find something similar after you separate.”

      He flinches. “I don’t think there’s anything exactly like the Army.”

      I heave a sigh of exasperation, feeling like I’m not getting through to him. “I’m sure there’s not much like the Army in civilian life, but if you find something you like, you won’t be bitter about not returning to service.”

      He seems on the verge of arguing. “I’d never feel bitter, I hope, but I can’t imagine being happy as a civilian.”

      It’s a good thing the doorbell rings then, since we aren’t getting anywhere with the conversation. Ryder doesn’t seem to accept that his injury might bench him permanently, so he isn’t ready to think about what he might do otherwise.

      Meanwhile, I can’t think of anything else besides finding something for him to do. If he has the right motivator, he’ll be happy to leave the military rather than separating with reluctance and bitterness.

      I’m not surprised when the door to the formal living room opens a moment later, revealing Jamie’s tall frame, along with his canine partner at his side. Brewster is a beautiful German Shepherd, and he holds himself with poise and dignity as he sniffs the room before fully entering. Brewster sits at Jamie’s side and looks up at him expectantly.

      “Hey, everybody. It’s good to see you,” says Jace as he slips in behind Jamie. He’s much bigger than I remember, having filled out. Not that he was ever small. His dark skin is a stark contrast to his white teeth when he grins at us.

      I stand up to approach both men to get a hug. Jamie is still long and lean, but with thick, ropey muscles that indicate he’s in the best shape of his life. Jace seems more like a linebacker than ever, though he never played football. He hugs me against a solid body as his warm face splits into a grin.

      After stepping back from him, I bend down to evaluate Brewster for a moment. He’s still seated and looking at me expectantly, tongue lolling out of his mouth, but betrays no reaction otherwise. “You’re a handsome boy, aren’t you?” He wags in acknowledgment of my praise.

      I stand up again, nodding at Jamie. “He seems like a sweetheart.”

      “He is unless you rile him.” Jamie grins proudly down at the dog.

      “Where’s Annie?” I ask, realizing she didn’t come. I hope she doesn’t feel like she has to give us this time alone. The four of us were always the core group, but Annie was a big part of our adventures too.

      “She’s napping. She claims growing a human is hard work.” Jamie’s careless words can’t hide his excitement at his impending fatherhood.

      “Don’t stand up for us, Sarge,” says Jamie with a grin as he looks down at Ryder, who holds out a hand but doesn’t make an effort to stand. I suspect our impromptu walk this morning has left him with more pain than usual.

      “Yeah, we know we’re in the presence of the big brass.” Jace smirks.

      I frown. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Didn’t you hear? Ryder got promoted shortly before his injury, putting him a rank above us in rough equivalents.” Jace provides that explanation.

      I notice Ryder starting to get to his feet, and he looks wobbly. “You can’t stand up.” I rest my hands on my hips in outrage as I stare pointedly at his cane. Jace and Jamie catch on a moment later, but neither of them flinch, so they clearly know how serious it is. I cross my arms over my chest and glare at them. “How can you tease him about that?”

      “We’re guys,” says Jamie carelessly, but his ears go pink, indicating he’s embarrassed at being called out. “I guess I forgive you for not standing up and giving me a big kiss, Ryder.” He laughs again before taking a seat across from us on one of the antique sofas.

      “Sorry if we hurt your feelings. Do you need a tissue?” Jace takes a seat beside Jamie as he gives the jibe.

      “No, thanks. If I can stomach being friends with you guys, I can handle anything.”

      I giggle at Ryder’s response, getting wounded looks from Jamie and Jace.

      “Nothing’s changed,” says Jamie with what’s probably meant to be sorrow, except his lips are twitching.

      “Nope. He’s still her favorite.” Jace winks at me.

      I blush in reaction and quickly change the subject. I can’t deny their words, but I’m not ready for a dissection of how—or why—I favor Ryder over them.

      We spend the next two hours catching up with everything. Just like with Ryder, I fall back into easy patterns with them. There’s still a difference in how I feel about them versus how I feel about Ryder though. I’m excited to see them, but they don’t excite me in the same way.

      By the time their visit ends, I’m convinced the crush I’ve had on Ryder for most of my life hasn’t done much mutating, let alone dying. It’s just gone dormant, but it’s roaring to life the more time I spend with him. Maybe I should be worried about that, but I can’t find the energy to care.

      Jace, Brewster, and Jamie leave, with Jace bemoaning having to go to the B&B. It’s clear he doesn’t feel comfortable there, but I can’t imagine why. Jamie told us Alexis spent a good deal of money getting the B&B set up and decorated to be warm and welcoming. I don’t know why Jace is tense about returning to his room there, since he’s assured to sleep like a baby on the new mattress.

      We walk them out, and Ryder is leaning heavily on his cane. I pretend not to notice when he sags against the wall, clearly needing a breather.

      Instead, I turn to him with a bright smile. “I hope you aren’t planning to leave yet?”

      He hesitates for a moment and then shakes his head. “No, I’m content to stay for a while longer.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I want to spend more time with him, but it’s also clear he needs some time to recover from the walk to the door and our earlier walk. I wonder if he can drive himself home if he’s in this much pain?

      We return to the sitting room and once more sit on the same couch, this time with no cushion between us. I lean into him, and he leans against me.

      “They both seem to be doing well.” I make the comment as an attempt at small talk, because the thoughts racing through my brain are anything but casual.

      We talk a little more about inconsequential things, and then our gazes meet. His is like a vortex sucking me in, and I can’t look away. All I can do is lean closer, pulled by the magnetism of his eyes and drawn by the allure of his lips. Just before mine reach his, I hesitate. “Do you remember our first kiss?”

      He nods. “I’m not sure you’d call our first kiss a real kiss, but our second one certainly was.”

      “You think we could kiss like that again tonight? Is it physically possible? We’re both a lot older.” I grin at him.

      With a small groan, he closes the distance between us, cupping my cheek with one of his hands to hold me steady as he pulls me a little closer. His lips touch mine a moment later, and I’m lost in the pleasure, deciding this is even better than the last kiss we shared ten years ago. Together like this, we’re perfection.

      Slowly, he stops kissing me and pulls back. I felt bereft at the action and unsure I’ll get a chance to repeat the embrace. I open my mouth and ask, “What do you think?”

      His eyes are half-mast, and he gives me a lazy grin. “I think you’re the most amazing kisser I’ve ever known.”

      “I have to agree with that as well. I mean you are to me, not that I’m the amazing kisser.” I haven’t kissed my way around the world, but I experimented enough to know that no other kiss has ever rocked my world the way his does. Even that kiss we shared ten years ago, which was brief and more bitter than sweet due to pending separation, is better than any other kiss of my life. Except the one we just shared. “What does this mean?”

      He shrugs. “For us?” At my nod, he shrugs again. “I don’t know. I think we should take things slowly, but we should see where this leads. It feels like time.”

      I lean forward, pressing my forehead to his. “I agree completely. I’ve spent years craving another taste of you. You certainly don’t disappoint, but I’m not sure where it puts us.”

      “Me neither.” He sighs, his forehead still against mine.

      “I’m looking forward to finding out.” I say the words suggestively, wiggling my brows.

      With a low groan, he moves forward, dragging me into his arms and half underneath him. His kiss is hot, hungry, and unbridled. It’s everything I want.
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TERMINATION
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