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      She doesn’t believe in happily-ever-afters. He doesn’t believe in letting her go.

      Lucy has spent her whole life avoiding heartbreak. Love is messy, painful, and always ends in abandonment. So she doesn’t date. Doesn’t trust. Doesn’t fall.

      But Remington has already decided—Lucy is his.

      The ex-SEAL isn’t interested in excuses or rules. He’ll take her walls apart brick by brick, until the only thing left standing is the fire between them.

      He’ll protect her. He’ll claim her. And he’ll burn down anything that threatens what’s his.

      Even if the greatest threat is Lucy’s own fear of love.
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      Lucy

      

      “Are you headed out?” Scarlett asks me as I dig through my bag to make sure I have everything. Hand sanitizer, snacks, wet wipes, a water bottle, chapstick… I just need one more thing.

      Where’s that little devil…

      “Ah-ha!” I exclaim as I grab the keychain with an adorable red stuffed devil on it. “Yeah, I’m meeting June,” I tell my friend, showing her the cute keychain. “What do you think?”

      “She’s going to love it!” I smile, looking down at the big, dopey eyes and lopsided grin. It’s perfect for June. “Have fun!” Scarlett says as I throw my bag over my shoulder and walk toward the front door.

      It’s a short drive over to the community center where the Big Brothers Big Sisters program is located. I’ve been volunteering with them ever since I moved to Kentucky with Scarlett a few years ago. It’s something I’ve always wanted to d, but never had the confidence until I finally found some stable footing of my own.

      As someone who grew up in the foster care system, I know from personal experience that love can be hard to come by. Not all of the kids here are in foster care, but most of them come from rough home situations, whether it’s a parent in prison, a single mom who can’t make ends meet, or substance abuse.

      Whatever the reason, the kids enrolled in the Big Brothers Big Sisters program need a safe place and a safe adult to hang out with once or twice a week. It’s fulfilling and healing to be a Big Sister to kids dealing with similar things I was at their age. That’s not to say I haven’t had my doubts and awkward moments, but I always try to think of what I needed to hear growing up and the friend I needed but never found.

      Aside from a few intimidating foster fathers and one foster mom who had a habit of locking us up in our rooms, I lucked out. Still, even in the best foster family I stayed with, I knew I didn’t belong. Their home was always going to just be a pitstop in my endless journey to find somewhere safe to land. I hope I can be a safe place for the kids I volunteer with, a harbor in the chaotic storm they’ve been born into.

      I pull into the parking lot, all of my thoughts flying away as soon as my eyes land on June and her pale brown hair. She’s the sweetest girl and always has a big, toothy grin for me. I smile at her, returning her enthusiastic wave. Her mom is next to her, dressed in scrubs. She must be headed to work after this.

      June and I were just assigned to each other last year and we became fast friends. She’s an adorable kid with the best sense of humor. June also loves collecting weird and eccentric trinkets from thrift stores and gas stations, hence the devil keychain I can’t wait to give her.

      Hopping out of my car, I grab my bag and lock up, following the two of them inside. I see Brenda, June’s mother, checking her in and dropping her off in the designated room. She spins around when she spots me, giving me a relieved, if not a bit frazzled, smile.

      “Hey! I just dropped her off. I’m running late to work,” she tells me, her blue eyes showing just how exhausted she is. “Last minute shift, and you know I can’t pass up on those.” I nod, leaning in to give her a quick hug. My heart hurts for her. I wish I could do more to help her out, but I know she’s grateful for the time I spend with her daughter.  “What are two going to do today?” she asks.

      “I thought we would head over to the ceramics place and paint for a few hours.”

      “That sounds fun. I hate to ask this, but if you’re up for keeping her longer, that would be a huge help.” Once again, her eyes show me just how desperate she is. Brenda doesn’t often ask me for favors like this, and I know she’d never take advantage of our relationship. Plus, I love June.

      I smile, assuring her it’s not a problem. “Sure! I have a movie night with my friends tonight but she can come if she wants,” I offer.

      “You’re a lifesaver, Lucy. I seriously don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Nonsense,” I tell her, resting my hand on her shoulder. “You’re an amazing mom, a hard worker, and a good person. You would have found a way to thrive with or without me.”

      Her eyes glass over with unshed tears, and she nods, giving me a small smile. “I needed to hear that today,” she whispers.

      “You can do this, mama,” I tell her before taking a step back. “Now, off to work! June is in good hands.”

      “I know she is. Thanks again. I’ll see you later,” Brenda tells me, giving me one last hug. I wave as she walks out and jogs over to her car.

      Brenda works as a dental hygienist and she takes on as many hours as she can get. She must be assisting with an emergency surgery today to have to work on a Saturday. She’s a single mom dealing with a chronic illness, and when she’s not working, she’s resting up or going to doctors appointments. Once a week, I get to babysit and hang out with June while Brenda either works, sleeps, or catches up on chores and all the other things that go into being a single parent.

      I head inside the Big Brothers Big Sisters room, laughing when June throws herself into my arms. She’s on the smaller side as far as nine-year-olds go, so I have no problem lifting her up in a big bear hug.

      “What have you been up to?” I ask as I set her down and turn to fill out the sign-out forms.

      “We had a big test at school yesterday and I think I did pretty well,” June says.

      “I’m sure you did. You’re so smart! Did you do anything fun this week?” I ask as I take her hand and lead her out of the building.

      “I went to the park by our house with Noah. We took turns trying to see who could jump off the swing higher.”

      “Yeah, and who won?”

      “Me. Obviously.” I laugh when she rolls her eyes as if she’s offended I even had to ask.

      We step outside and I glance up as we pass a guy coming inside. Our eyes meet and time freezes, the air draining from my lungs the longer I stare at this captivating man. Why can’t I look away?

      He’s tall, well over six feet, and I have to crane my neck back to look at him. The man has dark green eyes, and they’re locked right on me. I can’t quite make out the look he’s giving me. Shocked? Angry? Feral? Confused? Whatever it is, I can feel the intensity of his stare all the way down to my core, where something sparks to life.

      His black hair is cut short on the sides and longer on top, hanging over his forehead. A gentle breeze ruffles the strands, and I have to physically hold myself back from brushing them away from his eyes. The dark hair paired with thick, dark eyebrows and sharp cheekbones make his emerald eyes pop even more.

      I don’t even realize I’m gawking at him until I stumble, tripping over my own feet.

      Oh my god, am I going to fall on my ass in front of the sexiest man I’ve ever met?

      Just when I’m bracing myself for impact, a large, warm hand wraps around my waist. The man pulls me into his chest, absorbing the impact.

      “Easy, beautiful,” he says, his tone low and growly.

      I can feel the vibration of his deep voice rattle my bones. Warmth spreads from his body to mine at every point of contact, and I gasp when goosebumps break out all over my skin. Every part of me is hyper-aware of this man, from his chiseled chest pressing against my curves to his sandalwood and spice scent. Shivering, I take a step back from him.

      “Thanks,” I murmur as I hurry to catch up to June.

      Don’t look back. Don’t you dare look back at him, I repeat in my head. Something tells me he’s staring right at me, and if I turn around, I’ll be caught up in his gaze again.

      I’m not sure what to do with the rush of sensations coursing through me right now. I’m somehow overheated and clammy at the same time, my racing thoughts making me lightheaded. I’ve never been interested in a guy before. In fact, I’ve purposely stayed far away from dating, nipping any would-be crushes in the bud before they get out of hand and I do something crazy like trust them or sleep with them or lose myself to a man who will inevitably hurt me in the end.

      I watched my older foster sister get her heart broken over and over again. She came crying to me every time someone dumped her or cheated on her or just straight up ignored her existence after they were tired of dealing with her drama.

      If that weren’t enough to make me weary of relationships, observing the horrible marriages of my various foster families certainly did. So much resentment, bitterness, and anger from both husbands and wives. One or both of them using alcohol or drugs to cope with life.

      Honestly, the best example of a father or a husband was Paul Brenner. He sat on the couch and ate pork rinds most of the day, ignoring everyone, including his wife. If that’s the best-case scenario, then no thank you. I’ll pass on relationships. Plus, being a volunteer at Big Brothers Big Sisters and seeing how many single moms there are has only reinforced that getting involved with a guy would be a bad idea.

      Shaking my head of those thoughts, I force myself to ignore the feelings Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Stupidly-Handsome inspired in me.

      June has been telling me about her test, and I feel bad for zoning out. Nodding along to whatever she just said, I reach my car and open the back door for her, getting her settled before climbing in behind the wheel. Before I start the car, I can’t help but look back at the mystery man.

      Dammit.

      He’s still standing on the sidewalk, staring after me. I watch intently as he lifts a hand to his chin, rubbing the slight scruff there as if in a trance. I can’t help but notice his forearm flex, the muscles coiling as he continues to scratch his chin. Another shiver runs down my spine, snapping me back to the present. I start the car, wondering why this man is making me feel like this.

      What is it about his presence that makes me feel jittery and on edge? Should I be frightened?

      My phone buzzes, pulling me from my spiral, and I smile when I see Emilia’s name on the screen.

      

      Emilia: Don’t forget about movie night tonight!

      Lucy: I won’t!

      Emilia: Do I need to pick anything up?

      Lucy: Want to grab some pizzas?  June is coming too if that’s alrigh?!

      Emilia: Yay! Okay, let me know and I can grab whatever.

      Lucy: Sounds good! See you soon!

      

      I met Emilia when she moved in with Scarlett and me a year ago. She and her brother, Spencer, moved in with us when they first got to town. She’s so strong and smart, and Spencer is the sweetest kid. We all became our own little family.

      Spencer and Emilia moved in with Rex, her boyfriend, a few weeks ago. Seeing her so happy has been great, even if I’m skeptical of relationships and men in general. My friend deserves all the good things and endless joy after everything she’s been through. Emilia struggled to take care of Spencer and take him to all of his doctor appointments, let alone pay for everything. Rex swooped in and has been taking care of her and Spencer for the last several months. I truly hope it works out, and that Rex is as good as he appears to be.

      “Do you have to work tonight?” June asks me, directing my attention back to her. I smile brightly, determined to stay focused on what’s most important - June.

      “Nope, I finished up work this morning. I’m good until tomorrow,” I tell her.

      “Does that mean we get to hang out all day?” she asks with a delighted sparkle in her eyes. How could anyone not love this kid? She’s the absolute cutest, and so sweet and thoughtful.

      “It does. You’re even invited over for movie night tonight.”

      “Pizza?”

      “Of course,” I say with a laugh, and she cheers in the backseat. “Now, are you ready to go paint some ceramics?”

      “Yes!”

      I smile, shifting into drive and taking one last look at the man before I drive away.
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      Remington

      

      Things sure have gotten better around here, I think as I watch my dream girl drive off.

      I still can’t fucking believe it. My heart hasn’t slowed down for a single second since my eyes first landed on hers. The force of her gaze hit like a damn Mac truck to the chest, and I swear my world ground to a halt. It took a full minute for me to remember how to breathe again, though I’m still struggling with lightheadedness.

      She was the most beautiful, precious woman I’ve ever seen in my life. I noticed her smiling down at the girl with her but didn’t get a look at her face. Then her chocolatey brown hair caught a soft breeze, the strands swirling around her face and revealing blue eyes that glowed with life and happiness as she looked up at me.

      I’ve all but forgotten what true joy looks like. I’ve been surrounded by war, death, and despair for too long. A pang of loss threatens to pierce through this perfect moment, but I push it away. Nothing can take away from the satisfaction of meeting my future wife.

      Wife?

      Did I really just think that? Wife. Wife. Yes. That feels right. Fuck that, it feels incredible. It feels like the thing I’ve been missing my whole life. Maybe that’s what woke up the ferocious, possessive beast inside of me. She gave me one ounce of hope and goodness, and now I’m addicted. Determined to make her mine.

      She’s the reason I survived all the shit I’ve been through in my life. I had to keep going so I could meet her. I didn’t know it at the time, but this woman has been my reason to live from day one.

      I saw kindness and fierceness in her clear blue eyes, and I knew she was a fighter, just like me. I don’t know her story, not yet anyway, but I’m sure of it. She’s got a fire in her, just like I do. That fire calls to me. I don’t even know her name, and I’m ready to burn down the world just to be closer to my new obsession.

      When I was younger, girls were the last thing on my radar. I was too busy trying to figure out a way to get out of this town and away from my alcoholic mother. It would have been cruel to invite someone into that dysfunction.

      I joined the military as soon as I graduated high school and left for boot camp right after. I went through boot camp and then went right to BUDs. I became a Navy SEAL and never thought that I would be back here.

      I might have come back if I knew she was here.

      I never entertained one-night stands, never got tangled up in messy emotions, just kept my head down and did what I had to do to survive. Plus, no one ever caught my eye. No one ever made me want to open up or risk being vulnerable. One look at my mystery woman, however, and I’m ready to rip out my heart and place it at her feet.

      Okay, maybe work on the metaphor a bit, I tell myself. It’s not exactly the most romantic imagery, but Jesus, after my visceral reaction to the gorgeous, curvy woman who fell into my arms, I swear that’s exactly what happened. One touch of her soft, creamy skin, and I was done for.

      I glance back to where her car was parked, but she’s long gone now.

      It’s okay, I tell myself, trying to push back the panic. This is a small town, and I’m sure I’ll run into her again soon. When I do, I’m not going to let her get away from me. Not without getting her name and phone number. And her address, so I know where to send the moving crew to gather her things. Obviously, my woman will be living under my roof from now on.

      Taking a deep breath, I try moving those life-changing realizations to the back burner. At least for the moment.

      I got out of the SEALs three months ago, and found out my mom had passed away. I might be a horrible son, but I wasn’t shocked or saddened to hear the news. It just made me feel… numb. Even so, I’m back in my hometown, dealing with the aftermath. First, I need to fix up my mother’s house and sell it. And then… well, I’m not sure what I want to do with my life next, but this will be a good project in the meantime.

      Speaking of projects…

      I turn back to the building where the Big Brothers Big Sisters program is located. It was my old commanding officer who recommended that I volunteer somewhere. He said that giving back to the community would help me get acclimated to civilian life faster and it would give me something else to focus on. Something other than the men I lost on my last mission. Something good.

      Right about now, I’m thinking dating might have been a better option. What the hell do I know about kids?

      About as much as you do about dating, my not-so-helpful inner monologue points out.

      I sigh as I head inside and up to the front counter.

      “Hey there,” says an older woman, Sharon, according to her nametag. I force a smile to my lips.

      “Hi, I’m here for the Big Brothers Big Sisters program.”

      “Great! Do you know who your Little Brother is yet?”

      “Um, yeah, they said his name is Noah,” I say, pulling the letter out of my back pocket.

      “Great! Let me get him for you and I’ll get you the paperwork to fill out. Do you know what you were going to do together today?”

      “Oh, um, I thought we would go to the park.”

      “Which one?” she asks, flipping through some papers on her desk.

      Which park? I don’t know the names of any parks nearby.

      “Which one is closest?” I ask her.

      “The one on Main Street is probably the closest, but it’s for younger kids. The one over on Maple might be a better option,” she tells me.

      “Okay, we’ll go to that one.”

      She smiles, passing me some papers to fill out.

      “I’ll go get Noah for you. Be right back.”

      I fill out the papers, entering in my information before I push them to the side.

      Sharon returns with a boy trudging along behind her. I take him in, sizing him up. The kid, Noah, looks up at me and I can see him sizing me up, too.

      He’s got to be about ten, and he scowls at me, his brown hair hanging like a mop and covering up part of his eyes. Noah glares at me, and I give him a passive look back.

      “This is Noah. Noah, this is your new Big Brother.”

      “Hey, I’m Remington,” I introduce myself, holding out my hand.

      “Whatever,” he grumbles at me, rolling his eyes. Noah crosses his arms over his chest, ignoring the handshake offer.

      Well, we’re off to a great start.

      “Remington is going to take you to the park over on Maple,” Sharon tells him. The boy scoffs and shifts on his feet.

      “Great,” he says sarcastically.

      Sharon smiles at me like everything is going great, and I stare blankly back at her. Can I ask her to come with us? Would that be inappropriate on the first day?

      Why did I think this would be a good idea?

      “Well, off you two go,” she says, and I nod, turning and heading back out the door.

      “I hate the park,” Noah mumbles.

      I bite back a sigh. I have to at least try to set a positive tone here, even if Noah is just going to constantly bring it back down. “What do you want to do then?” I ask.

      “My friend June is going to the ceramics place in town,” he tells me. “You can paint stuff and they bake it and you get to take it home.”

      Huh. That sounds cool. I probably should have looked up a fun activity for us to do. Strike one. “Well, maybe we can go there next time. I already told Sharon that we were going to the park this time,” I tell him.

      “If there is a next time,” Noah grumbles as he climbs into my truck.

      I frown at his words, wondering how many Big Brothers he’s had.

      Have they all abandoned him after one session?

      Noah isn’t a bad kid, just a little… moody. His attitude could use some work, but I can’t blame him. If he found himself hanging out with me on a Saturday, things in his life probably aren’t going great. It’s obvious that Noah is angry at the world, which is only a testament to whatever he’s been through. I wonder if I can get him to trust me enough to tell me his story.

      One look at the disgruntled ten-year-old in my truck tells me that day won’t be today.

      I start up my truck and we drive in silence all the way over to the park. Noah hops out as soon as I’ve parked and I watch as he stomps over toward the swing set. I’m not sure if he’s going to sit in a swing or roundhouse kick the damn thing.

      I climb out a bit slower, wondering where my future wife was going. The little girl she was with didn’t look anything like her so I wonder if she’s a volunteer at the program too. Of course, she has a big heart. I knew it from one look. I wonder what she’s doing with her Little Sister right now. I know I’m not going to be able to forget about my dream girl until I talk to her and see her again.

      But right now, I have something else that needs my attention. I slowly make my way over to the swings, pleasantly surprised to see Noah sitting, not kicking. It could have gone either way with this kid.

      “You know, I grew up in this town too,” I tell Noah as I sit on the swing next to him. “I left for a bit and just got back actually.”

      “Jail?” he guesses, kicking at a few pebbles beneath his swing. I frown.

      “No, I was a Navy SEAL.”

      He perks up at that and I can see the interest on his face. He blinks, trying to play it off a second later, and I slowly swing back and forth.

      “Did you ever get shot?” Noah asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did it hurt?”

      “You don’t feel it right away, too much adrenaline running through you, at least for me,” I explain. “But then, yeah. It hurts a whole fuck of a lot.”

      “You’re not supposed to swear around me. I’m a kid,” he reminds me.

      “Right. Well, don’t tell.”

      He shrugs, going back to ignoring me, and I look around at the empty park.

      I wonder what my friends are doing right now. Not that I have many, especially around here. I’ve kept in touch with Romeo, my old friend from the military. We did basic together and rose up through the ranks. He was with me during my recovery and encouraged me to come back here to Kentucky and wrap things up with my mom’s estate.

      Other than that, my friends are mostly just the Mason brothers. I’m sure that they’re all with their women and families. That’s certainly one thing that’s changed around here. I left for a few years, came back, and every one of the Masons is hitched to their dream girl.

      A pang of envy hits me, and I once again think back to the woman I saw earlier. I want what my friends have. I want to be happy and settled. I want to have a family. A real one, filled with love and laughter and protection.

      And if I have anything to say about it, I’m going to have that very soon.

      “How much longer do we have to stay here?” Noah asks, kicking the pebbles with more force. A few of them fly through the air, and we both watch them crash back down to the ground and bounce a few times.

      “How long do these sessions usually last?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Everything,” he says with a sigh. This kid sounds so sick of the world already, and he’s barely experienced anything at his age. It’s shocking to hear such a young kid sound like that.

      “What’s your story?” I ask him. “Do you live around here?”

      “Kind of,” he hedges, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “With your parents?”

      He tenses at that question, and I know I’ve hit a nerve. It’s no secret that a lot of the kids in the Big Brothers Big Sisters program have rough home lives. I thought coming from a similar background would help me be… I don’t know, insightful or something. So far, that’s not been the case.

      “That’s none of your damn business,” Noah snaps.

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to swear,” I point out.

      He scowls at me and stomps away from the swings, while I wipe a hand down my face and try to figure out what to do next.

      The rest of the time should be a blast.

      I stand and follow him over to the monkey bars. Noah is standing there, leaning against the side of the structure, and I mirror his stance. He crosses his arms over his chest, glaring off into the distance, and I do the same.

      “Family can be, uh, tough,” I say, sounding awkward and unsure of myself.

      “Thanks for that observation,” Noah tosses back.

      A few more moments of quiet tension pass as I scramble for a way to talk to this kid. Maybe if I offer something about myself, he’ll reciprocate. It can’t be worse than standing here in silence, right?

      “I never knew my dad,” I blurt out. Jesus, what is wrong with me?

      “Boo hoo,” Noah mutters, sarcasm dripping from his words.

      Fair enough. This is a lot better than before I opened my mouth.

      Maybe if I don’t say anything, I won’t mess this up again. That’s the plan anyway.

      I look over at Noah, noticing the stiff way he’s holding himself. He may think he looks tough, and to other kids, he probably does. I can see his well-constructed defenses, though. If he’s a jerk and pushes everyone away as soon as he meets them, he doesn’t risk getting attached only to be abandoned later.

      I get it. He has no idea how much I get it.

      This session might be a bust, but I’m not giving up on him. I’ll just have to come up with a better plan before next Saturday when we meet again.
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