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        Tanner

      

      

      

      The wheels of the bus groan to a stop, and I'm stepping onto the sun-baked pavement of my old stomping grounds. Damn, it's been ages. My boots kick up a small cloud of dust on the familiar sidewalk leading into town, every step stirring the butterflies in my gut. Excitement pulses through me like a live wire—I'm back, baby.

      "God, I've missed this place," I mutter to myself, squinting against the glare of the midday sun. The scent of fresh-cut grass and home-cooked meals wafting from open windows is a stark contrast to the sterile sea air I've been marinating in for far too long.

      I don't even bother with a detour. Straight to Jake's place—it's like my feet know the way by heart. They carry me past Main Street, where laughter and local gossip weave through the air like music. But I'm all about that bass line of anticipation humming in my veins. This reunion's gonna be epic.

      Jake's house comes into view, looking just like I remember—porch swing swaying lazily, the screen door a little crooked. I bound up the steps two at a time, adrenaline replacing the travel fatigue that's been clinging to my shoulders.

      "Surprise, motherfucker!" I shout as I hammer my fist against the door, the sound echoing in the quiet neighborhood. A dog barks somewhere in the distance, but all I can focus on is the thumping of my own heart. Feels like it's ready to bust out of my chest and do a jig right there on the porch.

      When the door swings open, I'm hit with the sight of Jake's shit-eating grin, and man, does it feel good to be home.

      "Bro!" Jake's voice is a booming welcome as he lunges forward, his arms wrapping around me like I'm the last life preserver in a shipwreck. He's all warmth and muscle and that familiar scent of sawdust and aftershave. "You're finally back, man. Damn, I've missed you."

      "Missed you too, Jake," I chuckle, patting his back with a solid thud. We break apart and I can't help but feel this sense of rightness slotting into place. Home isn't just a place—it's this, the bear hugs and unspoken bonds.

      "Look at you, all Navy SEAL'd out." He punches my shoulder playfully, sizing me up with a proud smirk. "You've got stories for days, I bet."

      "More than you can handle," I shoot back, the banter as easy as breathing.

      And then she walks in—Molly. Holy hell.

      "Hey, Tanner," she says, her voice smooth as honey, and something inside me shifts uncomfortably. It’s like someone cranked the thermostat way up. Her smile is a thousand watts bright, and it's doing funny things to my insides. Funny, dangerous things.

      "Hey, Molly." My reply comes out half-strangled because damn, when did little Molly become a vision of jeans hugging curves in all the right places? Her brown hair cascades over her shoulders like a dark waterfall, and those eyes—like warm chocolate—are full of life, dancing with something that looks a lot like mischief.

      "Welcome home," she adds, and the simple words feel like an invitation to something I'm pretty sure I should decline. But hell if I don't want to RSVP 'yes' on the spot.

      "Thanks," I manage, hoping my voice doesn't betray the sudden kickstart of my pulse. Because this is Jake’s sister. Off-limits territory. And yet, here I am, already crossing lines in my head.

      "Damn, you've grown up," I blurt out before I can stop myself. The words hang awkwardly between us, but it's the truth—Molly stands there, not at all the gawky teenager I waved goodbye to years ago.

      Jake laughs, clapping a hand on my shoulder, breaking the tension. "Tanner, meet my sister again. Molly, this is Tanner. But you remember him, right?"

      "Of course," she replies with a laugh that tinkles in the air, and we shake hands. Her grip is firm, confident, and I swear I feel a jolt zing up my arm. It’s like touching a live wire—a really pretty live wire.

      "Nice to see you again, Tanner," she says, looking up at me through those lashes. Jesus, her eyes should come with a warning label.

      "Likewise," I say, and it's an understatement. My heart's doing double time in my chest, and I'm trying real hard not to let my gaze wander down the curve of her neck. Keep it together, man.

      "Been a while since Jake had any friends over," Molly teases, and I catch a spark of fun in her eyes. She's enjoying this, the back-and-forth, and I can't help but join in.

      "Maybe he's been scaring them off," I suggest, aiming for light, playful. Inside, my stomach does a slow roll because, damn, the way she smiles should be illegal.

      "Or maybe they just couldn't handle my raw charisma," Jake counters, and we all chuckle, the sound rich and easy.

      "Raw something," Molly mumbles under her breath, and I stifle a laugh. This girl, she's got wit sharp as a tack.

      "Careful, sis," Jake warns, but his tone is fond, "Remember who's side you're on."

      "Always yours," she shoots back, but her eyes linger on me, and I feel like we're sharing some kind of secret joke.

      My brain tells me to step back, but every other damn part of me wants to lean in. To what? I have no clue. But the pull is there, magnetic and undeniable. And if I'm being honest with myself, which I try to avoid whenever possible, it's freaking intoxicating.

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Come on in.” Jake motions me to his living room.

      I flop down onto the beat-up couch, the familiar scent of his place flooding my senses—part detergent, part something fried. It's like I never left. The room is a time capsule of our high school shenanigans; posters of rock bands and a dartboard with a suspiciously Jake-shaped silhouette drawn on it.

      "Man, remember when we tried to set up that backyard wrestling ring?" Jake laughs, cracking open a beer and handing one to me.

      "Remember? I still have the scar." I roll up my sleeve to show off a faded line near my elbow. "Courtesy of your 'elbow drop of doom'."

      He snorts, taking a swig. "You loved it. Admit it, Tanner. You were the best villain 'The Crusher' could've asked for."

      "Villain? Dude, I was the misunderstood antihero," I protest, but I'm grinning so wide my cheeks hurt. We're lost in the past for a second, just two guys reliving their glory days.

      "Antihero, my ass. You cheated every chance you got," he accuses, but there's zero heat in it.

      "Strategy, bro. All about strategy." I wink at him, and we both crack up.

      "Strategy," Molly echoes, stepping into the living room. Her head tilts, curiosity lighting up those big brown eyes. "What kind of strategies does a Navy SEAL have for backyard wrestling?"

      "Ah, can't reveal all my secrets," I say, the words tumbling out easier than I expect. "But let's just say they involve a lot of stealth and not getting caught."

      "Sounds scandalous," she teases, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, and damn if I don't want to be that strand of hair.

      "Only the best kind of scandalous," I shoot back. My heart's doing this stupid acrobatic thing because she's looking at me with interest that feels a shade too warm to be just friendly.

      "Tell me more about being a SEAL," Molly says, settling down across from us. She's all eagerness and anticipation, like a kid before Christmas, and it knocks the wind right outta me.

      "Which part?" I ask, voice rougher than I intend. "The adrenaline, the danger, or the endless push-ups?"

      "Start with the adrenaline," she decides, and I dive into a story, leaving out the classified bits and the darkest parts. Instead, I paint her a picture of skydiving into unknown territory, the rush of ocean waves during a midnight swim, and the bond between brothers-in-arms.

      She listens, rapt, her lips parted slightly. Every now and then, she throws in a question, and each one shows she's really listening, not just hearing. It's like she's peeling back layers I didn't even know I was wearing.

      "Sounds like quite the adventure," she murmurs when I finish.

      "Best and hardest years of my life," I admit, feeling exposed under her gaze. But her smile is soft, encouraging, and I find myself wanting to tell her more, to share parts of me I usually keep locked down tight.

      "Must be nice to be home, though," she says. And yeah, it is. More than nice. It's necessary, like a deep breath after surfacing from deep underwater.

      "Home has its perks," I agree, and for a heartbeat, I let my gaze linger on her, feeling that magnetic pull stronger than ever.

      She bites her lower lip, and I feel my cock surge to full mast in my pants. I cough and shift on the couch, praying to God that Tanner won’t see the huge tent I’m pitching for his sister right here in his living room.

      Jesus, he’d beat me senseless, and I’d deserve it.

      “Why don’t I go grab us a few more?” I ask Jake, desperate for a moment of reprieve so I can readjust myself.

      “You’re our guest, man. I can get them.”

      “No,” I insist as I hurriedly jump up. “Let me.” I practically sprint into the kitchen like my ass is on fire.

      Fuuuck.

      I lean against the kitchen counter, popping a cap off another beer as laughter spills from the living room. Jake's got an arsenal of jokes, but it's Molly's laughter that's got me hooked, light and genuine, threading through the air like music.

      "Want one?" I offer her as she wanders in, the fridge light casting a glow on her face.

      "Sure," she replies, and her fingers brush mine as I hand her a soda. An electric jolt shoots up my arm, and I'm pretty sure it's not static.

      “What? No beer for me?” She raises a delicate eyebrow, and I eye her.

      “No way, sweetheart. I know you’re not old enough, and Jake would beat my ass if I gave you one.”

      She pouts prettily. “I’m nineteen. Technically old enough to die for my country like you, so I think I should be old enough to drink alcohol.”

      I size her up, and then her shoulders slump as she finally confesses, “Actually, I hate the taste of beer anyway.”

      I chuckle at that, and then I go quiet as I wonder who gave her a beer before. Was it another guy? Did he kiss her? Touch her? My grip tightens aroudn my beer as I try to tamp down the sudden jealousy that pumps through me at the thought of another man’s hands on her.

      Instead, I discreetly study her. Her cherubic face with puffy pink lips. The slight blush to her cheeks. The way her long brown hair sways with each movement she makes.

      We settle into a comfortable silence, leaning side by side against the cool granite. She sips her drink, and I can't help but notice the way her throat moves, the soft curve of her lips. Damn, this is not the little girl I left behind.

      "Your stories are insane," she says after a beat, her eyes wide with wonder. "You've really lived."

      "Something like that," I say with a chuckle, the memory of danger and adrenaline still a shadow in my mind. But it's different now, sharing it with her. It feels almost cleansing.

      "Would you do it all over again?" she asks, tilting her head, the brown locks tumbling over her shoulder.
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