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        It started at the bar…

      

      

      Ellie Forrester has been bartending at Last Call for nearly five years now, having left Nebraska and an unpleasant past for a new start in Hawaii. There is one man who makes her think of more than work and he’s a frequent visitor to the bar.

      Bennett Harvey, ex-SEAL, spends a lot of his time at the military hangout, Last Call, for the main reason of being able to see the bartender who’s had his eye for years. One night there’s an opportunity and he’s not about to miss out.

      Their one night stand leads to more but when her past rear’s it’s ugly head, can they overcome the obstacles in their path?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who are needing to start over but don’t think you deserve the second chance. Newsflash you do!
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      Ellie sighed as she wiped down the bar in those final precious moments before they opened. Her peace and quiet about to be shattered by the men and women who would be showing up to Last Call for their Friday night drinking and hookups. She truly loved her job, but it took a bit for her to get into the persona she held while bartending to the military men and women that came here.

      Tonight was going to be even louder than usual, as they were hosting a bachelor party for a lieutenant who was stationed there. A quick glance at her watch and another deep breath before she tossed the towel over her shoulder.

      “You okay, Half Pint?”

      Turning to look at her boss, Teach “Dogfish” Burton, she shook her head as a smile turned up her lips. “We are the same height, you know, right?”

      He rolled the unlit cigar from one side of his mouth to the other then back again. Shoving a battle-scarred hand through his shorn hair, he shrugged. “You’re still a half pint to me.”

      He was the only person on the face of this earth she would allow to call her such a name. After being in the man’s employ for over five years now, she’d come to figure him out. He called her that because he loved her but would never tell her.

      “Are you hanging out tonight?”

      “Of course I am. I’ll be here up until close.”

      She walked toward him, holding his unwavering blue gaze. “Wasn’t the idea of having me as a manager so you didn’t have to be here every open moment?”

      “What am I supposed to do on a Friday night in Hawaii?”

      She battled the urge to roll her eyes and smack him with the towel. “Oh, I don’t know. Go out on a date.”

      He crossed his massive arms over his barrel chest. “You first.”

      “I would but I have a bar to open.” She kissed his cheek and moved on to the door, unlocking it and flipping the sign.

      She ignored his muttered response, for there were already patrons coming in for the party. Most she knew as regulars but there were a few she’d not met yet.

      “Thanks for allowing us to have this here, Dogfish,” Todd Smithson said as he smiled at her.

      “You’re paying me, don’t think this is anything special.” Dogfish’s gruff reply had her turning away so no one saw her grin.

      “Does he know you laugh at him?”

      Whoa there. Stop everything. That voice right there belonged in a dimly lit bar where no one would notice if your nipples were hard with arousal. Only one man had that voice to her. She shifted her gaze up from the floor, along the long muscular legs that were encased in tight jeans, over the flat abdomen covered by the green shirt, and up to the tanned face. Dark brown eyes waited for her.

      Bennett Harvey.

      If there was one man who could make her lose her cool, this was him. Ex-Navy SEAL, quiet man who proudly sported his tribal tattoos on his arms. She’d seen him one time without his shirt on and knew he also had one on his shoulder.

      “Depends,” she said, recovering and finding her voice.

      “On?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “If you’re going to tell him or not?”

      His smile damn near melted her panties and she took a deep breath, wishing for a moment they were somewhere alone, just the two of them.

      “Secret’s safe with me, Smash. If he finds out it won’t be from me.”

      “Smash?” She cocked her head to the side.

      “Ellie,” Dogfish boomed. “Need you over here.”

      He gave her a short nod. “Looks like that’s a story for another time.”

      “That implies that this was a time.”

      “Think on it, you’ll see it was.” He walked by her, leaving her to deal with Dogfish and what he needed.

      As the night progressed, she didn’t have another opportunity to engage with Bennett further for the group at the bachelor party kept her hopping with fixing drinks. She didn’t mind, she had come to love her job. The people she got to meet and the stories she got to overhear. They weren’t interested in her life, her past, and that’s just what she wanted.

      Even though they kept her busy, she still found time to cast a few stolen glances at Bennett. Each time she did, she swore he was watching her in return. No way to prove it, just her imagination playing with her and keeping her body in a state of ready alert.

      Bennett remained the entire night. In his one spot, splitting his time between four beers total. Dogfish kept his drink for him, leaving her and the others to tend with the partiers.

      “What’s the bell for, beautiful?” a man slurred as he gestured to the brass bell hanging behind her slightly to the left. “Does it work? Can I ring it?”

      She mixed up a cosmopolitan for a woman during this conversation. “Looks, yes, and no.”

      “But I should be able to ring it.”

      “Your wants, unless it’s dealing with a drink, are inconsequential. You want a bell to ring, go buy one.” She slid the drink to the waiting woman. “Here you go, hon.”

      “Thanks so much.” She put a twenty down. “Keep the change.” She toasted her and walked back off into the crowd.

      “No need to be a bitch,” he snapped. “Give me another.”

      Ellie slid her gaze to the man and sized him up. In an instant, her decision had been made. “Sorry, sir. I’m cutting you off. I’ll let you drink anything nonalcoholic.”

      He sent her a scowl that would have worried the devil and she held his gaze, unfazed by the posturing. There was no way she would back down in the bar. At one time in her life she would have cowed, but not now.

      Ellie couldn’t say why he backed, if it was her expression of don’t try me, buddy, or the glare from Dogfish she knew was coming. Either way, the customer settled down and asked for a tonic water.

      The music changed and she looked up to see three women standing in the middle of the group, beginning to gyrate and strip. Rolling her eyes, she focused back on the bar. Not her scene. She lost herself in work and before too long it was time to head home.

      As she drew the door closed behind her—the last one out, Dogfish had already taken the day’s take with him—she inhaled sharply. Bennett leaned against the streetlight post. A mist had rolled in and he took her breath away. Always had.

      “Shouldn’t you be out galivanting with the guys? Or does that lamppost need you?”

      He flashed a slow grin that had her weak in the knees. “I haven’t galivanted in years.” Bennett pushed away with a lithe ripple of movement and moved smoothly in her direction.

      She gulped. Members of the military moved a certain way, but this man, this ex-SEAL had something extra to his swagger.

      “I’m surprised Dogfish lets you walk alone after work. I saw him leave earlier.”

      The concern in his tone made her smile. “Guess what?”

      She watched him approach even more. He filled her senses. Body responding, she fought the urge to pull her shirt away from hypersensitive breasts. Her pussy grew slick as he halted before her, hotness personified.

      “What’s that?”

      She blinked at him, loving how the mist dangled on the strands of his black hair, making it shine with diamond dust.

      “Smash?”

      Shit, she’d missed his question. Why? Because she was thinking how nice it would be to touch him. How perfect her night would end if she were given the go-ahead to explore those hard, defined muscles, lick his golden tan skin.

      “Yes?”

      “You asked first.” His dark eyes twinkled. “What were you telling me?”

      “That I am a grown woman, one who doesn’t need permission to walk home after work. Or to work.”

      He towered over her, yet fear wasn’t a blip on her radar. Not for physical harm from him to her. However, what she may do to him, a definite concern.

      “Believe me, Ellie, I’ve noticed you’re all grown up.”

      Hawaii was warm but had nothing on the heat his words created within her.

      His gaze ran over her. She flicked her tongue over her lips. Bennett clenched his jaw.

      “Am I to assume you are escorting me home?”

      “Yes.”

      One word with absolute confidence lining it. She hid her smile. This was like a dream fantasy come true, having him in her place.

      “You do know I live like two streets from the bar, right?”

      “So, it’s not a long walk.”

      More’s the pity.

      They walked side by side into the mist.

      “Do you live around here, Bennett?”

      He shoved his hand in those jeans that took her breath away with how they fit those strong legs and firm ass of his.

      “Not far.”

      “Cryptic.” She fell silent for a few more steps. “Okay, how about why you didn’t go out with the rest of the bachelor party. Didn’t appear they were ending the festivities. Although after the strippers, where do you go from there?”

      He glanced at her then looked around them. “Someone waiting for you?”

      She shrugged. “Only Roscoe.”

      Bennett angled his head toward her. “Who’s that?”

      Grateful for the darker lighting so he couldn’t see her flush, she pursed her lips. “My plant.”

      His laugh rolled from him, deep and sexy, covering her in a comforting blanket. “Let me get this straight, you named a plant?”

      Ellie punched him in the shoulder. There wasn’t any give, only solid muscle.

      “Hey now. I’ll have you know Roscoe is very loyal. He listens without judgement and is always happy to see me.”

      They rounded the corner and headed up the next street.

      “Is that so?” He sounded more than a little skeptical.

      Another poke to his shoulder. Okay, so she couldn’t resist another touch. “Don’t mock,” she admonished.

      “Oh no,” he drawled. “Wouldn’t think of it.”

      She smiled at his teasing tone. For the longest time she’d wondered if this man ever smiled. But over the years, they’d become friends and she didn’t get to see smiles from him often, but she relished them when they came. For this to happen, here and now, was more than she’d ever hoped.

      After her last relationship, she was enjoying this one with Bennett. They flirted yet it was almost innocent. Then she would go home and use her vibrator thinking of him and what it would be like to share his bed.

      They walked up her street and she slowed as they neared her building. “Thank you for the escort home, I appreciate it but as you see it’s fine out here.”

      “This is not walking you home, this would be walking you part of the way home.”

      She watched him in her periphery. If only she could stare at him for hours. Those handsome Hawaiian features just drove her insane.

      “Right. I just don’t want you to feel obligated and continue more out of your way.”

      “Ellie,” he rumbled, voice low and electrical.

      It sparked right on her clit, making her bite her lower lip to keep the moan inside.

      He sent her a look that had her wondering if he would fuck her if she offered. Pushing those thoughts away, she stopped at the door and reached for the handle. He was there, moving in front of her. Then he stepped back and allowed her to enter before him.

      “It’s not a dangerous place, Bennett.”

      “Any place can be dangerous,” he said behind her, his breath on her ear.

      Her knees were weak once more. Navigating the four flights of stairs to her place, she again paused at the door.

      “Would you like the key?” She offered it to him.

      “I would love a key to your place,” he said, plucking it from her fingers.

      He opened the door and encouraged her forward with a touch on the small of her back.

      God, what she wouldn’t give to have that touch on her bare skin. Preferably between my legs.

      Okay, it was a fact, she truly had to go out and get laid.

      The click of the door reminded her she was alone with him now in her small one-bedroom apartment.

      Fuck, he seemed even bigger in here. His dark eyes took in her place. Knowing him, he was checking security and would be giving her a lecture on not leaving a window unlocked or something so entirely unsexy.

      She noticed he continued looking to her left and she followed his gaze. Roscoe sat there on a small wooden table.

      “You have an ‘lwa ‘iwa.”

      “Hi, Roscoe,” she cooed. “I suppose so. I’m sorry, I don’t speak Hawaiian. All I know is it’s a Maidenhair fern.”

      “Same thing,” he said with a smile.

      She shoved her hand through her hair and tried to control the beating of her heart. All that man, here in her place looking as good as he did. It wasn’t fair.

      “Tour?”

      Ellie looked around and shrugged. “It’s a one bedroom, what more could you possibly want to see?”

      He held her gaze. “Your bedroom.”

      Holy shit, she nearly came from the heat infused in his words. Needing a moment, she pointed down the hall. “Right at the end.”

      He strolled away and she took the time to enjoy watching. Everything on him was hot. From the fit of his attire to the tribal tattoos on his arms. Bennett leaned in her bedroom and when he didn’t immediately come back up, she gazed after him. He rested against the doorjamb but was looking in her direction.

      She ran her hands down her pants. “Something wrong?”

      “Not at all. In fact, call me even more intrigued.”

      “By what?” She moved to his side.

      Bennett turned so she would have to press against him to see inside. Taking the presented opportunity before her, she placed one hand on his muscled back and leaned in. Her bedroom was clean as was her wont.

      “I’m not getting it.”

      “You will be,” he muttered. But he gripped her chin and angled her to see the bed.

      Fuck. Lying there on her gunmetal gray and daffodil yellow bedspread was her large turquoise vibrator with all its many nubs.

      

      Bennett wasn’t just shocked but also intrigued and turned on as fuck. There was something sexy about a woman who knew what she wanted and would do what was necessary to obtain it. However, right now, seeing that there, knowing that jellied stick had the pleasure and luxury of slipping between her thighs and pushing up inside her pussy, had him wanting to remind her that it was in no way comparable to a real man. He wanted to be the one to prove it to her.

      Bennett wanted nothing more than to strip her naked and give her a personal one-on-one reminder. Her screech preceded her rushing by him into her bedroom. “Oh my God! I can’t believe… I’m so embarrassed. Figured it would be you who saw this.”

      She more muttered to herself than spoke to him and he let her vent it out. She held her hands out to the sides and said, “Forget you saw that.”

      He crossed his arms. “Not on your life.”

      Bennett entered her bedroom as she flipped up the edge of her bedding, hiding the vibrator. Her face flamed red as she turned back to him.

      “Why not?”

      “Why is that something I would want to forget? A fucking sexy siren and her vibrator. Hell no. I’m holding on to that memory.”

      “And what will it cost me to make you forget?”

      He smiled and stepped closer. “Nothing, although if you’d like to give me a firsthand memory, I would think on that one more.”

      Her eyes flared wide and she closed the rest of the distance between them. “This isn’t going to make things weird between us when you come to the bar, is it?”

      “Why would it?”

      Holy fuck, she smelled like midnight jasmine. Her scent wafted around him, embedding into his skin and soul.

      “Boys can get possessive when they fuck a girl.”

      He pulled her tight, splaying his hands along her back. “One, I’m not a boy, I’m a grown ass man. Two, I’m not fucking a girl. I’m sleeping with a woman. Three, ah, who gives a fuck.” There was no point in him pointing out some women got crazy as well. He slanted his mouth over hers and the groan from her mouth met his own.

      Soft, pliable lips parted beneath his assault and she purred. Right against his thrusting tongue. It went straight from there to his cock where it wrapped titanium around it. He gripped her shirt and yanked it up allowing himself access to her smooth skin.

      Women weren’t this soft, he didn’t know what she did to get this satiny smooth. All he knew was he approved whole heartedly. Her ferocity matched his, pound for pound. She dug her fingers into his waist anchoring herself to him. He approved.

      Nipping her lower lip as he broke the kiss, he backed away just enough to rip her shirt over her head. She stood before him, a lacy bra covering what he wanted free and accessible to him.

      Next to him, she was tiny and he felt more protective of her than usual. He settled his hands on her shoulders, pushing them along her skin, bringing the teal straps of her bra along for the ride. His mouth watered as he envisioned having her in his mouth, teasing her nipples, tasting her skin.

      She watched him carefully with her green-blue eyes, not stopping him, but he could see hesitation behind the raw lust. Making himself slow down, he reined back in his control.

      “Anytime you aren’t comfortable with this, you tell me.” His words were gruff but understandable. It may kill him, but he would stop if that’s what she wished.

      She shook her head. “Only thing I’m not comfortable with is how you’re wearing more clothing than I am. I’ve wanted you for a long time, Bennett.”

      “Fuck, Smash, I’m trying to go slow here.”

      “We could always do slow later. You know, once the edge is off.”

      The strings holding up his control broke. Snapped clean away and he drew her tight to him, not wanting any space between them. Claiming her mouth once more, he slipped his hands to her waist and undid the snap of her jeans.

      She arched into him, pressing those firm breasts deeper against his torso. Ellie copied him, undoing his pants but before he could push hers down over her hips, she’d wriggled her hand down the front of his and curled it around his dick.

      “Ahh fuck,” he called out, bucking his hips, pushing himself deeper into her touch.

      “That’s the general idea.” She fisted him, stroking him within the confines of his jeans.

      Not to be outdone, he cupped her core and yanked her pants down with his other hand. Sliding her panties to the side, he dragged a finger up along her lips before entering her with two. A nice slow push and he was seated inside her heat.

      “Shit,” she moaned.

      He worked his wrist, fucking her with his fingers. Words escaped him for the moment. He’d known she’d be hot and tight, but this? Nothing had prepared him for that. If she was like this around his fingers she was going to choke his cock. Yeah, that’s what he wanted.

      “Shirt off,” she panted as he flicked his thumb along her clit.

      He yanked it over his head with one hand. She worked him free of his pants and purred again as she stared at him. Her hand pale against his darker skin an amazing turn-on. Her lips were parted and her breaths came short and fast.

      “Ellie.”

      “What?” She tipped her head up to capture his gaze.

      He didn’t want to talk anymore. Bennett took control of her mouth once more and lifted her off her feet. While the move took her hand from his cock, he would find a way to survive. Stepping on his pant legs, he stumbled until they fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs and partially removed clothing.

      They separated for moments while divesting themselves of the rest of their clothing. He cursed his boots as he untied and kicked them free so he could be naked. Finally, she was back in his arms. He rolled them so she was beneath him as he settled between her legs. The head of his cock bumped her wetness.

      Then she had a hold of him once more, moving his shaft up and down along her slit.

      “Waiting for a personal invitation?” Her voice was low and throaty.

      “Want you ready.”

      “I’ve been ready since you walked into the bar tonight.”

      Thank God.

      “Put me inside you.”

      She didn’t argue or make him wait any longer. Ellie lined him up to her entrance and he surged forward, sinking fulling within her velvet heat. He held still for a moment before lowering his head and kissing her skin where her shoulder and neck met.

      “Oh yes,” she sighed. “Yes. Finally.”

      He smiled and nipped her skin as he cupped one breast before starting to thrust within her. Slowly he moved as she rocked beneath him, rising to meet his forward motions. She hooked her legs behind his back, allowing him deeper penetration.

      Kissing his way down her neck, he laved attention on her breasts. Her moans grew as he sucked, nibbled, and raked his teeth over her. She wrapped her hands in his hair, holding him there.

      Her grip was hard and unforgiving. He loved it.

      “Faster,” she begged, tugging on his hair. “God, please.”

      He listened. Rising up again, he pounded into her. The bed slammed into the wall behind them with each powerful thrust of his hips. Her cries grew as she came around his cock. He didn’t slow as her internal muscles flexed around him, milking him for all he had to share.

      Jaw clenched, tendons tight in his neck, Bennett came with a low roar. He nearly fell on her, he had nothing left to hold himself up. She’d taken everything from him. And he’d willingly give it to her again. As many times as she asked for it.

      She trembled beneath him and he kissed her, coaxing her tongue to come out and play. As they let their heartrates calm, he made slow love to her mouth until once more she was squirming beneath him, whimpers growing louder as she moved her hips.

      Still buried inside her, he grew hard again and began stroking once more. Gentle this time, building up the need until they both burned with it and couldn’t do anything but let it burn and run its course.

      Dragging out his movements, he growled his approval when she reached between them and added her touch to his cock as it slid in and out of her.

      She came again and shuddered in his arms. This time, he rolled them over and put her on top. Ellie didn’t hesitate or become shy. She placed her hands on his chest and rode him. Used him how she wanted, setting her own pace and speed. Bennett lay there, hands holding her hips as she closed her eyes and found what she needed from him. He ran his gaze over her.

      Fuck, she was stunning. Her creamy skin flushed from her desire. Lithe and fit. By his left thumb he saw a tattoo and another near his right thumb. They bore looking at later. Right now, he had something else in mind and she was driving him insane.

      Hours later they lay together, tangled in her bedding. Ellie lay mostly on top of him, her head resting on his shoulder and straddling his leg, pressing her nearly bare pussy against his thigh. He dragged one hand up and down her back, moving over the bumps of her spine as they lay entwined. She slept, soft snores escaping as she breathed deeply.

      He was fucked. He didn’t want to leave. She’d done something to him during this exchange. Sure, he’d always had a thing for her, but he’d chalked it up to being nothing more than lust. Now that the edge had been taken off, he realized he was wrong. It went way beyond lust.
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      Ellie didn’t want to get up and move. Not in the slightest. Cracking her eyes open, she stared at the clock, six in the morning. She’d been sleeping for almost two hours. Pushing up, she yawned and stared over her double bed. She was the only one in it. No sign of the hunky ex-SEAL who’d done more than deliver her wildest dreams.

      Her body tingled with the memories of what they’d shared. Cracking her neck, she slipped from bed with every intent of heading to the bathroom when she saw that damn vibrator sitting on the corner of the bedside he’d been on. Next to it sat a folded sheet of paper.

      Next time.

      Those were the only two words on the sheet, and goosebumps exploded along her skin.

      Dancing a little jig, she chuckled. “Next time.”

      She cleaned up and put the blue beast away before going out to the kitchen to begin breakfast. As it cooked, she swiped her phone and dialed her friend in Kansas.

      “Piper’s Pastries.”

      “May I speak to Piper please?” She flipped her eggs in a basket.

      “One moment.”

      The hold music was horrid and she made a mental note to tell her friend to change it stat.

      “This is Piper.”

      “Hey, stranger.” She smiled at the sound of her best friend’s voice. “Aloha, Pipes. You busy or do you have a minute to give me some advice?”

      A sharp squeal. “Ellie, of course I have time for you. What time is it there in Hawaii?”

      “A bit after six. I know it’s after eleven there, are you okay to talk or should I call you at home later?”

      “Talk. I was just thinking of you. How are you?”

      She killed the burner and slipped her food onto a waiting plate. Eggs, toast, bacon. Essentials.

      “I’m…” Her body flushed at another reminder of her night with Bennett.

      “Oh my God,” she gushed. “You got some.”

      “What? How would you even think of saying something like that. I never said that.”

      “Didn’t deny it either.” Another squeal. “Tell me all about it. Who is he? How was he? And when are you doing it again?”

      She poured herself some juice and took everything to the table. “I never said that. Are you even listening to me?”

      “God no. You get off work after two your time and yet here you are up at six. That’s not very much time for sleep which means there’s something on your mind. Ergo, sex.”

      It didn’t make any sense and yet it completely did when one knew Piper. They’d been best friends since they met in kindergarten.

      “Fine.” Swallowing some juice, she spun her fork on the table. “I slept with a guy from the bar.”

      “I know that’s not your way of telling me about it. I want the nitty gritty. The dirty details. All the spine tingling, toe curling orgasmic details.”

      And she wanted to relive them.

      So she told her, and while Piper howled with laughter about Big Blue Beast, she ate some food, not saying a word because it wouldn’t be helpful. Not for herself or what remained of her dignity.

      “Oh… Oh my God. You actually left it out on your bed?” More howling laughter. “Even I know to put mine away.”

      “Fall out of your chair and hurt yourself,” she snipped, sucking crumbs off her thumb. “And I’m not mentioning the fact you are saying you have one and use it.”

      Piper gasped, and despite herself Ellie couldn’t help smiling. Her friend was such an upbeat human being. It was hard not to smile around her. She effervesced joy.

      “I never said I used it, that’s neither here nor there for this discussion. Now, tell me about the hunk.”

      Dishes in the sink, she walked to her bedroom. “He’s an ex-Navy SEAL, and honestly I haven’t a clue what he does now. I see him most nights of the week.”

      “Is he an alcoholic?”

      “Not to my knowledge. He nurses his drinks and doesn’t do a lot of them. Truly, I think it would take a lot for a man his size to get drunk.”

      “Ohh, so he’s big. Is that only in frame or does that apply in all areas?”

      “All areas,” she admitted. Her nipples strained against her bra and she fought the urge to touch them, to see if she could alleviate the need.

      “Damn you. I may have to come for a visit if they are like that down there.”

      “You definitely need to come down. There are a lot of military men around here.”

      “Not looking for one on a permanent basis but, you know, to knock out the cobwebs would be nice.”

      “Yes, I suspect the town hasn’t changed much and you don’t have a lot of variety there.”

      “Nope. Not at all. Now, tell me why you’re calling, I know it wasn’t to rub my good Midwestern girl nose in the fact you’re out there having wild crazy monkey sex and I’m not.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Better be. So, where is he?”

      “I don’t know. He was gone when I woke.”

      “Ahh. So, what’s the plan when we see him again?”

      “I don’t have a game plan, Piper. He’d been nothing but a fantasy for so long, I don’t know how to behave in real life now that he’s seen everything I have.” Doubt began to creep in.

      “Stop it!”

      Jerking from the ferocity in Piper’s tone, she blinked. “Stop what?”

      “Thinking about Trevor.”

      Despite the warmth of the tropical paradise she was in, a cold chill settled over her. The mere mention of her ex-husband had her gut in knots.

      “Hard not to. He did a number on me both physically and mentally.”

      “Emotionally too, but he’s out of your life. You got away from him and moved on. You’re succeeding, Ellie. Don’t you ever forget that. He was wrong that you wouldn’t amount to anything without him. Be proud of what you’re accomplishing.”

      “Some days I wonder if he truly is.”

      “I can’t, nor will I, pretend to understand what it was you went through with him or what you’re going through now getting over him. You’ve been there for five years, seven months, and twenty-two days.”

      “Wow, you have it down. Keeping track of hours and minutes as well?”

      “Give me a minute and I can give that to you. You’re my best friend and left here, of course I’m going to know how long you’ve been gone.”

      “Love you too, Pipes.”

      “I know you do. And you should because I’m flat out amazing.”

      “Won’t ever have an argument from me on that.”

      “Go find him, Ellie.”

      She stood in front of the mirror and stared at her reflection. Good book hunting clothes. “No. I’m sure I’ll see him tonight in the bar but right now, I’m heading for my walk then I’ll be in bookstores.”

      “Have you rented an apartment for your books yet?”

      “No,” she quipped. “Not yet. Give me time.”

      “Do me a favor, okay?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t let Trevor’s memory ruin what you could have with this man. Not looking to debate this. Just think about it and have a wonderful day. I have to jet but we’ll catch up soon. Don’t forget to put Big Blue Beast away. Then again, perhaps he’d like to use him with you when he stops by next time. Love you.”

      Just like that, Piper was gone.

      “I will get you here one day, Pipes. And you’ll see it like I do and not ever want to leave.”

      Grabbing her essentials, Ellie left her apartment and went out to begin her day. She loved it here in Hawaii and couldn’t imagine going back to Kansas. Not for anything.
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      Bennett ran a hand down his face, wiping off the water that sluiced over his skin as he balanced his arms on his board. There wasn’t anything he loved more than early morning surfing. Okay, not true, but it ranked high up on his list.

      What he did last night with Ellie ranked higher still. Pushing himself up onto his board with an easy lift, he straddled it and just sat out there on the water, enjoying the sun. A few others were out but they didn’t bother him, keeping to themselves.

      He rocked on the board in time with the waves that rolled beneath him. Eyes closed, he just allowed himself to be in tune with the world around him. This was what he missed when he’d been in the service, the early mornings like this, where it was him and the ocean.

      He’d suffered in the desert when he’d been there, it wasn’t his kind of environment. And he’d relished his time off when he was allowed to travel home to this island. His home.

      Leaning forward, he paddled slowly, allowing the water to push him along toward the shore. Before his feet hit, he slid off the board and carried it up to where he’d left his towel. Board in the sand, he bent for his towel and got rid of the remaining water from his skin.

      The sun warmed the grains beneath his feet and his back. He hefted the board and returned to his truck and stored his things in the back after he rinsed off the saltwater. Bennett hopped behind the wheel and thought again about the woman he left lying there in her bed.

      His cock stiffened within his swim trunks and he rubbed the heel of his hand against it before sticking the keys in the ignition. He lowered the window and breathed in more of the sea air.

      After a quick trip home to shower and change, he made his way back toward Ellie’s apartment. He bypassed the bar and didn’t slow. There was a good chance it was open, Dogfish lived over it, but he had somewhere else to be.

      He paused before her apartment building, hand poised over the door handle. What if she didn’t want to see him?

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      He hurried up to her fourth-floor place and knocked on her door. Nothing from the other side. He frowned. Bennett knocked once more.

      “Ellie?”

      A small boy moved by him on an old big wheel and gave him a grin, showing off his missing front three teeth. He gave a smile back along with a nod.

      “Ellie’s gone,” he lisped. “She went shopping.”

      “Do you know when she’s coming back?”

      “She’ll bring me a book when she comes but not for many hours.”

      His interest was piqued. Crouching down, he smiled again. “What book is she bringing you.”

      “One with dragons, I hope,” he said. His tongue stuck out the hole in his mouth.

      “Dragons are always a good thing to read about.”

      “What do you like to read?” He pushed up on his toes, trying to become taller.

      “A little bit of everything.” Bennett ruffled his hair. “I’ll see if I can find her and check on your book for you.”

      “Tell her I wouldn’t mind two books this time.”

      He laughed. “I’ll let her know.”

      “Yay!” He bounced in place and clapped his hands. “Okay, bye.” He headed off down the hall, pedaling hard.

      Bennett strolled outside to his truck and rested against the bedrail. He didn’t have the slightest idea of where to look. But, hey, he wasn’t a SEAL for nothing. Ex-SEAL. He withdrew his phone and pulled up all the bookstores in the area.

      Marking them on his map, he figured out a strategy then took his truck to a public parking lot and left it, so he could track her on foot. After he locked up, he jogged off in the direction of his first shop to visit.

      Five later, he stopped to get a drink. There was another right across from him he would head into after he got a drink. Even so, he kept an eye on the door, on the off chance she either wandered in or out.

      Nothing happened by the time he tossed his cup in the trash and waited on traffic to cross. He stepped into the small shop and did a quick gaze around, instinctive even now that he was no longer on active duty.

      The shelves were crammed with books of all sizes and colors. Piled high with titles he wasn’t sure he’d ever have time to read. He smiled as the calm this place presented sunk into him. Meandering through the aisles, he paused when he found her.

      She sat cross-legged on the floor before the children’s books. He counted seven books by her right leg, six near her left and one in her hand that she leafed through. And in front of her was a small plastic basket with more books resting within its blue sides.

      “So, this is what you do on your time.”

      She jumped slightly before half turning around. When they landed on him, her eyes widened as an adorable blush scampered up her cheeks.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He crouched beside her and pushed a thick tendril of brunette hair with blonde streaks away from her forehead only for it to fall back in place when he finished. She leaned into him before she caught herself.

      “Looking for you.”

      Skepticism filled those blue-green eyes. “Why? You were gone when I woke up. I just assumed that you had what you wanted.”

      “And what did my note say?”

      Heat replaced the skepticism. “Next time.” Her words were breathy and she flicked her tongue along her lower lip.

      He wanted to follow that same path with his own tongue, taste her flavor once more. Indulge.

      “So what part of that indicates I was done?”

      His cock swelled in his pants and he struggled to retain control. If possible, she smelled even better this morning.

      “You left.”

      “Trust me, that’s a mistake I won’t be making again.”

      She lowered her gaze to the book she held. He smiled as he read the title, The Velveteen Rabbit. A story he remembered from his own childhood.

      This Ellie was completely the opposite of the woman who ran her bar with an iron fist. That woman had a spark in her eyes, challenging any and all who dared dispute her law. This one, subdued and almost withdrawn.

      Sitting beside her, he did his best to avoid the tower of books by her knee.

      “If it’s any help, he said he wanted one with dragons. Perhaps two.”

      “Jason?”

      “I wasn’t given his name. Adorable with three missing front teeth, if that helps.”

      Her smile returned, full force. “That’s Jason.” She pursed her lips and handed him the book from her hand. “I had something in here about dragons. Let me see.”

      He watched her as she went through all the books on either side of her before she triumphally withdrew one with a blue dragon on it.

      “See.” She waved it about and passed it off to him.

      Holding that one as well, he stared without shame and more than a bit of lust as she got to her feet, her cute ass nearly directly before him.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “I can’t just take him one. I saw a few more dragon ones up here.”

      He put the book in her basket and placed the other beside it before he rose up to stand next to her. She was so tiny next to him and all he wanted to do was protect her and keep her close. Ellie pushed up on her toes seeking something on a higher shelf.

      “Need some help?” He cocked an eyebrow at her when she glanced up at him.

      “You know it’s not nice to remind me how very short I am.” She bounced a bit more, drawing his attention back to her breasts as they moved behind her white thin cotton shirt.

      Fuck. His cock pushed harder against his jeans.

      “You’re not so very short. I mean tiny as fuck compared to me, but for some it’s not all that small.”

      He saw the book she was going for. There was a dragon on the spine and he reached for it, plucking it with ease from the shelf and holding it just out of her reach.

      She bounded up and down on her toes. “Give it.”

      Bennett dipped his head and captured her lips when she reached up once more. Her hands settled on his chest as a soft sigh escaped her.

      “Oh,” she murmured when he pulled back.

      Offering her the book, he kissed her once more. She captured her lower lip in her teeth as she turned the book over and skimmed the back, muttering and mumbling while she did. Turning back to her basket, she stepped over it and gestured with a hand.

      He understood and picked it up as well as the other thirteen books. Reshelving them, he found her two rows over, still skimming the shelves. Occasionally she would hand him a book but, for the most part, he was left to his own devices. Which, for him, meant following her and ogling as she took her time finding the books she wanted.

      When she was ready to go, he put the basket down at the front counter. The woman waiting there, gave them both a smile.

      “Aloha, Ellie. I see you have the handsome man with you today. Is he the one you told me about?” She lifted out two of the romance novels she’d gathered. “Is he the reason you’ve picked out more of these? Not that I blame you, he’s hot and could star in my own fantasies.”

      Her flush had him smiling. Slipping his arm around her, he kissed Ellie’s cheek. “I’m definitely benefiting from them.”

      She laughed while Ellie elbowed him. He pinched her ass and waited while the books were rung up.

      “I figured that would be better said than asking if she had any books on sex and what fun you can have with a vibrator.”

      Her gaze snapped to his and he winked. Although her skin was flushed, she never hesitated.

      “I already have those books, if you ask nice I’ll show them to you.”

      Had he said how fucked he was?
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      Ellie couldn’t believe how patient he had been with her today. He never once looked exasperated or fed up with her need to explore the old used bookstores. Bennett even helped her make up her mind on a few choices that stores had more than one copy of in stock. All the while, his smile remained easy and carefree.

      Right now, he carried her four bags of books she’d purchased. He guided her to the left and she didn’t understand until he paused before a large red truck.

      “Climb in.”

      “I’m fine walking home.”

      He opened the door and put the bags in the back. “Get in.”

      “I’m fine walking. In fact, I prefer it.”

      He hooked a finger in the gap of her shirt and tugged her closer. Until she was between his powerful thighs and his heat surrounded her in ways the Hawaiian sun wouldn’t ever be able to accomplish. Not even on its brightest day.

      She reached up and touched the scruff on his face, loving the contrast in their skin tones. She burned out in the sun while he just utilized his Hawaiian heritage and grew bronzed.

      “I’d prefer taking you.”

      “Home?”

      His smile sent up quivers in her belly.

      “Sure, we can go with that.”

      Her knees buckled and his smile told her he caught it. Lord, he was dangerous to her senses and her sanity.

      “Is there a reason you don’t want me to walk?”

      He pulled on her shirt more, creating even more of a gap. From his height, he could look directly down the front. And he did.

      “I can think of a few. Namely it’s almost time for you to be at work.”

      She’d forgotten all about the time. And food.

      “If you insist.”

      Another unabashed glance down her shirt. “I do.”

      “Sure you’ll be able to drive if you keep looking down there?”

      “I’m willing to give it a go.” He never looked away from her breasts. To be fair, she more than kinda liked him checking her out. She didn’t mind so much being ogled by him.

      She shook her head. “I’m sure you are.”

      Ellie gave a pointed look at his groin then climbed up in the truck, making sure to put an extra sway in her ass jiggle as she crawled across his seat to hers, avoiding the books as she went. While she didn’t understand what he said, she got the gist from the tone.

      Bennett settled in beside her and got them on the road. The windows were down and the air flowed over her skin as they went. Being as she’d not gotten tons of sleep last night, she nearly dozed but she sat up when he took a wrong turn.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Taking you to lunch.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Says you.”

      “Well of course I say it, it’s not. Take me home.”

      “Nope. I’m kidnapping you for the moment. I’ll take you home then walk you to work.” A pause. “After we eat.”

      She glared in his direction as he turned into the Ala Moana Shopping Center and parked.

      “Adventure feeds the soul.” He hopped out and headed around to open the door for her.

      “I can find adventure in bed,” she muttered, sliding out, her hand in his.

      “And we will.” He gripped her around the waist. “But right now, I am taking you to lunch.”

      They crossed Piikoi Street and made their way up Hopaka to the nondescript inn waiting there for them to enjoy. She smiled as they entered. This was her kind of place and had only eaten here once before.

      Their meal was lighthearted and fun. The man had a wicked sense of humor and loved to see if he could make her choke. As was apparent when he somehow got hold of a full cucumber and held it up.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “What’s that?”

      “A cucumber.”

      She sipped her drink and rolled her eyes. “I know that, why are you holding it like that? Should I leave you alone with it?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing. I mean, I know it’s not turquoise, but the size is similar.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut briefly before casting her glance all around to see if anyone had heard him. No one paid them the least bit of mind, for which she was eternally grateful. Ellie slipped to the edge of her seat and dragged her foot up the inside of his leg.

      “Should I be more concerned that you remember the size of my Big Blue Beast or that you seem so familiar holding that vegetable in your hand? Are you worried you won’t measure up?”

      She twined her tongue around the tip of her straw, loving how his brown eyes managed to get even darker. It was so damn difficult to pull her eyes from the curve of his fingers around the thick item. In her mind, it was no longer the cucumber but his own dick, and he lay there naked before her, stroking himself. Gliding up and down his length with a fist. Watching her with those deep pools of sexual promise.

      Her pussy pulsed and she would have squeezed her legs together but one was still on him and she didn’t want to move it.

      “Now, we both know how little I have to worry about measuring up to this cuke.”

      She lowered her eyebrows and allowed the small teasing smile to turn up her lips. “But it’s so hard.”

      He captured her ankle in the space of a heartbeat and she jumped but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Yes, it is plenty hard. Something else you are well versed in. Unlike your Mr. Blue.”

      She lifted her chin and stared down her nose at him. “That’s Mister Big Blue Beast to you.”

      Ellie adopted the snidest, snarkiest tone she could possibly manage while speaking in a public place about her named vibrator to a man who’d completely rocked her world last night.

      “I’ll show you big.”

      She grinned, completely on board for any and all demonstration in that regard.
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      Bennett sat in his usual spot in the back of the bar. More so than usual, he wanted to be closer to the tiny spitfire he’d nicknamed Smash. Nearly two different people she had combined within her. The woman he found at the bookstore was quiet and reserved versus the one he saw here, edgy and dangerous. Relishing in her sexuality without even being consciously aware of that fact. One, however, he was totally aware of.

      He tipped up his beer and allowed his brew to slide down his throat. Tonight was busier than normal but they’d had a ship come in this afternoon and that brought a lot more patrons. And while he was happy for the business, he wanted to be able to see Ellie more.

      “What’s up with you, Bennett?”

      He glanced at an old teammate who sank his lanky body beside him, beer in hand, and shot him a wide ass grin.

      “Drummer. How the fuck are you? When’d you get in?”

      “Just today, came in on the carrier.”

      They shook hands.

      “Damn good to see you again. Where are you staying?”

      He caught a glimpse of Ellie as she laughed and joked with two tall sailors. He frowned.

      “I was going to say with you but what the fuck, man?”

      Bennett cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

      “What nothing. You look like you’re sucking on lemons. Who is she?”

      “Who’s who?”

      The last thing he wanted to do was introduce Drummer to Ellie. He was the quintessential All-American man with his perfect blond hair, dazzling smile, and all that other shit that went along with the title. Call him selfish or whatever, but he didn’t want to share her.

      “That’s what you’re coming with? Either you tell or I’ll go find out.”

      No idle threat coming from Drummer. The fucker was eternally nosy. Always asking why. He was a damn good SEAL, just curious as all get out.

      He grunted. “Fine. Let me break it down for you. The bartender—”

      “Oh yeah, noticed her right away when I walked in. Hot number. Wouldn’t mind having a few rounds with that.”

      He narrowed his eyes, clenching the bottleneck of his beer. “Is mine,” he growled.

      Drummer gave a low whistle while rocking back on two chair legs. “So that’s how it is.”

      “Precisely.”

      “How long has this been a thing?”

      Quite possibly longer in his mind than hers. “Long enough.” God, he sounded like a right prick.

      Drummer sent him an easy grin, not at all perturbed by the not so subtle threat coming from Bennett. He pushed a hand through his blond hair and rocked forward once more, chair legs landing with a thump.

      “Because I’m off the ship and I have a beer, I’ll let it go. For now. Catch me up with you.”

      Grateful for the reprieve, he did just that and it was wonderful catching up with his old friend. Bennett had kind of isolated himself once he’d come back from serving his country. He waved goodbye as Drummer walked away with his arm slung around a woman he’d picked up for a night of—well, he didn’t want to think about that.

      “You looked like you were having fun.”

      He stared at the waitress who was going by with dirty glasses and empties. Rachel was her name.

      “I was.” He gave a short nod and handed her his bottle.

      “Another?”

      He flicked a glance over to the bar where Ellie stood. His heart thudded in his throat. She had her head back as she laughed with the group around her. Bennett craved her in a way that beyond scared him. As a man who’d faced a shit ton of fucked up situations without blinking or hesitation, this freaked him out past any belief he could have thought anything could or would.

      The room closed in around him and his instincts screamed for him to evacuate. He listened.

      “No.”

      “Holler if you need anything else.” She gave him a look as she dragged her tongue along her lower lip. “And I do mean anything.”

      “Right.”

      On his feet, he wove through the tables until he hit the door. After which he continued on until he was streets away. Avoiding the pedestrians, he got to a small café with outdoor seating. He claimed one for himself.

      “What can I get you?”

      He struggled to push past the pounding of bass drums in his ears to focus on the woman standing before him. Bennett pinched the bridge of his nose and longed for his board and the quiet lap of the waves against as he sat surrounded by water.

      “Coffee, please.”

      “Be right up.”

      She was gone with a smile.

      He sipped the coffee and worked to slow that insane beating of his heart. Panicked. I fucking panicked.

      It wasn’t a feeling he appreciated. At all. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d done so.

      When the café closed he set back out once more and found himself staring at the darkened storefront of Last Call. Ellie had gone home. Above the bar the lone light for Dogfish’s place snuffed out.

      Bennett strolled to his truck and got behind the wheel. He didn’t live as close as Ellie, but he wasn’t far. Of course, far was relative. He was on an island, nothing was that far. He sat in his idling truck and debated. With a small laugh, he shifted into gear and departed the lot.

      A short time later he was again out of his vehicle and strode to the door. He knocked and waited.

      “Why are you knocking on my door, son? You can just come in.”

      He bent and kissed his mother and entered his childhood home, closing the door behind him. Padding into the living room, he inhaled sharply and smiled over the familiar smells. She turned and faced him, reaching up to cup his face. He loved her so much.

      “Who is she?”

      Bennett never hesitated. His mom may be small but she was ferocious and relentless.

      “My one.”

      A small smile turned up her lips as her gaze softened. Then tears glistened and he frowned.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “No tears, son. Only memories. You are so much like your father.”

      He gazed over to where the portrait of his parents on their wedding day sat. How she saw it, he wasn’t sure. He didn’t see any resemblance to the haole his mom married all those years ago. Aside from height, that’s what he got from his old man.

      “Why are you up?”

      She put her arm through his. “I’m always up at this time.” She led him out the back to the swing. “You should move home.”

      “No, Mama. I can’t live with my uncles. I’m fine where I am.”

      His five uncles also lived in this house and he would go crazy if he had to live with them.

      She tsked. “Fine. Tell me about her.”

      So he did. And when he finished telling her all about it she hemmed and hawed for a moment.

      “Why are you here with me then?”

      “I came to visit you.”

      “And I welcome any chance I have to see you, but you’re full of hogwash—excuse my poor language. You are here in the middle of the night when you didn’t even know I was awake so I’m not buying your excuse.”

      He hid his laughter at her distaste for foul language. And what she considered bad.

      “It’s not an excuse,” he protested.

      “Son. I know you and I know when you’re lying.” She glanced at him. “You just told me she is your one. And yet here you are, running from her. You’re so much like your father you don’t know what to do with this newfound information.”

      “Wise beyond your years, Mother.”

      “Your father—God rest his soul—told me before the end of our first date that I was the one for him. Then he had a panic attack.”

      Her tone lost its sadness for a hint of amusement.

      “It embarrassed him. Personally, I thought it was cute. Big bad Navy man, frightened by me.”

      “I’m scared of you,” he said.

      “I’m your mother, you should be.”

      “Trust me, I am.”

      She zipped her pendant along the necklace and tucked her feet beneath her.

      “He never gave up on me, Bennett. Don’t give up on her.”

      “When did you know?”

      She rested her head against his shoulder. “A lot sooner than I allowed myself to admit. Either to myself or to him.”

      “Have you met her?” He could totally see Ellie doing this.

      “I know things, is all. Go. The sun will be up soon. You can surf with your uncles.”

      She left him there with a peck at on the cheek.

      Once she’d gone inside, he went to the water lapping the shore at his mother’s house. He ignored the liquid seeping into his shoes. He hung out, surfed, then ate breakfast with his mom and his five uncles.

      “Bring her by,” was his mama’s command on his way out.

      Not much later after he got into his truck, he parked before Ellie’s apartment and headed up the stairs to her door. He rang her doorbell and while he waited he propped his shoulder against the door frame.

      “Who is it?”

      The sleep laden question reminded him he’d not yet been to bed.

      “Bennett.”

      All her locks disengaged and she swung the door open. Her short dark hair was mussed and she looked so adorable.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her thin shirt couldn’t hide her taut nipples. And he was glad. His palms burned with the need to touch her all over. As if it was the first time.

      “Let me in.”

      There was command buried with those three words.

      She stepped back and he moved by her, inhaling deeply as he did, drawing in her scent. Ellie shut the door and yawned as she leaned against the wood panel.

      Part of him felt bad for waking her but most didn’t. Without a word he headed to her and gathered her close to him. She went willingly and settled against his chest with a little sigh.

      “You left abruptly, is everything okay?”

      “It is now.”

      “Good.” She moved back fingers gripping his shirt and backed to her bedroom. “We can talk later, right now I need more sleep.”

      “I was thinking about my dad.” He joined her in the bed.

      “Something happen?” Concern lined her voice as she rose up to gaze at him.

      The morning sun wasn’t completely blocked so the light illuminated her creamy skin.

      “Just wondering about him, he died before I was born.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Yes, it was something that had been said many times to him but, coming from her, he believed it was something else. There was more in her statement that conveyed something much deeper.

      “Hard to miss what you don’t know.”

      She curved back into him. “I disagree. When you see what others have and you are missing it, I believe you can miss out on what you don’t get to experience.”

      There was something in her tone which alerted him to the fact she was speaking about something personal. He wanted to know the reason for her pain. It would have to be later, she’d fallen asleep, her scantily clad body pressed tight against him.

      He shut his eyes and allowed the lure of the sandman to sweep him away. Contentment covered him like a warm plush blanket on a cold night.
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      “Larson!” Ellie hollered over the raucous noise in the bar. “Need another two cases of beer.”

      The bar was hopping. Standing room only and the drinks, along with the money, flowed. For the size of the crowd they were behaving, so far.

      Night’s still young.

      It had been ten days since Bennett had stopped by and they’d fallen asleep. She hadn’t been able to spend time with him and she missed him. Missed how special he made her feel.

      The moment Larson returned with the beer, she decided to take a break. “I’ll be back,” she cried out. Her staff was great. Worked hard and had no petty squabbles. None that she knew of, anyway.

      My staff—they’re not, really, they’re Dogfish’s staff. As am I.

      Her boss meandered around up there, keeping order in his house. She sat down in the small break room and rubbed the nape of her neck. A low moan escaped. She’d been going nonstop since three this afternoon and it was eleven. A few hours left.

      Her feet were killing her. Next time there were shoes to be broken in, it wouldn’t happen on a weekend.

      Scrunching her toes a few times, she swore. There was pain and she had no doubt there would be blisters. She didn’t have another pair of footwear to change out.

      Toeing her shoes off, she padded across the pristine floor to the coffee pot and fixed herself a large mug. She was always up for a serious jolt of caffeine. And some days it was needed more than others. This time was definitely one of them.

      After the sugar and creamer were added, she retreated to her seat and put in her earbuds. This was her ten minutes to enjoy her music. Nights like this, she tended to listen to classical, it soothed her nerves.

      One minute prior to her break ending, she pulled her shoes back on, wincing as they rubbed against the already raw spots. She bounced on her toes a bit, just to prove she could handle this. Then she rinsed out her mug and left it in the sink. Two more deep breaths and she stepped back out into the organized chaos.

      Larson shot her a look she knew all too well. They were getting rowdy. She took her spot at the bar and got to work. A tingle ran down her spine and she glanced up to see Bennett slowly making his way up to her. A good half-head taller than most of the crowd, he stood out. Then again, perhaps it was because she noticed him over everyone else.

      Tonight, his charcoal gray shirt spread taut over his impressive torso. She dampened her lips, all her focus going on him. The jigger in her hand slipped a bit before she regained her focus.

      “Evening,” he said.

      His smile weakened her knees. That flash of white against his darker bronzed skin turned her into a lust-crazed, insane woman.

      “What can I get you?” She finished her current drink and passed it off to Courtney.

      “Same.”

      Ellie smiled. “I could take that to mean you wanted a pink drink.”

      He rested against the bar.

      “I don’t mind pink.” A wink. “I’d prefer a beer if it’s all the same to you.”

      “I suppose it should be.” She grabbed his drink of choice and popped the top. “But I so wanted to see you with something pink on your lips.”

      His eyes heated and swirled with both promise and hunger. The noise of the bar faded as it hit her what she’d said.

      “It’ll happen.”

      Her pussy throbbed and she wanted to touch herself to find relief. Or have him do it.

      A young sailor stepped up. “Another round of six.”

      “Sure thing.” She gave him his total and began filling mugs after he paid. Bennett barely moved to the side to give him room at the bar.

      “You’re an angel from Heaven.” He gathered the drinks. “I could marry you. What do you say, beautiful? Want to be hitched to a sailor?”

      “Money up,” Larson yelled.

      “Damn.” She tossed five bucks in the jar they had behind the bar on their counter. Bastard never failed to hear when this happened to her. It didn’t ever seem to matter where he happened to be working, if he was in the building he heard, somehow.

      Dogfish walked up. “Another one I see.”

      Each time they had a marriage proposition, they had to pay money. When the jar got full, Dogfish matched the amount and it went to one of the numerous charities he supported.

      She didn’t mind, it was the last tip received or five dollars, and it didn’t ever go over five. So, since the flirt had given her ten, she still got part to take home.

      A win-win.

      “How much have you contributed since you started here to that jar?” Bennett held the bottle to his lips and she couldn’t tear her lips from the sight.

      She lifted one shoulder. “No clue. More than I can remember. But, not as much as others.”

      Bennett cocked a brow. How the fuck such a simple act could make a man that much hotter and sexier, she wasn’t sure.

      “Larson gets a lot of propositions.”

      He nodded sagely. “I’m sure he does.” A blank stare. “I would still proposition you.”

      Her belly fluttered. “That’s good to know.”

      “Very.” He took a drink. “See you later.”

      She needed a moment to regain her sensibility and focus on the job at hand. It didn’t work. She tracked him as he moved through the throng of gathered patrons.

      He glanced back over his shoulder and toasted her with his beer.

      Bastard knew I was watching.

      The night continued and she couldn’t express how relieved she was as she turned the sign in the window to closed. Something low and slow played on the jukebox while they cleaned. They worked hard and fast to finish up. When she was the only one left, she finished writing up the day’s receipts.

      “Busy night.”

      She jumped, a scream bursting free.

      “Holy crap! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      Dogfish rolled the ever-present cigar in his mouth. “You’re jumpy.”

      He had a deep rasped smoker’s voice.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not a Marine who eats trees and pisses sawdust. As far as I knew I was the only one in here. So, when a person speaks to me when I’d believed I was alone, yes, it freaks me out.”

      He shrugged it off and slid his stocky build into the booth seat across from her. After digging in his pocket, he pulled out a lighter and she snatched it from his hand.

      “What?”

      “Just because the place is empty doesn’t mean you can smoke in here.”

      He glared at her. She blinked back, unimpressed.

      “Again, not one of your Marines. I’m gonna let you in on a secret. I know you’re a teddy bear and I’m not scared of your bluster.”

      He shook his head. “Respect. I had it with the Corps.”

      The wistful tone had her glancing up at him, suddenly concerned. The gleam waiting for her had her rolling her eyes.

      “We respect you.” She turned over the last stack of receipts. “You just want us quaking in our boots.”

      “Speaking of quaking. What’s going on with you and the squid?”

      Squid had been said with something akin to that face you make when you step in a pile of dog shit and can’t get it off the bottom of your shoe. And that segue had been poorly done.

      “I’m sorry, what?” She blinked tears away from eyes that had gathered from her choking.

      “You heard me.”

      “I did. I’m not sure I believed I actually heard it coming from your mouth.”

      He leaned forward, resting those Popeye-like arms on the clean surface. “Perhaps I wasn’t clear. What’s going on there?”

      “I’m past the age of needing permission to see a guy.” Could she call it dating, what she and Bennett were doing? Either way, she didn’t need someone’s judgement. Especially her boss.

      She loved him, he was a father figure to her but still, her life was her life.

      “He’s a man with a past.” He rolled the cigar around in his mouth.

      She thought about her own. “Don’t we all have one?”

      “I’m trying to look out for you, Ellie.”

      Gripping his arm, she gave him a small smile. “I know, and I can’t thank you enough for protecting me. But it’s not that serious. We’re friends.”

      Teach shook his head. “Not serious? Half Pint, if that’s what you think then you’re not as observant as I thought you were and gave you credit for.”

      Her heart picked up speed and she resisted the urge to rub her chest. Was Bennett as interested in her as she was him? The very idea made her damn near giddy. She’d been attracted to him since she first witnessed him stroll—swagger would be a better word—into the bar.

      “I’m fine, promise.”

      Dogfish held her gaze. After a short staring match, he grunted, got out of the booth before walking away, and vanishing into the dark without a word. Much like he’d arrived.

      She stared after him, mind a confused mess. Was there a warning there she was being obtuse about, because for the first time since her divorce he was a man who interested her in something other than a platonic way?

      Bennett was a big man, and one who knew how to kill, but she only felt safe around him. Shaking off her past memories, she returned her focus to the remaining receipts so she could get out of here and head home.

      Dogfish reappeared as she left and walked her home. As usual she was grateful, but there was part of her that filled with disappointment since Bennett wasn’t there.

      “Take some days off.”

      Pausing outside her building, she stared at him. “What?”

      “A week. It’s a forced paid vacation. I don’t want you back at work for seven days. More like nine if you include the two Sundays.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need some time off.”

      “I like my job and I don’t need a vacation.”

      “Fine, consider yourself fired for nine days.” He crossed his arms. “When you come back, your job will be there waiting after this time off. Go on inside.” She didn’t move. “I can’t leave until you are safely inside.”

      “Are you trying to keep me away from Bennett?”

      He was unimpressed with the ferocity in her tone. “I would ban him from the bar were that the case.” He made a shooing motion.

      She held her tongue, waved, and retreated inside. Locking her apartment door behind her, she toed off her evil footwear, hobbled off only to pause and swing back. Shoes in hand, she deposited them in her donation pile. No way she was wearing those again.

      After a long, hot shower, she padded to her bed in a t-shirt and panties. She yawned as she crawled underneath the bedding. Exhaustion weighed on her yet as she lay there her body came to life as she thought about Bennett.

      Nipples pebbling behind the thin cotton, she slid her hands up beneath the material to tug and pluck on them. Her clit throbbed so she drifted one hand there, pushing between the lips and gasping at the contact with the bundle of nerves.

      More! Her body demanded.

      With a frustrated groan, she reached for her bedside table, needing far more than what her fingers could provide. Ellie withdrew Big Blue Beast and, as the low hum filled the air, she closed her eyes and conjured up memories of Bennett and his touch on her body.

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      This had been a day from hell. Bennett’s mood was south of the border as he strode into Last Call a bit after eight. Familiar people gave him greetings and he scanned the room—as his usual—before he headed for the back corner he typically occupied.

      No sign of Ellie. Probably in the back. A thought that stayed with him right up until he spied Dogfish behind the bar taking orders. The last time he saw this was when Ellie wasn’t even in the building.

      The place wasn’t overly busy, so he wasn’t sure why the owner would be tending bar, since he was more of the type who stayed off to the side and made sure order reigned.

      Rachel brought his beer. “Here you go, hon.”

      “Where’s Ellie?”

      She shrugged. “No clue, she didn’t come to work today.”

      Not what he wanted to hear.

      “In fact,” she continued. “She’s out for at least a week.”

      Even less what he wanted to hear.

      “Thanks.”

      She watched him, one eyebrow up.

      “Yes?” He sipped his beer, wondering if this was how animals at the zoo felt to have people staring so hard.

      “Thought you’d be out the door after her. Maybe you want someone with more experience?”

      “I’d like to finish my beer.”

      Rachel headed off and he drank, faster than usual but not as swift as he could have.

      He played a game of pool then headed out. Although Dogfish made drinks, Bennett swore the crusty old Marine behind the bar watched him closely. Once he reached his truck, he slid behind the wheel and had shut the door when his phone rang.

      “Yes?”

      “Where are you, man?”

      Drummer.

      “On my way to Ellie’s. What’s up?”

      “So, you’re not going to be home?”

      “Not for a bit, no. Feel free to use it, just no women.”

      “Roger that. Thanks, man. I need some rest.”

      Of that, he had no doubt.

      “We’ll do lunch tomorrow.”

      “Good idea. Thanks again for the crash pad.”

      Disconnecting the call, Bennett began driving. He pulled into a parking space and took a gander around. He didn’t even know which—if any—was her car.

      Walking up the stairs to her floor, he tried to slow his brain from assuming the worst about where she stayed. Not to mention why she wasn’t at work.

      Before her door, he rubbed a hand over his head. Time for a haircut. More nerves. Bennett knocked.

      No answer. He tried three more times, all resulting the same way. No Ellie.

      Frustrated, he headed back down the stairs.

      As he reached for the handle of his truck, a black SUV pulled up and out she stepped from the back. If his keys had been in hand, he would have dropped them.

      Holy fuck.

      Ellie bent to speak to the driver and all his blood rushed south to gather in his groin. Her slender body had been covered in a light gauzy material that swayed seductively with the gentle breeze moving around him.

      The seafoam green color had been shot through with a dark green metallic thread that sparkled in the lighting. The handkerchief hem gave him flashes of her toned legs. The halter top hooked around her neck and teased him with side glimpses of her breasts. Tasteful and sexy as fuck.

      He smiled when he realized she carried her shoes in one hand. God, he loved her legs. She stumbled a bit and held up her hand as if that would balance her out, laughed, and began to walk once more.

      Slightly unsteady, her smile beamed at him.

      “You are so hot,” she said, reaching him.

      “Thank you.”

      “I love your eyes. I can’t tell you that though, shhh!”

      Definitely drunk. He caught her as she wobbled once more. Bennett shook his head. Turning his back to her, he crouched. “Climb on.”

      “Like a horsey.”

      She squealed and jumped up, she completely missed the first time and nearly fell on her ass, her laughter bubbling free. He waited for her to try again and she wriggled her ass, tongue out the side of her mouth as she concentrated for this jump. She made it, barely but stayed on by wrapping her limbs around him.
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