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PROLOGUE


EMBER


My hand hovered over the signature line. Ephesus was almost six thousand miles away. A foreign country. A language I didn’t speak. But at least I’d be within three thousand miles of Josh. The same continent for two whole months.


My fingers tightened on the pen, and my name unfolded onto the line with sure, fluid strokes. There. Done. I would be the youngest member of the Ephesus Excavation Fall Team. I sealed and stamped the envelope before I could change my mind.


Five knocks sounded in Paisley’s signature rhythm on the front door. She was right on time, as usual. Then again, living next door made for quick travel. I tightened my ponytail and stuffed the spare house key into the tiny pocket of my workout capris before I answered.


“Morning, sunshine!” she drawled with a grin. “You ready to hit the trail?”


“I signed.” My tone suggested I’d just committed murder.


“It’s about time! Really, it’s the right choice, and I’m so excited for you! Let’s celebrate with some chai afterward?”


“If by chai, you also mean going to a coffee shop, then I’m game,” I answered, dropping the letter in the mailbox and then turning to lock the door behind me. Besides, a four-mile hike deserved a caffeinated treat. Damn, the freaking key stuck in the lock. Again.


“Oh my God, Ember.” Paisley’s broken whisper sent chills racing from my scalp to my stomach.


I abandoned the key and turned slowly, my tennis shoes catching lightly on the concrete of our shared porch.


That feeling—the one I’d left behind in Colorado—swept over me, sickening my stomach in less time than it took to close my eyes…and I knew.


I…just…knew.


I faced our sidewalk, and the air rushed from my lungs in a soundless sob. This was how my world would end, on a cloudless Saturday morning. God, no. Josh. Please. His name was the sweetest prayer in my mind, the desperate call of my soul to his…wherever he might be.


Paisley shook as she took my hand, intertwining our fingers and grounding me. Which one? God, which one? There was no right answer.


My world paused, as though my mind knew to take in every excruciating detail of this moment—the sunshine filtering through the hanging baskets of flowers we’d just planted, the sounds of laughing children one house over, and the somber expressions of the two officers who walked steadily toward us…


In dress blues.









CHAPTER ONE


EMBER


Four Months Earlier


“I’m just saying that not all of us are six-foot-four, Joshua Walker.” I tilted my head to the side as he put another cooking gadget Mom swore we needed onto the top shelf of the kitchen cabinets.


Josh turned that damn smile on me and shut the door with a flick of his hand before caging me between his hips and the counter. “Okay. When you need something from the top shelf, I’ll race over and get it down for you.”


“Not the point.” I fought back the smile that had been a nearly permanent fixture during the last two days that we’d lived together.


You live together. No more long distance. No more missing him.


I looped my arms around his neck, letting my fingertips graze over the newly cut hair at the base of his head. “What about those times you’re not here?”


His gaze dropped to my lips. “Well, then maybe you could simply choose not to fondue for lunch?”


My stomach warmed at the look in his eyes—the one that seemed to ignore that we’d just gotten out of bed an hour ago. His arms tightened around me, bringing our lower bodies flush, and my pulse leaped.


“But maybe I like melted chocolate,” I whispered. “It has all kinds of uses.”


Those smoldering brown eyes locked on to mine, and I saw it there—the longing that had been our companion these last two years, waiting to finally be together, the intense chemistry that never failed to turn my body pliant the moment he so much as whispered my name.


“December.”


That did it. I was a puddle before his lips even touched mine. His mouth brushed them once, twice, before settling over me in a languorous kiss that had me arching against him. I opened for him, and Josh took advantage, stroking his tongue against mine with enough friction to set me on fire.


My heart soared, pouring so much emotion into me that I wasn’t sure my body could handle it. A laugh burst free, and I felt him smile against my mouth in response.


“Kissing me is funny?” he asked, lifting me to the counter to bury his nose just beneath my jaw.


“No!” I giggled again as he growled.


His face lifted, the light in his eyes reflecting the sheer joy I couldn’t contain. “What then?”


My fingers traced the lines of his face, catching on his rough morning stubble. God, he was just so freaking gorgeous. Somehow he’d gotten hotter in the last two years, time stripping away the last vestiges of boyhood from this glorious piece of man. “I’m just happy.”


“Well, that’s the idea.”


“I keep thinking about the hours we spent driving between Nashville and Fort Rucker, and the stolen weekends, and the good-byes…” And the times we both wondered how long our relationship could stay this strong without living in the same zip code.


He kissed me softly. “No more good-byes.”


“Promise?” A tremor slipped into my voice.


He cupped my face and looked so deeply into my eyes that I knew he was reaching for my soul. “I will never leave you again by choice, December. This is it. We made it through the worst, and now we’re here.”


I sighed and nodded. “So now what? Everything we’ve done has been to get to this point.”


A breathtaking smile swept over his face. “Now, we’re just happy. You and me, and this townhouse full of boxes.”


Bam! Bam! Our shared duplex wall carried the noise from our neighbors. “It’s a little early for a hammer, Jagger,” I muttered.


“But maybe not too early to get nailed?” Josh wiggled his eyebrows and swallowed my laugh with a kiss.


If happiness had its own electrical current, we could have powered the whole city of Clarksville.


The alarm blared on my cell phone, and I reached for it, randomly slapping the counter in search while trying not to break from Josh’s mouth. Oh, screw the phone.


I wound my arms around his neck and threw myself into the kiss, angling the way I knew he liked and sucking his tongue into my mouth. He groaned, sinking his fingers into my hair, and then drove me wild with every lick, nibble, and caress. Josh pulled back with a gentle bite on my lower lip and then silenced my phone.


“Fun time’s over, Ms. Howard. You have class in an hour and ten minutes.” He waved the phone.


“And?” I questioned, sliding my hands under his PT shirt to feel the delectable ridges of his abs.


With a muttered curse, he retreated. “And it takes one hour and seven minutes to get there, which means it’s time for you to go.”


I threw on my best pout. “I can skip.”


He took my messenger bag and travel coffee mug and thrust them both into my lap. “No. We had a deal. Normal life, which includes you going to class, no matter how badly I’d like to take you back upstairs and listen to you scream my name as you come.”


Need slammed into me, and my breath left in a rush. “That’s really not the best argument to get me to leave.”


He put the kitchen island between us. “We don’t have to fight for time together anymore. This is our normal, babe. So you go to class, and I’ll go to work. And if you’re a good girl…”


I hopped off the counter and slung my bag over my shoulder, stalking him until his back hit the counter. “If I’m a good girl?” My fingers dipped into his waistband.


His eyes darkened, and his gaze dropped to my lips. “You’ll find out when you get home.”


Home. I lived with Josh. A fresh wave of euphoria bloomed in my chest. “You have a deal. Whatever will you do while I’m gone?”


“Oh, the normal. Go to work, maybe hang those pictures you marked for the upstairs hallway. Seriously, who frames the Gettysburg address?”


“An avid historian who happens to love that speech.” I pushed up on tiptoe and kissed him. “I’ll see you later, love.”


He tucked my hair behind my ear. “Send me a text and let me know you made it.”


“You bet.”


I grabbed my coat out of the front closet and zipped it up, barely remembering my coffee as I ran out the door with my books.


“December!” Josh called from the doorway as I slid the key into my car.


“Josh?”


His smile stole the very sun from the sky. “These have been the best three days of my life. I love you.”


“I love you, too. Just wait until you’re sick of me.” I winked, and he laughed.


“Not going to happen. Have a nice day, dear!” he sang, waving and stepping through our front door.


I pulled out of our shared driveway, slightly jealous that Paisley’s car was still parked. She’d completed everything she needed face-to-face last semester and was finishing her degree with online courses. We’d all decided on a little neighborhood on the outskirts of Clarksville, Tennessee, and lucked out that the new development had both sides of a duplex open.


Jagger declared the gods of realty had smiled upon their bromance, and we’d signed the leases. I loved being so close to our friends.


Driving an hour to Nashville twice a week to finish at Vanderbilt was more than worth it to sleep next to Josh every night. Besides, it gave me a chance to call Mom, or catch up with April or Sam. As mild as this January was going weather-wise, it was an easy trip.


I made it to a parking space with seven minutes to spare and ended up sprinting to class, taking the first seat along the U-shaped conference table. My laptop fired up as our professor walked in.


“Good morning, seniors,” Dr. Trimble said, placing his coffee on the small podium. He glanced at each of us in turn. “Welcome to Thesis. It’s good to see so many familiar faces. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m not sure how you made it through Vanderbilt without being subjected to my rambling, but bravo.”


A small murmur of laughter passed through the twenty or so of us.


He ran a hand over his balding head and adjusted his houndstooth bowtie. “Before we get started, I’d like to introduce my TA.” He motioned with his hand, and I turned with the class toward the back of the room. “Mr. Graham is working on his masters, and is doubling as my research assistant.”


The corners of my mouth lifted when Luke stood and waved, offering me a smile and a nod. He mouthed, “Coffee?” and I gave a small nod before turning my attention back to Dr. Trimble.


“He’ll also be handling the applications for the dig I’m overseeing this fall in Ephesus, Turkey. For those of you continuing on to your masters and doctorates, it would behoove you to apply, as only those who are accepted on the dig will be considered to start in a special spring opening in those programs. Now, let’s get down to business.”


An hour and a thick syllabus later, Luke and I headed toward the coffee shop.


“How’s it going, Red?” he asked, nudging me with his shoulder.


“Good,” I answered as we walked. “Josh and I moved in together, and it’s pretty perfect so far.”


“Ah, the hockey star returns.” He held the door open for me, and the welcoming smell of espresso filled my lungs.


“The hockey star never left,” I elbowed him. “How is David?”


Luke snorted. “Still leaving his boxers on the floor, but I love him, so what can I do?”


“It’s a pretty small problem in the scheme of things, right?”


“There are worse problems to have,” he answered. “Hopefully the line isn’t too long. Our spot is open.”


Once our coffee was in hand, we took up seats on the small loveseat in the corner that we’d claimed during study sessions my junior year. “What are your plans after graduation?” Luke asked, brushing an errant piece of blond hair out of his eyes. He was still trying for the surfer look, but it was growing on me.


“Well, Josh is stationed at Fort Campbell now, so I’m throwing around the idea of getting my masters…maybe my doctorate?”


“Ooh.” He leaned forward with an indecent grin. “Talk academia to me.”


I laughed and shook my head. “I…I have…”


“Spit it out.”


“I kind of want to start focusing more on the writing aspect, really dig in historically, maybe publish something? It’s probably not going to happen. I should teach. That’s the practical answer.”


Luke raised his eyebrows. “You kept a long-distance relationship thriving, and you want to talk about practical? You’re a romantic at heart, honey—you can’t fool me. You also do whatever you set your mind to, so if you’d like to be the next David McCullough, I think the world is ready.”


“What about the next Howard Zinn?” I suggested. “Revolutionize what everyone thinks they know. Look at history from another side and not just the victor’s?”


He tapped his fingers on his paper cup and tilted his head. “You need to apply for the Ephesus dig.”


I sputtered, nearly spewing coffee all over his cream sweater. “What? That’s in Turkey.”


“Well, I don’t think we can move the location, so yes, you’d have to come to Turkey.”


“You’re going?” That was definitely an incentive.


“Seeing as my dad funded it, I kind of have to.”


“Did he get tired of buying hockey teams?” I joked.


“Hey, it’s just the one, and technically since it’s an expansion team, he didn’t buy it, he started it. Stop changing the subject and think of all the opportunities. Putting your hands on arguably the most untouched Roman ruins in the world… You’re still emphasizing in European History, right?”


I nodded slowly, trying to process his suggestion. “I just moved in with Josh. I can’t up and leave.”


“Red, it’s like two months, which is a blip on the radar to you guys, and you’d earn mad street cred with Dr. Trimble toward getting into whatever program you want.”


“Okay, you don’t get to say ‘street cred’ again without me laughing.”


“Fine, but you need to apply. You’ll get accepted. Your grades still stellar?”


“Yeah.”


Could you really spend two months away from him when you’ve been apart for so long?


“Then I think this is something you really need to consider.” He rummaged though his messenger bag and brought out a stapled packet. “This is the application. It’s not due until spring break. You’d really be an asset, Ember. Plus, if you’re just now thinking about your doctorate, you’re behind the power curve. The dig would let you into the spring program. Without it, you’re behind a year. Plus, it’s not like you didn’t love the one we did last year, and that was a baby dig compared to this.”


Ephesus. A real dig. A chance to discover something—a new theory, a new fact, something I could sink my teeth into and maybe even publish. A real-life use for all the work I’d put into my college career. But not seeing Josh? Voluntarily being long distance again? Madness. I pushed the application away. “I just can’t.”


He shook his head and stuffed it into my bag. “Yes, you can. You’re a brilliant woman, Ember, and if he loves you the way you say he does, he’d never dim your light. Don’t become one of those women who forget who they are just because they’re in a relationship. At least think about it.”


“I will,” I promised.


He filled me in on his relationship, and I gave him the short version of how the move had gone, until it was time to head to another class. I’d loaded my schedule last semester, so all I needed were three this go-round, thank God.


I called Josh from the car on my way home. Home! I’d never been so excited to see what a normal evening could hold. “Hey!”


“Hey, babe.” His tired voice came through the car speakers.


“How was your first day at the unit?”


“Mixed, I guess. You headed home?”


“It’s never easy being the new guy, and yeah I’m on my way. GPS has me fifty-five minutes out. Are you in the same company as Will?”


“Yeah, Carter and I are both in Charlie. Jagger’s in Bravo with the other attack guys. You concentrate on the road, and I’ll work on getting us some dinner, how does that sound?”


Something shifted in my stomach, an unease that crept up my throat. “Everything okay?”


“It will be once you get here.” He tried to sound upbeat but didn’t quite make it.


“Okay. I love you.”


“I love you so much it hurts. See you in an hour.”


We hung up, and I cranked some music, but I couldn’t shake the crappy feeling that settled in my chest, or help but think about that Ephesus application in my bag.


I walked through our front door five minutes earlier than the GPS predicted. Our living room was partially put away, some of my books haphazardly stacked on the white bookshelves, and a few framed pictures were laid on the square coffee table.


My fingers grazed over Dad’s face and that familiar ache returned. Two years, and I still missed him every day.


“I thought you might want to decide where to hang them,” Josh said, coming from the small dining room where our four-person table from my old apartment was a cozy fit. He kissed the side of my head and pulled me into a hug, chasing away the sadness with his love.


“That sounds great,” I answered, wrapping my arms around his back. He’d already changed into a pair of jeans and a Henley. I had to admit, I liked my Josh better than Lieutenant Walker. “What is that heavenly smell?”


“Takeout from the Italian place down the street. I grabbed your favorites,” he said, leading me to the table after I took off my jacket and dropped my bag.


We sat and my mouth watered at the tortellini Alfredo in front of me. “This looks so good.” I shot him a sly grin. “Is this what I have to look forward to at the end of my school days?”


He laughed. “Day three and you’re ready to divvy up the household chores.”


My cheeks flamed because…


“Don’t worry, I know you already have a color-coded chart somewhere dictating what needs doing and when. Just stick it on the fridge, and we’ll get it done.” His smile melted me more than the wine he’d poured.


He knew me way too well. “The chart isn’t color-coded, but that’s not a half-bad idea.”


“There’s a fresh pack of highlighters waiting for you in the desk drawer. Now tell me everything about the first day of your last semester of college.”


I filled him in on everything about the classes but paused when I thought about the application. “There’s…there’s a dig.”


“Another one? That’s awesome. Where are you going?” he asked as if it was nothing, simply taking another bite of his food.


And I loved him all the more for it.


Josh would never hold me back, never discount my dreams to pay for his own. That’s why I couldn’t abuse that love. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going. I don’t even know if I’d get in.”


“You’ll get in. Why don’t you want to go?”


“It’s not a two-week trip this time, it’s two months, in Ephesus, Turkey, and I don’t want to be away from you that long.”


“Turkey?” His fork paused on the way to his mouth.


“Yeah, and not the bird.” I shook my finger at whatever smart reply he was thinking. Jagger had rubbed off on his sense of humor.


He quirked an eyebrow. “You should go. That’s huge.”


“We just clawed our way through a very complicated two years, Josh. This is our time, our chance. You’re too important to me to press pause so I can play with some dirt.” Some really cool, very rare, historically badass dirt.


“You really should go.” His voice dropped an octave, and his gaze fell to the tablecloth.


“Oh no, you’re not going to be all selfless and Joshy about this. I want this time with you—barbecues with our friends and sneaking off to watch you fly. I can do research from here. I don’t need to go to Turkey. I need to be with you.”


His fork hit the plate, the clanging obscenely loud in our bare house. “We won’t have the summer together, December. You should go, because I won’t be here.”


I carefully set my fork down, a sickening foreboding settling over us. My food turned over in my stomach as my heart jumped.


“Why? Why won’t you be here?”


“God, baby. I’m so sorry.”


And just like that…I knew.


“Say it.” Don’t say it. Deny it. I glanced over to where the double-star service flag hung in our window. Paisley and I had thought they were so cute when we’d bought our matching set. But while Paisley’s were both blue, one of our stars was gold for Dad. I ripped my eyes away, refusing to think of stitching any other color onto it, and locked eyes with the man who owned my very soul. “Tell me, Josh.”


“We’re on deployment orders.”


My eyes slid shut, like I could block this out, hide from it. It could be Honduras, Guatemala, hell, even Korea. It didn’t have to be over there, to that country that had nearly killed him and had ultimately taken my father from me.


“Where?” Our eyes locked, every ounce of the love we’d worked so hard for pouring between us, trying to fill the cracks that would soon become a canyon of distance.


“Afghanistan.”


So much for being just happy.









CHAPTER TWO


JOSH


The word flew from my mouth, and I would have paid anything to take it back, to wipe the look of total and abject fear off her face. She didn’t deserve this.


Any of this.


Life dealt Ember a shit hand, and rather than being the prince, I’d just turned myself into the joker—some sick act of irony. “Babe.”


“When?”


“It’s complicated. I have to progress through some helicopter training before I’m ready to fly with the unit, and they want me to do that here before I leave.”


“Josh. Stop making me ask you things twice, and just be straight with me. You can’t hide this from me or protect me from it, so just be honest and tell me when.”


God, those eyes, they destroyed me. They were wide, wild, even though the rest of her was composed. “A month.”


Her little whimper broke my fucking heart. Her eyes focused on her wineglass, and her spine straightened. I witnessed that moment in the grocery store two years ago all over again, watching her take on a burden she shouldn’t have to and stand even taller for it. “Okay. For how long?” Her voice grew steadier.


She was magnificent.


“Nine months. Maybe longer.” Nine fucking months without seeing her. Kissing her. Feeling her wiggle closer to me while she slept.


December nodded. “I thought they told you that your battalion wasn’t on the patch chart?”


That awful chart, the one that stated which units were up for deployment rotation, was about as trustworthy as a politician. “Right. When I got the welcome call from the unit, we weren’t. A different battalion was. But then they decided to go with a task force and pull different companies from different battalions—”


“I know what a task force is,” she said quietly, reminding me all too clearly that she was no stranger to this life.


“Right. Sorry. They pulled three of us. Medevac leaves early, but they’re leaving me here this month to progress. The rest of the company leaves next week.”


She sucked in her breath. “So soon.”


“Yeah.” An ominous silence settled over our table, the food growing colder by the minute.


“Jagger? Will?”


“Jagger leaves with me. Carter will rotate in a couple months after us, and stay a couple months later. They’re trying to make sure medevac doesn’t end up with the year-long version of this hell.” She nodded but didn’t speak, still absorbed in the glass in front of her. I reached for her hand, covering it with my own and squeezing gently. “Babe, this will be okay. I’ll be okay.”


Her head snapped toward mine, those blue eyes lit with a fire that was as beautiful as it was intimidating. “You. Don’t. Know. That.” She spat out each word through closed teeth.


Wrong thing to say. “I know that I love you.”


She shook her head. “That country nearly killed you last time, and it did kill my dad. All the love in the world can’t save us from that.” She pulled her hand from mine and buried her face.


“Hey. I know this is scary—”


“I’m trying, I swear. I know I signed up for this. It’s not like I didn’t know what you were going to do, and I still chose you—choose you—but God, Josh. This…I can’t wrap my head around it.”


I pushed my chair out and reached for her, lifting her tiny, curved frame onto my lap. Her head tucked beneath my chin, and she curled into me, fitting right where she was always meant to be. My arms closed around her. “We have a month.”


“It’s not long enough.” Her fingers gripped my shirt like she could keep me here if she just held on tight enough. God, what I wouldn’t have given to stay with her.


“Forever isn’t long enough for us, December, but that’s what we’re going to have. You and I have never chosen the easy path. This is just another hurdle.” I rubbed my chin over her soft hair and tried to soak in every detail of holding her—the sweet way she smelled, the smooth texture of her skin beneath my hands.


She leaned back in my arms and cupped my face. “I can’t lose you.” Her voice broke, and tears pooled in her eyes.


I’d never hated myself more than I did in that moment. She’d made it through a nightmare no one should have to face, and I was about to ask her to chance that fire again. My breath hitched, barely passing the lump in my throat. “You won’t. It would take something a hell of a lot stronger than a war to keep me from you.”


I sealed that promise with a kiss, tasting her fear and desperation as she responded. She opened underneath me, and I fused my mouth to hers, surrendering to the heat between us to pull us through this moment. There was nothing hotter or sweeter in this world than kissing December, feeling her go soft and pliant.


We’d fought so fucking hard to get here, to be together. This wasn’t fair, and we both knew it. But we also both knew it didn’t matter. Fair wasn’t exactly in the U.S. Army vocabulary.


I retreated just enough to whisper against her lips, “I’ll come home. I swear it.”


Her chest trembled as she sucked in a stuttered breath. “Don’t make me a promise you can’t keep, Joshua Walker.”


“I’ll spend my life keeping it,” I vowed.


Her fingers skipped over my face, like she needed to memorize me. “You don’t get it,” she whispered. “That’s what I’m terrified of.”


I pulled her to me the second her tears slipped down her porcelain cheeks, and held her long past their end.


The week had passed too quickly. The days did that now, too, no matter how I tried to slow them down, to savor every second I had with her. It seemed daylight slipped through my fingers.


“I’d almost forgotten how much paperwork there was,” I muttered, flipping through the stack.


“God, I thought college applications were bad,” Jagger muttered next to me.


The SRP site was packed with orderly lines of soldiers picking up their papers and checking their immunizations, all preparing to deploy.


“What is this?” Jagger waved a paper at me.


I grabbed my own. The DD93 stared up at me, the most macabre piece of work I’d seen since the last time I did this shit. “It’s for your next of kin.”


“Well, until I marry Paisley, that’s probably you,” Jagger said, tapping his pen on the paper.


“I’m pretty sure I’d know if something happened to you before a notification could come down, but I get what you’re saying.”


“Oh.” The pen paused. “This is…”


“Yeah,” I answered. It was for notification purposes, determining which doors the army would knock at if we were KIA.


“Who are you putting?” Carter asked from the other side of me.


Shit. “Last time it was Mom, but she was alone when she found out I’d been hurt. I don’t want to put her through that again. But Ember…”


Jagger sighed. “That’s a tough fucking call.”


“Why?” Carter didn’t look up, filling his out with quick strokes of his pen.


“She’s already answered that knock once, and it nearly destroyed her,” I said quietly. His eyes shot up to mine, widening. “Her dad. He was the doc who fixed me up in Kandahar. He’s the reason I’m alive.”


“Damn. I had no clue.” He shook his head. “She’s so put together, you know?”


“Yeah. It’s been a couple of years, but she’s always had that strength. She carries everyone around her, including me some days.” My chest tightened, and my fingers tried to rebel, but I scrawled her name for the primary next of kin. She was my life, everything about me began and ended with her. When…if something happened to me, she needed to be first to know. I put Mom in second, with the express wishes that she not be alone when they told her.


I closed my eyes, trying to breathe away the images assaulting my overactive imagination. Ember collapsing in the doorway of our house, holding a folded flag at another military funeral, bringing flowers to a cold grave while she cursed the choices I’d made that brought us here.


“What about you, Carter?” Jagger asked.


He didn’t answer, just stared at the paper. It dawned on me—for all our time in flight school, I didn’t know anything about his family. He’d always been the self-righteous asshole Jagger had gone toe-to-toe with over Paisley. But then Carter had given his Apache slot to Jagger, all in the name of what was on the right side of his moral code, and I couldn’t help but put a few more points on his side. When he’d stepped up and helped me during the Blackhawk course because I’d spent way too much time traveling to be with Ember and not enough time studying, I started to genuinely like the ring-knocker.


I glanced down and saw that for all his writing, he’d left that slot blank. “Will?”


He startled, probably because I’d never used his first name before, and shook his head like he was clearing it. “Yeah, I don’t know. My parents…well, let’s just say there was a reason I needed a school that didn’t charge tuition. They’re not exactly going to know what to do, if they can pull themselves out of their respective bottles long enough to do it.”


Jagger and I threw side-eyes at each other, and he gave a nearly imperceptible shrug. “Grayson would know what to say,” Jagger whispered.


“He’s not here, smartass.”


“Chill the fuck out, we’re not having a moment,” Carter growled, scrawling a name quickly into the blank.


“Noted, West Point.”


“This thing is thicker than the 160th packet,” he muttered.


“You thinking of flying for SOAR?” I asked. Part of the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment was based here out of Fort Campbell, but it had never occurred to me to put in a packet for an assessment straight out of flight school.


“Yeah,” he answered. “They need the best, right?” He shot me a cocky grin and stood to turn in his SRP packet. “But they’re not even going to look at me until I have some deployment hours under my belt, so I’ll wait until we’re back. You should think about it.”


“I thought you said they needed the best,” Jagger joked.


“Yeah, well I’ve seen Walker fly.” He looked back at me. “You have that edge.”


“No, thank you,” I said, turning back to my papers. Even though flying for SOAR would be badass, it wasn’t the kind of life Ember would sign on for.


I sent up a quick prayer that the army would never have to so much as look at these forms again and gave my packet to the clerk.


One step closer to zero day.









CHAPTER THREE


EMBER


Josh’s hand on my lower back steadied my nerves as we walked into the hangar Saturday morning. It was the task force deployment kickoff 5K, and since Josh was expected to be there, I figured I may as well go, run, and meet some of the wives in the Family Readiness Group. I’d seen enough deployments with Mom to know I’d need their support.


The floor was open—the aircraft had already been sent to Afghanistan with Josh’s unit. I ignored the tightening in my chest that came along with that thought every single time I had it. They were already gone, and he’d be joining them soon.


Too soon.


Today the hangar was filled with family instead of soldiers. I paused at the threshold, ignoring the way the heat of the crockpot handles seeped through the hotpot holders, and simply took in the sight. Children in bright T-shirts raced around a maze of strollers and moms, while a bounce house sat empty to mark the “finish line” near the hangar doors. Tables lined the back wall, buffet-style, where spouses were setting up their dishes in preparation for the potluck breakfast after the run.


It felt like the first day at a new school, except I didn’t even have the luxury of an assigned seat.


You have a crockpot, too. You fit in.


“Of course you fit in,” Josh said with a little laugh. Guess I’d spoken that thought aloud. He held out his hands to take the crockpot from me.


“No.” I clutched the dish tighter.


“It’s not going to protect you,” he joked, walking with me toward the table.


“You have Kevlar. I have a crockpot.”


“You’re adorable when you’re nervous.” He threw me a wink, and I rolled my eyes.


I placed the dish on the table at the nearest empty spot and leaned to plug it into the power strip.


“Well, good morning! What do you have there?” a friendly voice asked.


“Breakfast burritos,” I answered with a smile after I got the thing plugged in.


The woman looked to be in her early thirties, with nice brown hair and hazel eyes and a shirt that read “Dustoff Dolls” in sparkly red letters across her boobs. “Oh, well, these are more muffins and things. Maybe you could move it down to where the eggs are?” Smile or not, I knew that wasn’t a request.


“Not a problem,” I answered.


“Lieutenant Walker, I think Captain Brown was looking for you,” the woman said.


“Yes, ma’am. Ember, this is Mrs. Dwyer. She’s the FRG leader for our company.”


“Lucille,” the woman said, thrusting out her hand.


I shook it. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Ember.”


“Lovely! Oh, Lieutenant, I do wish you’d told me about her. I would have made sure she had a Dustoff Dolls shirt to match the rest of us! And we’re having a little informational meeting later if you want to find us after the run. I know the girls would love to meet you!”


“I look forward to it,” I answered Lucille as Josh unplugged the crockpot.


“Well, there’s a spot right down there. Can’t miss it!” she said with a smile way too perky for eight a.m. and went to correct the next misplaced dish.


“I should go find—” Josh started.


“You leave me, you die,” I whispered so only he could hear.


He took my face in his hands and smiled, warming me like nothing else could have. “Are you nervous, my December?”


“I’m not a wife.” It slipped out before I could stop it.


“So? It’s Family Readiness, not No-Non-Wives Allowed.” His thumbs brushed over my cheeks.


He was right. “I’m just being silly.” My eyes slid shut, and I took a deep breath.


Josh kissed me quickly. “You could never be silly. And like I said, you’re adorable when you’re nervous.”


“Okay. You have a job, so go talk to Captain Brown. I’ll find the exact six inches this crockpot should go in and then register us for the race, okay?”


“Sounds good.”


He kissed me again and disappeared into the crowd. Well, as much as anyone his height could vanish in a sea of women. The only soldiers here were either on rear detachment for the deployment, or just hadn’t left yet, like Josh.


I found the correct spot for my dish and gave a half wave to Lucille when she looked over to see that I had carried out her orders. For someone who’d been brought up in the army, I’d never felt quite so out of place.


Strapping my iPod to my bicep with my armband, I wandered to the registration table and signed us in. “Lieutenant Josh Walker and December Howard,” I wrote on the line, adding in his company in the next blank.


Then I tightened my ponytail and waded through the sea of kids and strollers to search for Josh near the starting line.


“Good morning, Ember,” Will said, catching up with me.


My stress level dropped about twenty points at the sight of a familiar face. “Hey, Will. You ready for a little run?”


“Most definitely. You making friends?”


I shrugged. “I wish Jagger and Paisley hadn’t gone to New York for the weekend. How did he get out of this?”


Will laughed. “Paisley’s dad wanted to see him before the deployment started, and there aren’t many people who would deny leave when it’s requested by one of the top-ranking generals in aviation.”


“Good point.” Glancing around at all the wives with their friends, I couldn’t help but miss Sam, too. Her mom’s change of command was coming up, so at least I’d get to spend next weekend with her.


We found Josh near the starting point, and I did a minimal stretch, grateful for my long-sleeve running gear in the slight morning chill, even if I didn’t have Dustoff Dolls emblazoned across my breasts.


After a welcome speech by the rear detachment commander, the run started. Will jetted ahead, taking off like this race would determine his next promotion and not just who would buy the first round after. My heart thrummed steadily for the first mile, my feet hitting the pavement to the rhythm of my beats-per-minute playlist, but Josh lagged just behind me. I dropped back a few meters to where he ran and pulled out my earbuds. “Hey, babe, is your leg acting up?”


“No,” he answered, his breath steady and even.


“But you’re back here?”


The grin he gave me set my heart racing for much different reasons. “I just like the view.” His eyes flickered to my rear, and I burst into laughter.


“You’re telling me that checking out my butt is more important than beating Will in the task force 5K?”


“December, let’s just get one thing straight.” He stopped running, pulling me to a jarring stop with him as he wrapped his arms around me. Runners raced on either side of us, like we were a boulder in the middle of a rushing creek. “There’s never anything more important to me than a chance to check out your ass.”


I pushed his sweaty chest away with a loud laugh and pointed to the finish line. “Beat me, and I’ll let you do more than check it out.”


He wiggled his eyebrows and shot off at a sprint like he had a sign tacked to him that said WILL RUN FOR SEX.


Josh slowed as I caught up to him, and he kept pace with me, when I knew he could have left me in the dust, but he didn’t. As the finish approached, we locked eyes, and with one more glance at my ass and a grin, he pushed ahead and smoked me, crossing the taped line a full ten seconds before I did.


A bottle of water later, Josh walked me to the corner of the hangar where his company FRG was meeting. “They won’t bite. Make friends,” he whispered into my very sweaty hair.


“Ah, Lieutenant!” Lucille called out with a huge smile in our direction.


Maybe this wouldn’t be too bad. They were just wives, nothing I wasn’t used to being around.


“Ma’am, I’m needed to tear down the route markers, but I’ll leave Ember with you?”


Such a gentleman.


“No problem, we’ll take good care of her. Oh, but I didn’t get an info sheet on your wife. We’ll need that to get her all set up on the roster.”


“Oh, I’m not his wife,” I spit out, then internally cursed when Josh flinched. “I mean we’ve been together two years, but yeah…not a wife,” I finished slowly, feeling more like an idiot with every word I let past my lips.


Shit. Did he think I didn’t want to be? Of course I wanted to be, but I didn’t want FRG cop here putting the awkward pressure on.


Lucille’s eyes widened and dropped to my very naked left hand. “Oh, I see. Of course. You’re welcome to stay today, but deployment information really is for spouses and family only.”


No Dustoff Dolls shirt for me.


“Actually, Lieutenant…” A small young woman with a large binder stepped forward, tucking a strand of her blond bob behind her ear. “If you’d just sign an authorization, your girlfriend is more than welcome on our roster.”


Josh squeezed my hand, and I looked up at him. “What do you say, Ember? Do you want to stay?”


I knew what he was really saying. Are you willing to put up with this? Do you want this? Well, no, I didn’t want this, but I could handle the marriage-police if it meant getting information while he was deployed. I nodded my head once, and he kissed my forehead.


“Well then,” Lucille said, a sugar-sweet smile on her face. “Welcome to Dustoff.”


“Play nice, and I’ll go sign their form,” Josh whispered in my ear, squeezing my hand before he took off to somewhere far less awkward than here…where all the wives were now blatantly assessing me. Well, this is pleasant.


Lucille took up her place at the front of the group and pulled out a clipboard. “Well, shall we get started?”


“Don’t worry,” the petite blonde with the binder said with a kind smile, sitting in the vacant chair next to me. She handed me a roster and information packet. “It’s not just you. She really is a judgmental bitch.”


Her tiny, sweet voice only made the statement funnier, and I barely suppressed a snort of laughter. Lucille cocked her head in my direction, and I tossed a smile back at her.


“You’re just the newbie. Don’t worry,” the blonde said. “I came in last year, and let me tell you, when a crew chief marries a pilot and crosses that whole enlisted/officer line? Well, I fed the gossip mill for a good long while. I’m Carol, by the way.”


“Ember, and it’s really nice to meet you.”


“Are you new to the military?”


I shook my head. “No, I’m an army brat.”


“Ah, so you get the whole ‘you knew what you were getting into’ line, huh?” She sighed. “I get that all the time. But let me tell you, it’s a lot different going than being left behind to wait.”


“Yeah, I bet it is,” I answered, looking up to where Lucille was currently lecturing us on keeping our social media safe for Operational Security.


“How long do you have left with him?”


“A little over two weeks.” Ouch. Not that I didn’t always have a countdown playing in my mind, but saying it aloud made it real—made it hurt.


In a couple of weeks, I’d be alone, sitting, waiting…just like Mom had.


She nudged me with her shoulder. “You look strong, capable. You’ll do just fine, I can tell. You’ll be one of the girls who makes it.”


My eyes found Josh like a magnet as he came back through the hangar doors. He laughed at something Will said and gave me a horizontal thumb, asking for my verdict. He’d bail me out if I asked him to. I forced a smile and gave him a thumbs-up. Sitting where I wasn’t exactly accepted would be the easiest part of this deployment.


Nine and a half months from now, he’d march through those hangar doors and this would be over. Our life could start, and this sputtering pause in time would be behind us. “What about the girlfriends who aren’t strong enough?” I asked Carol.


She followed my eyes to Josh and then looked back at me. “Well, let’s just say they’re not waving the signs at redeployment.”


Because their relationships didn’t last through the deployment.


But they weren’t us. Josh and I didn’t know how to fail, and we weren’t about to start now.


…


“She looked at my hand, Mom,” I complained a few days later as I put away another sack full of groceries. “Looked at my hand and basically declared that they didn’t want me because I’m not married to him. Like I don’t count because I’m a girlfriend.”


“Some women see a girlfriend and they think ‘temporary,’ which we both know you aren’t. You know how hard it is to make friends, and if they don’t think you’re in it for the long haul, well…some judge too quickly. Anyone who spends an hour around you and Josh knows you two are the real deal. I’m sure her attitude isn’t shared by all of them.”


“No,” I agreed, smiling as I popped Josh’s strawberry ice cream into the freezer. “I met a lot of nice girls. But she’s basically the Regina George of the FRG.”


“Regina George?” she asked.


“Mean Girls, Mom. The plastics? We wear pink on Wednesday?” Silence came through loud and clear. “Okay, well, we’re going to have to do a little movie-watching when I visit in the summer.”


“Have you thought about spending the summer here?”


Crap, I knew that hopeful tone in her voice. “I have,” I placated her. “But I like it here. This is our home. I want to be where I can still feel him.”


“That, I understand, my love. And that dig?”


I paused, and she rushed forward.


“I think it would be great for you, Ember. You can’t get experience like that just anywhere. It’s really a once-in-a-lifetime chance.”


“It’s just hard to wrap my head around something like that when he’s leaving so soon. I can’t seem to get my bearings, or really get a grip on any of it.”


“Ah, yes. That stage is awful, baby. I’m so sorry. They’re working longer days to get ready, your mind is on overdrive, and you can’t stop the clock.”


I leaned back against the counter and stared at the island, where a stack of paper had rested ominously for the last two days. “He brought me papers, Mom.”


She took a deep breath. “What are they?”


I swallowed, a lump forming in my throat. “The usual. Copies of his next-of-kin. Funeral wishes. Life insurance.” Forcing my feet to move, I went to the stack, thumbing through the forms. My mind played a cruel trick, and for just a second, it wasn’t Josh’s name on the paper, it was Dad’s. I dropped it like it was on fire and stepped back, sucking oxygen into my lungs.


“Ember?” Mom asked, her voice soft.


She would understand. Of everyone in my life, Mom would understand more than anyone. “I never wanted this. Any of this. I just wanted Josh.”


“I know, baby.”


“What do I do? I watched you go through this so many times, but I never really paid attention. I was too focused on soaking up Dad while we had him.”


“Good, then I did my job. You gather those papers up; you stick them in a binder and lock it away in your safe. Then you get a grip and you spend the next week and a half with the man you love. Don’t you dare let the fear rob you of these last few days, December Howard. They’re too precious, so you fight like hell for every second with him.”


Because you might not get another one.









CHAPTER FOUR


JOSH


Time was moving too quickly, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it. Somehow the weeks had flown, and we were down to ten fucking days. There wasn’t enough time. I hadn’t done everything around the house she needed help with. I hadn’t made love to her enough, kissed her enough, simply held her enough.


I hadn’t found the perfect time to ask the most important question of my life.


I needed it to be perfect. Not Jagger-ish and huge. No, Ember needed something understated and simple…real. But I had to ask, because if this ridiculous, nagging feeling didn’t get out of my stomach—well—I wanted my last name attached to her first.


Just in case.


Ember’s hands wound around my waist as she pressed against my back. My eyes closed, and I smiled as peace mellowed every tense muscle in my body. Only December could do that to me, soothe the jagged edges I sometimes felt stayed barely stitched together. I needed to bottle this feeling so I could breathe it in on the long nights to come.


Fuck, I hated going to Afghanistan.


“Hey,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to my back through the material of my button-up shirt.


I covered her hands with my own. “Hey, yourself.”


She peeked around my side, resting her temple against my arm. Her smile was wide and the brightest I’d seen since I’d dropped the deployment bomb on her. “It feels like Rucker,” she said softly.


I followed her gaze to where Grayson stood at the grill, lecturing Jagger about his marinade choice while Sam and Paisley roasted marshmallows over the fire pit from a couple of lawn chairs. All of this, even the sounds of Morgan and Carter bickering from the sidelines…it was incredibly precious. So hard-fought. So easily lost.


“It feels like home.”


She leaned further into me, simply absorbing it. I loved that about her—how she didn’t need to fill every minute with talk. Maybe it was because we’d both suffered loss early, both learned to savor every seemingly ordinary moment.


“Ember, come show Paisley how it’s done. She keeps setting hers up like little torches,” Sam called.


I kissed her forehead, and she crossed our combined backyard to the girls. I liked that there were no fences between our places. It would be easier for them when we were gone. Ember and Paisley would need to support each other this next year.


“How is Colorado?” I asked Grayson, walking over to where he flipped a shish kebab next to Jagger.


“Exactly what I needed,” he replied, his eyes drifting back to Sam. “How are you feeling about heading back?”


“You want to talk about feelings?” I shot him a little side-eye.


“No time like the present.”


Because there might not be a tomorrow.


I watched Ember laugh, the firelight playing along the lines of her face. My chest tightened. We were living in a vise, watching the edges come closer, helpless to do anything but wait to be crushed. Fuck, it sucked.


“I don’t want to leave her. We’re finally together and I’m leaving again. I guess I thought we’d have a minute or two, you know?”


“Embrace it,” Grayson said.


Jagger turned slowly, his beer bottle paused just under his gaping mouth. “What?”


“Use this time. Feel every stab of loneliness, relish every second you would rip your very limbs off if it meant you could spend five minutes holding them. Let it push you to be the men you’re capable of, the ones they deserve, and let it push you to be even better in the air so you come home to them.”


Come home to them.


“Sam turned you into a sap,” Jagger said quietly, but there was no teasing as we all stared over the grill at our combined lives.


The small smile on Grayson’s face caught me unaware. “No regrets.”


Once dinner was off the grill, we took up seats around the fire, the flames warding off the dipping February temperatures. Not that sixty-five had been a bad high for the day.


Ember closed the sliding glass door, four wineglasses clutched precariously in her hands while she managed to keep the bottle of wine under her arm. “Shall we?” she asked Sam once she reached us, pouring the wine like her answer was a foregone conclusion.


“Yes, please,” Sam answered, and I didn’t miss the glance she sent in Grayson’s direction.


“Jagger, can I get a beer?” Grayson asked as Jagger leaned over the cooler. “Don’t everyone look so shocked. It’s not like we’re going anywhere.” His eyebrows shot up as he looked at me. “Unless your guest room shares a wall with Jagger. I don’t need to hear that shit.”


Paisley shot Grayson a death glare while Jagger nearly choked on his beer with laughter. “No, our guest room does, and that’s just Morgan.”


“Just me?” Morgan asked Carter so quietly that if she wasn’t on the other side of me, I wouldn’t have heard her.


That escalated quickly.


“Just you,” he said with a curt nod, but his knuckles whitened where he gripped his bottle.


Jagger shot me the that’s-none-of-my-business look and passed a beer to Grayson while Ember sent a glass of wine to Morgan.


“Shall we toast?” Jagger asked, a grin damn-near consuming his face as he looked at Paisley.


“Wait, Paisley needs a glass,” Ember said, pouring into the second glass.


“Oh, no, I have water.” Paisley shook her head with a smile.


“Well, I guess one of us should be sober.” Ember laughed, keeping the glass for herself. I pulled her onto my lap, gently squeezing the sweet curves of her hips.


“Behave,” she whispered into my ear, but ran her tongue along the edge.


My fingers flexed, teasing under the edges of the black skirt that had slid higher on her thighs as she sat. I couldn’t help it—her skin was a magnet for my hands. “You like it better when I don’t,” I answered.


She locked those blue eyes on mine, and for that second, I wanted everyone to go the fuck away so I could get my remarkable girlfriend out of her clothes. Not a girlfriend for long. Not if I found the perfect moment for that little velvet box hidden upstairs.


Mrs. Walker. December-fucking-Walker. Sounded perfect to me.


“Earth to Josh and Ember,” Jagger called, waving his hand like he’d been at it a while.


“Yeah, yeah, a toast,” Ember said, wiggling against my now-hard lap. I locked her down with my hands, and she threw me a smug grin, well aware of what she’d done.


Jagger raised his beer. “To friends. Hell, that doesn’t even cut it. You guys, all of you…I wouldn’t be here”—he looked over to Paisley—“or even the man I am, without you. So more than friends…to family.”


We glanced around the fire at the family we’d made, and I felt it—one of those moments you can’t forget, the kind that stay with you when it’s long past, so you try to memorize everything. It was a deep peace, a contentment laced with the silent knowledge that we wouldn’t be together again for far too long.


“To family,” we all said in scattered rhythm, and I kissed the underside of Ember’s jaw.


“Old and new,” Jagger said, the firelight reflecting on something on his— No fucking way. How had I missed that? How long?


“Holy shit, Jagger, are you…” I couldn’t even say it, my throat tightening like a damn woman.


Jagger held out that hand to Paisley, who took it with a smile that could have rivaled the sun for its brightness. “You want to?” she drawled softly as he tucked her under his arm.


“So we went up to West Point last weekend to see the parents—” Jagger started.


“—and got married!” Paisley finished.


Silence reigned for a heartbeat before we all started to call out our congratulations.


“That’s amazing!” Ember squealed.


Paisley’s face fell a little. “I’m sorry you guys weren’t there, but it was just Anna and my parents. We figured with the guys deploying, it just seemed like the right time…” Her hands smoothed along her waist, and I felt Ember suck in her breath.


“It doesn’t matter. We’re just so happy for you!” Morgan said through a huge smile.


“Good.” Jagger laughed, pulling Paisley in for a kiss. “Because there’s more.”


Ember’s eyes widened and flicked from me, to the wineglass, and back to Paisley. “No way. She’s pregnant,” she whispered in my ear.


“We’re having a baby!” Jagger said, happier than I’d ever seen him.


Holy. Shit. A baby. A tiny Bateman.


The girls all screamed at a shrill pitch, abandoning their seats to envelop Paisley in a huge hug and an unintelligible feminine barrage of questions and coos started.


Jagger made his way around the gaggle of ecstatic girls and took the seat Morgan had vacated. I leaned over and pulled him in, hugging him with a slap on the back. “Congratulations, man.”


“Thanks. Some week, right?” He shook his head, his eyes wide with the kind of disbelief he’d had when we’d told him Carter had given up his Apache for him. “I don’t know how I got this lucky.”


“You deserve every piece of this, brother.” I meant every word and made sure he knew it. No one was more deserving of happiness than Jagger. Well, maybe Grayson. I raised my beer. “To family.”


“To family.” One by one Grayson and Will joined, celebrating.


I swallowed the beer and the tiny stab of envy I couldn’t quite keep at bay. Fuck, I wanted that—December with a ring on her left hand and my last name. I wanted to watch her lithe body change with our baby, and hold that tiny, perfect combination of us both. I was done being her boyfriend. I wanted to be her forever.


“How is her heart?” Will asked. As awkward as it could have been, Jagger and Will had made their peace in the last year, turning a bitter rivalry into a close friendship for the sake of Paisley.


“The timing isn’t ideal,” Jagger admitted, locking his eyes on his wife. Holy shit, his wife. “But she’s strong, and her heart isn’t giving her any trouble. They’ll monitor her more frequently, but the doc isn’t too worried.”


Will visibly relaxed. “Congratulations, man. Any fool can see how happy you make each other.”


“Thanks. I’m sorry it was so fast, but we were there, and I wasn’t exactly going to leave her a pregnant fiancée for this deployment. God knows I was just looking for the excuse to marry her. Now she’s as protected as I can make her. Make them, I guess.” He sighed, nearly splitting his face with a smile. “A baby!”


“God, I hope it’s a girl,” Grayson said. “I’d love to watch you lose your mind in about nineteen years.”


Jagger’s eyes widened to a nearly impossible size, and we all burst into laughter. “Don’t worry,” I said, punching his shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll find a guy just like you.”


“Fuck my life,” Jagger muttered, chugging his beer.


We only laughed harder.


Hours later, the temperature dipped, and everyone started to move inside. I waited until we were the last ones, and then pulled Ember into my arms next to the dying fire.


“How wonderful for Jagger and Paisley,” she said, yawning.


“I’m happy for them,” I answered. Jagger was right. The marriage protected Paisley in a way that Ember was still vulnerable. She had no legal access to me while I was gone, and she’d aged out of her dependent ID card. She couldn’t even get on base without going through the hassle of getting a pass.


She wiggled deeper into my lap, distracting me as she curled so her head lay on my shoulder. I pulled the blanket over us and then kissed the top of her head. “I love you,” I said into her hair.


She sat up with a smile and turned, hooking her knee over my lap, straddling me. “Then it’s a good thing that I love you, too.” She kissed me, opening instantly to leave no doubt in my mind where her thoughts were headed. Her skirt rode up her thighs until there were only my jeans and her panties between us.


Hell. Yes.


One of my hands burrowed through her mass of fire-lit auburn curls to the nape of her neck as the other drifted down her spine until I held her perfect ass. Then I claimed her mouth, sinking into her with deep, swirling strokes of my tongue.


She moaned and slid her fingers under my beanie and into my hair. That one sound was all it took and I was hard, ready to take her in our backyard. I might not have cared if our neighbors could see, but Ember would have, so I tucked the ends of the blanket behind my back, shielding her from anyone who might be looking out their windows at two a.m.


“Josh,” she whispered against my lips as my hand skimmed the soft skin of her inner thigh. Her hips rolled over mine, and a wave of lust slammed through me, quickening my pulse. “Touch me.”


My fingers dipped under her lace panties, and my dick started throbbing at how wet she was. “Fuck,” I muttered, sliding my fingers over her swollen clit. “You want me.”


“Always,” she gasped, resting her forehead against mine as I rubbed her just where she liked it. Her breath came in short spurts, and I teased her entrance, wishing I could slip into her right here. Hell, a simple zip and I’d— No, we do not fuck our future wife where people might see her. Besides, that sound, yes, that one, where her breath caught and stuttered? That was for my ears only. I needed to get her inside so I could get inside her.


Her nails raked lightly down my chest, and she raised my shirt to trace the lines of my abs, pausing in the places that had my breath catching this time. But when she reached for my zipper, I stopped her. “Not here,” I whispered against her lips.


“No one can see,” she urged, rocking her hips against my hand so that my fingers slipped into her with a shallow thrust. “God, Josh. Mmmm. I’ve been thinking about this all night.”


I pressed lightly on her clit with my thumb, unable to keep still while she was moving on my hand like a fucking sex goddess. “All night?” I asked, stroking her inner walls with another measured thrust.


“Mmmm,” she moaned, biting my lip softly. “Every night, really.”


I circled her with the same movement of my fingers, feeding off every single gasp, the slightest movement of her hips. “Always?”


“There’s never a minute that I don’t want you inside me, crave your hands on my body, Josh. That’s never going to change.” Her hand worked its way under my jeans, the angle making it awkward for her to get ahold of me, thank God. The minute this woman touched me, I had all the self-control of a damn high schooler.


Hell, even back then I’d known she was too good for me, but I was going to spend my life proving I was exactly what she needed now. And the timing…well, it sucked, but this could protect her if something happened to me. “Want to gamble on that always?”


Her eyes flew open, locking onto mine, and her hips froze. “What?”


Fuck, the box was still upstairs, and she deserved better than this, but I couldn’t keep it in any longer, and the alcohol wasn’t helping. “We could make it forever. You and me.”


Eyes wide, she leaned back, her hand slipping out of my pants. “What are you saying?”


Shit, just spit it out. “I’m leaving in ten days. I want you to be taken care of, to have the security of my last name, to know you have access to everything while I’m gone.”


“Josh?” Her eyes narrowed and not in a good way.


You are fucking this all up—get to the point!


“We could get married!” It flew out of my mouth. Gone was the pretty speech I’d been practicing for the last month, waiting for the perfect, not-too-over-the-top moment. I’d somehow developed verbal stomach flu. “You know, elope, like Jagger and Paisley. Just you and me. Forever.”


“Because you’re deploying in ten days.”


“The timing is shit, I know that. God, I wish it was different and we had all the time in the world. But this would protect you, give you access to my benefits.”


“Unbelievable.” She pushed off my lap and tugged her skirt down her thighs. “Un-fucking-believable!”


Mayday. Mayday, you’re going down, buddy. I leaned forward, reaching for her, but she sidestepped. “December…” I shook my head, wishing I’d had about three fewer beers. “I thought you’d be happy.” This was not how I pictured this moment going.


“This…this is a proposal?” If it were anger I saw in her eyes, I could have held my shit together. I could have fired back. But the hurt? Fuck, I was defenseless.


My mouth opened and shut a few times. I couldn’t figure out what the hell to say that wasn’t going to dig me a deeper hole than the one I was already in. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


“Because I didn’t hear a question, Josh. I heard a business proposal.” A single tear slipped down her cheek, crushing my heart in a way her words never could have.


“December…” I stood, but she backed farther away.


“No. My answer is no.”


Fuck, I was wrong. One word decimated me.
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