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Blurb for Brodie’s Wish

 Brodie Wallace had finally done a good thing in his life. He’d come home to Apple Valley to take care of his ailing father. He wasn’t keen on being back, but, his old man deserved it for he had always been there for him. 
 Shea Worthington was ordered home. For this Marine Captain, her mother was one of the few things that made her fearful, so, she was headed home for Christmas. Apple Valley was a place she’d never intended to return to unless absolutely necessary. But when she runs into Brodie, more like runs him off the road, even before she gets to town, she realizes this time here may not be so bad. 
 Not one to form attachments, Shea is guarded but Brodie wants to bust down those walls. It’s Christmas time, supposed to be a time for miracles, will the spirit of the holiday grant Brodie’s Wish? 
 



Dedication

 Thank you to all the readers who’ve waited so patiently for me to get this story back out. To DH…thank you for being you! To the men and women of our Armed Forces, thank you for all you do, your families do and for the sacrifices you make. God Bless You All! 
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Chapter One


 

 “I don’t want any more excuses from you Shea Worthington! I fully expect to see you here, smiling, for Christmas festivities.” 
 “I have work, Mother,” she explained through clenched teeth, walking away from the table where her date sat. “I don’t have the ability to just up and come home whenever I want. We have rules in place for that.” I’m not going to tell this woman that I have amassed enough vacation time to be there for a long while. I’m saving my vacation to head somewhere I want to go. And that definitely doesn’t revert to Apple Valley.

 “Then you tell them, it’s a family emergency. I don’t care, Shea. You haven’t been back to Apple Valley in more than eight years. I expect to see you home. With a big smile on your face.” More than warning laced her words.  
 Shea rubbed the back of her neck as an itch started between her shoulder blades. Send her in to a dangerous situation and she would be coolheaded and calm, or to a harrowing rescue and she could handle it fine. But the mere thought of returning home to that small North Carolina town sent an unmeasurable fear rocketing up her spine. 
 “Shea? Are you there or are you doing that Marine thing where you ignore me? You can’t ignore me, I’m your mother.” 

And you have a loud ass mouth. “I’m here, Mama. I’m out on a date or rather I was. He’s not too keen on waiting for me while I get my ass chewed by my mother.” 
 “Mind your tongue,” Teresa Worthington snapped. 
 Shea ground her jaw but her upbringing won out and her following words slid free without any thought, “Yes ma’am, I apologize.” 
 “You know they are having your ten-year reunion on Friday.” 
 “No.” The word flew from her lips as if it had been graced with it’s own wings. 
 “No?” A dangerous thread of frustration just crept into her mother’s tone.  
 Shea instantly reverted to childhood when she’d been told that her mother brought her into the world and could take her out of it. This woman shouldn’t intimidate me in the slightest. “I can be there by Saturday but I will not be home in time for that.” This wasn’t anything she would budge on. 
 If she had to sabotage her own car, she would ensure not to be there for the reunion. She didn’t care what happened to those people. She’d jetted out of town the moment she was old enough to join the Corps, wanting something more than the small-town life where she still considered it a version of Maybury with the secrets of Desperate Housewives. She had zero intentions of becoming one of the numerous stories there. 
 “You can fly in early. I will have your father pick you up.” 
 Her mother didn’t drive. Refused to learn for whatever reason and Shea had long since given up on trying to convince her she should be able to, just in case. Her mother would shake her head and say, “The Lord will provide.” 
 “I can rent a car, that’s not a problem. That way, he won’t have to alter any plans.” No way would she tell her mother that she could just drive home. Bottom line was…she didn’t want to go home. 
 “You think you are sounding like a good daughter who cares, but don’t think I am unaware of you trying to scam your way out of this. Do not let me down, Shea.”  
 Then just like that, she had nothing but a dial tone in her ear. 
 Muttering some words that would get her into serious trouble with the very woman, she’d been on the phone with. She shoved her cell back into her pocket and strode back to the table.  
 The man she was out with drummed his fingers on the linen and tapped his foot. “I thought we were on a date.” 
 Shea paused in the act of retaking her seat, arched an eyebrow and glared in shock at her date. “Excuse me?” 
 “We were on a date, not only did you take a call, but you left the table.” 
 She ground her jaw. “I didn’t realize I needed your permission to take a call from my mother.” 
 He leaned back in his chair and reached for his beer. “Look, we both know this was a favor.” 
 She squared her shoulders and crossed her arms. “A favor? As in, you were doing me one? Because I have a hard time getting a date?” Her voice rose in time with her questions. 
 His throat moved as he drank, his dark skin nearly blending in with the glass bottle. “I call it like I see it.”  
 Shea peered down at her attire. Dark jeans that highlighted her bubble butt, she knew they accentuated her in all the right places. Her dark green ribbed three-quarter sleeve shirt showcased her full chest to perfection. The heels she wore made her legs seem even longer. She looked good, damn good. “I don’t need any charity case for a date. I am more than capable of getting a man to go out with me. I came because Lisa asked me to meet you.”  
 He snorted in response. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, babe.” 
 Now, Shea longed to punch him in the throat. Just the thought of going back home has sent me down a dark path. “Listen to these words coming out of my mouth, you overconfident douche, I have an entire base of hotass Marines that I could pick from. Do you really think I would choose to date a man who doesn’t have the balls to serve his country and doesn’t even appear to have been born with the slightest hint of manners?” 
 The patrons around them fell quiet. 
 He allowed the bottle to thump on the top of the table. “Who the hell do you think you are?” he demanded. 
 “Captain Shea Worthington, Untied States Marine Corps.” She spun around and strode off to the applause and cheers of those around her. As she slid behind the wheel of her Hyundai Genesis coupe, she swore while pressing the start button. “Call Sarah,” she said as she buckled her belt. 
 “Aren’t you supposed to be rolling in some hot guy’s bed getting some right now, instead of calling me?” 
 Sarah’s tone instantly calmed her down. Her friend had that ability. “He was an asshole who had an issue with me taking a call from my mother.” She shifted into gear and left the parking lot. “So I told him off and left him there.” 
 “Wait, your mother? You have issues talking to her.” 
 “Yes, but I’m allowed, she’s my mother.” She shifted and zipped by a country boy in a big jacked up truck. “No one else can say horrible things about the witch.” 
 Sarah laughed. “So you’ve been ordered home for the holiday’s then.” 
 Shea slowed at the sight of a cherry bar on the vehicle in front of her. “I fail to find the humor in that.” 
 “Suck it up Marine. That’s an order. You may as well just accept you have to follow it.” 
 “She’s not my commanding officer.” 
 “Tell her that and let me know how the conversation goes. I’ll come visit you in the hospital.” 
 Shea tucked a loose curl behind her ear and blew out a frustrated breath. “I left for a reason, Sarah.” 
 “We both did, Shea but you haven’t been home for years. Go home, who knows maybe it will be fun.” 
 She snorted. “Right, because I love small towns so much. You don’t get it.” 
 “Of course I do. Cottonwood Falls isn’t what one would call a thriving metropolis you know, Shea. I grew up in a small town as well, and not even on the right side of the tracks in said small town. So, I know all about the secrets, backstabbing, and nosiness of everyone who lives there. That doesn’t mean you can’t have a good time. Hell, maybe you’ll find your man there.” 
 This time the snort turned into a cough and her eyes watered. “Maybe if I had a man like Grey in my hometown, but the guys I remember weren’t anything that would be my type.” 
 “What exactly is your type? Wait, don’t tell me. I know this. Military. Strong. Arrogant. Awesome in bed. Cocky. And not at all threatened by your ability to fly helicopters.” 
 “You say it like it’s a bad thing.” 
 “Not at all, specific but not bad. Just remember there are some good guys out there that didn’t serve.” 
 “Says the woman who didn’t even tell me she was married.” 
 “Luckily for both of us, this isn’t about me but you. And I’ve already apologized about that. Hell, you see my husband more than I do.” 
 Shea nodded, it was true. She did a few things off the books for Tungsten Protective Services. “I like him.” 
 “I was your friend first, remember that.” 
 “Are you jealous?” She smiled. 
 “Bitch,” Sarah tossed out. “I don’t want to lose my best friend to a man who can give her more than I can.” 
 “Well, it wouldn’t be Grey because he’s like my brother and let’s face it, those Megalodon Team wives scare the fuck out of me. I don’t want to challenge Lex for Harrier because I think she would kill me without thinking about it, dust her hands off and walk away to perform some lifesaving surgery.” 
 “Ohh, so it’s Harrier, then is it?” 
 “Don’t go spreading that around. That woman scares me. I’m not lying. Not that I have what it takes to turn that man’s head.” 
 “I don’t think there’s a woman alive who does. Not for any of those men.” She pulled into her small rental and parked in the drive. “Truth. Okay, you talked me home, I no longer want to kill anyone. I’m going in to soak and drink.” 
 “Take your battery-operated toys with you, not the ones you plug in to the wall, I don’t want to get a call stating that you electrocuted yourself in the tub.” 
 “If only you were here.” 
 “Love you boo, but we both know we don’t swing that way.” 
 “Oh, I meant so I could punch you in the face.” 
 Sarah laughed again and hung up with a farewell.  
 Killing her engine, Shea strode from her car to the house and let herself in with a groan. Within minutes, water was filling her tub as she poured herself a large glass of wine. The scent compilation of rose and sandalwood filled the air. She groaned in relief as she sank below the bubbles and allowed the hot water to relax her. 
   

αβ

   
 Brodie scrubbed the vomit up from the carpet wearing nothing more than a pair of warmup pants, trying not to add to the mess. His gag reflex made it a serious challenge.  
 “I’m sorry, son.” 
 “Don’t worry about it Dad. Go lay down. I’ve got this. You cleaned up enough after me up through high school.” He turned his head and his heart seized with pain and worry as he took in the old man standing there. 
 When he’d first gotten his father’s call, he hadn’t assumed the man was in such bad shape. He could barely stand on his own, his skin paper thin and covered with liver spots. His hair had thinned to the point of being almost nonexistent. 
 There wasn’t any denying the tears burning in his old man’s eyes as he turned away, Brodie didn’t speak about them. His father was a proud man, he got that. And now, it was his turn to take care of him, not the other way around. 
 Did he want to be back here? Not a chance. Growing up in Apple Valley hadn’t exactly been roses and cupcakes for him. The son of a whore who’d run off with the man who’d sired him, Brodie got beat up most days. As if the children blamed him for his mother spreading her legs and fucking a man. When she’d run off with Mr. Dresken, it had just been Brodie and his father, Noah Wallace. The man hadn’t been anyone special in town. He did small jobs but kept a roof over their heads and food on the table. He wasn’t the best at helping with homework, but the man did what he could. 
 Brodie hadn’t thought twice about coming back home when asked. Just hopped the first flight he could grab and headed home to Apple Valley, North Carolina. And now, I’m scrubbing vomit stains from a carpet that should have been pulled up years ago. Two men fumbling around and trying to learn the best way to care for each other. 
 After he finished cleaning, he washed his hands, tugged on a shirt then fixed his father some toast and ginger ale. If it would truly work, he didn’t have a clue but it’s what he’d been given as a child. “Here you go.” He set the tray over his father’s legs. 
 “I shouldn’t have called you.” 
 “Of course, you should have. I hate this town, Pops, but I love you. I would come back whenever you asked.” 
 He patted Brodie’s hand and took up the toast, tearing off a small piece and eating it. “I’m sure you have something else to do. I’ll be okay, just going to take a nap.” 
 “I’ll head to the store and pick up some more things. Call my phone if you need me or anything.” On impulse, he dipped his head and kissed the top of his father’s before exiting the room. 
 In the kitchen, he washed up the few dishes, as his dad didn’t have a dishwasher then dried his hands off on a threadbare towel. How had the man been surviving without any help? Why hadn’t he come home sooner? Because I’ve been an ass of a son.

 Jogging down the trailer steps, he slid behind the wheel of his dad’s rusted out pickup and turned the ignition key. After sputtering and coughing, it turned over. He shoved the stick into gear and drove off to town to pick up a few things his dad would be needing  
 Apple Valley was one of those small picturesque towns that would be perfect on the cover of some cozy magazine or a postcard. Especially if they put some snow down or the changing leaves of the many trees around. It wasn’t his place to be however. While not a huge fan of large cities, he did appreciate the anonymity they offered as opposed to the everyone knows all your business in a small town. “I mean twenty-five hundred residents isn’t all that many to hide from. Hell, I grew up in fucking Mayberry.” 
 He parked his truck and climbed out while swearing under his breath. The wind felt as if it had dropped about twenty degrees since he’d gotten behind the wheel. Zipping up his coat, he headed for the store to pick up towels and blankets. Then he would do some food shopping. Time to get his father’s place ready for winter. “With my luck, there will be snow here and I’ll be faced with a damn blizzard,” he continued to talk to himself. 
 He nodded at people when they spoke but kept to himself, instead of engaging them with conversation. Carrying out four big bags of necessities for his father, and him, he tossed them into the cab. The wind shifted, bringing with it the pungent scent of cattle, burning his eyes…a scent he hadn’t missed being away from, for sure. 
 Tugging on his gloves, he flexed his fingers within the soft lambskin. He plotted the shortest way to Three Wishes Bakery and headed that way to pick up some fresh bread for his old man. Hell, if that’s all he wanted to eat from now on, he didn’t care, so long as the man ate. 
 Pushing through the door, the eye burning scent of bovine shit was replaced by the aromatic smell of fresh baked bread and pastries. Hands in his pockets, he walked up to the counter and waited for someone to come from the back. He removed his hat, ran a hand over his short hair, then put the baseball cap back on and adjusted it. When a young woman approached, he put in his order for a few loaves of bread and also got his father a nice fresh bear claw. He then made his way back to the truck.  
 He couldn’t afford to hang around here any longer or he’d be tempted to buy a drink. Or go to Andy’s Place for one. In fact, as if his feet were encouraging him to drink, it eased off the accelerator as he passed the bar. The lightning bolt shaped marquee was enough to snag his attention along with the string of running red lights lining it, only adding to the first impression of it being a run-down establishment. At least they had Christmas lights along the windows. 
 Depressing the gas pedal, he pushed the rattletrap truck to a faster speed and bypassed the Siren’s lure for him. Drinking got him kicked out of the Army. He was sober now and planned on staying that way. 

Not like I didn’t have a good reason to drink, given all the hell I saw. And the nightmares that came home with me.

 He didn’t have time for excuses anymore and while he suffered from things, he’d come to understand it’d been his own fault. He could have asked for assistance, could have sought out help. Or so he tried to convince himself each day.  
 Brodie caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. His lips pressed together in a slight grimace. He shook his head and tore his eyes from himself to focus back on the road. There wouldn’t any choice now, he needed to keep it together for his father, he owed the man so much more than he’d given. Noah may not win father of the year award but he’d been there for Brodie. 
 Since he’d been out of the service, he’d worked odd jobs, mostly under the table and had a good stash of money at his fingertips. Then there was what he’d earned while actively serving. 

I’ll make a list when I get back and start fixing this place up for him. He should just buy the man a new home but for that to happen he’d have to have a job that the bank would give him a loan with. 

There’s always your step-brother.

 Okay, now his subconscious needed to shut its door and fast. He wanted nothing from Gabe Dresken.  

Not even for your father?

 Low blow. He would move mountains for his father, especially seeing just how sick the man was becoming. But to work for the son of the man who left with his mom, who’d been his mistress, rubbed him the wrong way on all accounts. He despised the Dresken name and the money they had. All these years while Gabe had the best of things, he scrounged. They lived in a mansion and he was raised in a single wide trailer. One he currently lived in with his old man. No, asking Gabe for work at the lumber company was not the first option he wanted to go with. 
 Maybe something would pop while they were at the indoor rodeo and holiday carnival tonight. He had every intention of getting his father out of the house for a while. As he neared a corner, he slowed, as the old truck wasn’t the best at handling them. 
 A red car shot around the corner then drifted, beautifully handled, however. 
 Then because of the narrowness of the road, he had to drive toward the side. The front of the truck hit a tree and he swore as he jolted from the impact. 
 In the side mirror, he watched brake lights come on and the car swerve a bit to a halt. Anger filled him as he yanked free of his belt and hopped out of the truck, ready to do battle. He rubbed the back of his neck and stomped toward the Hyundai Coupe. 
 Not more than two steps had been taken when the door flung open and someone jumped out. 
 “Holy shit! I’m so sorry. I didn’t think anyone would be traveling on this road right now. Are you okay? Are you hurt? Do you need me to call the medics?” 
 Brodie stared at the woman nearing with long determined strides. He blinked and looked once more. Now he stilled, all he wanted to do was—touch.  
 Her.  
 Everywhere.  
 Anger rushed out on a breath only to be replaced by wanton lust. His entire body trembled with the need coursing through him.  
 “Sir? Please, say something. Are you okay?” She reached out to him. 
 Brodie didn’t move, waiting for the second she touched him. When she laid her hand on his arm, the jolt ricocheting through him had nothing on his imagination of what it would be like. “I’m fine.” The words sounded foreign to him and he shook his head. His entire body tingled and he felt lightheaded. Who is this woman?

 From the dark blue leather coat down her black jeans to the boots on her feet, she intrigued him.  
 “Fuck, I am so sorry. Let me help you get your truck back on the road. Are you sure you are okay? I don’t need to call the medics?” 
 That was the second time she referred to them as medics. It clicked in his head, military. That’s why it had been familiar to him. “No, I’m fine. Not sure about the truck, though.” 
 “I’ll pay for whatever damages. Again, I’m so damn sorry about this.” 
 “In a rush to get to Apple Valley?” he asked, wanting to hear more of her velvety voice. He’d heard a hint of a Southern accent in her words and it brought to mind all those warm southern nights when kids were out chasing lightning bugs and playing in creeks. 
 She smiled. 
 Now his eyes zoomed in on her full lips and the muted shine covering them.  
 “You would think that by the way I was driving, but no. I actually have no desire to be back here but my mother ordered it, so here I am. I just stopped on the way and am running a bit late from when I told her I would be arriving. Thought I would take this back road and make up some time. Which had me running you off the road. So, let’s take a look and see if it will still run or if I need to give you a ride and call for a tow.” 
 Part of him—okay, most of him wanted the truck not to start. “Your mother? So, you’re from here?” 
 Her lip curled up before she could stop it. 
 He smiled, understanding the feeling, only too well.  
 “Born and raised.” She stuck out a gloved hand. “Shea Worthington.” 

How the fuck did braces wearing, eye glasses nerd Shea, become this sexy woman? He didn’t hesitate to capture her hand in his. “Brodie Wallace.” 
 She jerked her hand from his and laughed. “Well hell, even though I didn’t recognize you, I know who you are and that means a hug.” She jumped at him, wrapping her arms tight around him. “It’s good to see you, Brodie!” 
 He damn near purred at the contact of her pressed against him. “You too,” he replied, forcing himself not to kiss her. 
 She did it for him, brushing her bitable lips along his cheek then she stepped back. “Let’s get you back on the road. I have a mother to face and I’m sure you were going somewhere before I careened into your life.” 
 So many inappropriate things popped into his head but he somehow kept them contained. “Wasn’t injured, so no harm.” 
 “We haven’t tried the truck yet.” 
 It didn’t take long and he was back on the road watching that red coupe race off around another corner. “Holy fuck, I’m going to be jacking off for a week just from that alone! Who knows, perhaps Christmas won’t be such a drag this year, if she’s home for it.” 
 Shifting into gear, he headed back to the house to check on his father and daydream about the ‘babe who no longer resembled a nerd’ Shea Worthington. 
 




Chapter Two


 

 Shea couldn’t shake the attraction she felt for Brodie as she finished her drive and pulled into her parent’s driveway. 
 Parked behind her father’s truck, she got out and zipped up her jacket again. Funny, the cold hadn’t bothered her while she’d been around Brodie but now, it wasn’t anything she wanted to hang out in. Swiping her bags from the trunk, she headed up the walk and knocked on the door. “Anyone home?” 
 The front door opened and her mother stood there. Her stern expression segued into a huge smile. “Shea,” she cried. “You’re finally here. I thought you were going to try and get out of it again.” 

And so it begins. “Hello, Mama.” She hugged and kissed the woman who’d given her life. Then stooped to pick up her bags and follow her inside the warmth. “Sorry I’m late. I had to stop and help someone who had run off the road.” 
 “Oh no, is everyone okay? Where was it?” 
 Holding up her hands to stop the flood of questions, Shea smiled at her father, Elijah, who walked in. Hugging him tight, she kissed his cheek. “Everyone is fine. I was the cause of it. I came around the corner too fast and was in his lane. We exchanged information and I said I would pay for any repairs his truck needed. Oh, and it was Brodie Wallace.” 
 “He’s been home about a week now,” her dad explained. 
 “What were you doing driving that fast?” 
 Shea shrugged. “I always drive fast, Mama.” 
 While her mother went off on how irresponsible it was for her to do that, she focused on her father. His hair was gray now, giving him a distinguished appearance. She hugged him again. “How are things at the hardware store, Daddy?” 
 “The same. Not much changes in a small town, you know.” 
 Yeah, she knew this. Part of her issue with this place. It never changed. 
 “Come eat, Shea. I see you’re not eating enough and I made some lunch for us.”  
 Her mother’s statement cut in and immediately, they headed for the dining room. She would handle her bags later. 
 Once she got settled in, she helped her mom out for a while then trotted out to the garage where her father stood looking at a piece of wood. “It’s getting cold, Daddy. I brought you your jacket.” 
 “Thank you.” He slipped it on. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Trying to figure out what to make from this.” He slid an arm around her shoulders. “Ideas?” 
 “No sir. I’m not the talented on in that area, it’s all you.” 
 “You come from two creative parents. It’s in you. You just don’t want to acknowledge it. You can’t be in the Corps forever. It’s time you start to figure out what you are going to do once you are done with the Marines.” 
 She rubbed her chest. It pained her to think of a life without the Corps. Yet, she’d been doing that very thing. However, she didn’t believe her father would be pleased with the direction of her thoughts. She knew he wanted her to come home and buy a house in Apple Valley. They wanted grandbabies and all of that. At the rate she was going, none of that would be happening. 
 Brodie flashed through her mind and she smiled. He’d be fun to practice the baby making with.

 Maybe Sarah had been right and this time home wouldn’t be so bad. She could possibly get an itch scratched along the way. Brodie was sexy as hell, reminding her of that actor who played Jason Bourne. Hell, he even carried himself the same way. 
 “Why are you smiling?” 
 “I’m happy, Daddy. That’s all.” 
 He grunted.  “Are you going to the rodeo tonight?” 
 She laughed, kissing his cheek again. “I am. I was told that I was coming home for these events leading up to Christmas, so I will be at most of them. Besides, I love the rodeo.” 
 “That’s right. You went with your friend Sarah to the finals in Vegas one year, didn’t you?” 
 “We did.” She grinned at the memory. “That was a lot of fun.” 
 “Probably won’t be as big but I hope you have fun.” 
 “I will, don’t worry.” So long as there is alcohol, I’ll make do.

 Her phone buzzed against her ass cheek and she drew it from her back pocket.  

TUNGSTEN PROTECTIVE SERVICES

 “Excuse me, I need to take this.” She stepped away from her father and accepted the phone call, “Worthington.” 
 “Shea, sorry to bother you this close to the holiday, I know you were heading home but I wanted to see if we could pencil in a sit-down before you head back to base.” 
 She captured her lower lip in her teeth as she paced on the other side of the garage. “Absolutely, I can meet you, Captain Leighton.” Flutters exploded in her gut at the thought. This meeting just brings me one step closer to being employed by Tungsten and working with Sarah and the others.

 “Is there a time that would work for you? And please, call me Scott or Harrier, I’m not a captain any longer. Not to mention, we’ve known each other long enough to not be so formal.” 
 “Harrier then,” she acquiesced. One didn’t just simply stop calling a man by the rank he earned during his illustrious SEAL career because he retired. At least not in her book. 
 Her father watched her with raised eyebrows.  
 She waved him off. “I don’t have access to a chopper, so I can’t fly to meet you but I could stop in after I leave here.” 
 “I have access and I have no problem coming to you. I’ve done it before and since we want you, we will be happy to fly to you. Just tell us a time that would work best.” 
 “I’m free tomorrow until the evening. In fact, my days are free. It’s the nights that we have things going on up until Christmas Eve, then I’m just booked.” 
 “Okay, let me get with Tyson and will let you know when we’ll be arriving there. Looking forward to seeing you again, Shea.” 
 “Thank you. You as well, Harrier.” She ended the call and squealed like a little girl, spinning in a circle. 
 “Who’s Harrier?” 
 Shea heard the suspicious tone in her father’s timbre. She met his gaze and shrugged. Guess now was as good a time as any to fill them in.  
 They all moved back to the kitchen. 
 “We’re waiting.” Her mother crossed her arms. 
 At the coffee pot, Shea withdrew the reusable filter, put in a scoop then slid it back into the housing. She flipped the button and started the brew process. “Harrier is an ex-Navy SEAL that I have been discussing opportunities for me, once I’m out of the Corps.” 
 Their eyebrows shot up toward their respective hairlines.  
 “Why haven’t we heard of this?” 
 She held her mother’s gaze as she answered her, “Nothing is set yet, Mama.” That’s why I kept it to myself. I can reup next year, so I’m exploring my options.” 
 “And what exactly is this opportunity?” 
 She swiped two mugs from the cupboard then reached for some spoons. “They are a protection agency Daddy. No, before you ask, not like Blackwater. I wouldn’t be boots on the ground, very often like that.” At least not that I’m telling you about.

 “When do you make your decision?” Her father grabbed the creamer and sugar. 
 “Not for a while yet. I’m not presented with re-upping until late September. We haven’t even had Christmas. I probably won’t know until closer to June.” 
 Her parents were shoulder to shoulder. 
 Her dad spoke next, “So you’ve taken into consideration what leaving the Corps would be like? How it would affect your finances and your living?” 
 “Hush Gerald. I want my baby home safe, instead of flying those death traps.” 
 “I fly Cobras Mama, not a death trap.” She poured her father’s coffee then tended to her own empty mug, her head throbbing.  
 Her mother watched and began toying with a hand towel. “Is this a job that would bring you closer to home?” 
 “They headquarter in Georgia, Mama. However, they work all over.” Sure, she wasn’t telling them everything about Tungsten Protective Services nor did she plan to. Nor would she mention that she’d already made her bones with them and had flown a few ops. Then there was the need to keep it quiet, she wanted nothing to do with this town anymore.  
 “It would be nice for you to be closer. Get married. Have some babies and leave that life of danger behind.” 
 She clenched her jaw, doing her best to keep her opinion to herself. Adding sugar and creamer, she stirred with some force, the spoon clanked against the porcelain of the mug. “I’m not looking to settle down.” 
 “You’re not getting any younger.” 
 Pouring her drink into a travel mug she pulled from the cupboard, she walked away before some horrible and unpleasant words flew from her mouth. 
 As she spun out of the drive, she called Sarah. 
 “That was a lot longer than I thought it would take you to give me a call for a calm down talk.” 
 “I had an accident, so it took her longer than usual to start in on me and her need for me to give her grandbabies. I’m not getting any younger you know,” she ground out. Her mother’s words bothered her beyond belief. 
 “Wait—what?” 
 “I said it took her—” 
 “No, Shea. About the accident!” 
 She sipped some coffee. “Not anything major. I drifted a corner and ran an old truck off the road. No one was hurt.” Shea pulled into Three Wishes and waited in her idling car. 
 “Drifting? In winter? On back roads?” Sarah burst into laughter. “Please tell me you didn’t give some old man a heart attack.” 
 “Not at all.” Brodie was far from an old man and he didn’t seem at all in danger. Such a shame, because she wouldn’t have minded giving that man some mouth to mouth. 
 “Good. So, then tell me, any cute guys in town?” 
 “I’ve barely been here and you’re asking me that?” 
 “Oh, bullshit. You have a damn homing beacon for hot guys. So, who’s the hottie?” 
 “There’s no hottie.” She left Three Wishes, opting to get something there later and continued to where the rodeo and holiday carnival would be held this evening. The carnival had already begun and people were mingling around as she parked and got out of her car. 
 “Do you remember when you told me you knew that there was something else going on that I wasn’t telling you? When it came to Grey?” Sarah asked. 
 “Yes.” 
 “Well, my bullshit meter for you is going off. Fully. Ergo, there’s some hottie who’s already caught your eye. Spill.” 
 Some of the cows and bulls for the rodeo began mooing. 
 “Where the fuck are you?” 
 “Outside the building we’re having a rodeo at this evening.” 
 “A rodeo?” 
 She propped her hip against the side of her car. “There’s a full week of events leading up to Christmas here in the picturesque town of Apple Valley,” she drawled with false sweetness. 
 “Well, now don’t you sound like a damn commercial for your town?” 
 “Remind me again, why we’re friends?  And how long has it been since you’ve been properly fucked by your husband?” 
 “Too damn long,” Sarah retorted instantly. “How long has it been for you?” 
 “Since I fucked or rather got fucked by Grey?” 
 “Bitch. Not my man, but one of your own.” 
 She snorted. “Hell, it’s been so long, I may not recognize a cock if one walked up to me and bit me.” 
 “Need some help with that?” 
 The question rolled to her ears on a deep, sexy baritone.  
 Over the phone, Sarah paused for a mere moment. “Ohh, sexy voice. Is he cute? I bet he’s hot. Call me later and tell me if it bit you, or you bit it. Then again, I know it’s been a while for you but biting there isn’t nice.” She was gone. 
 Pivoting, Shea spotted Brodie standing behind her, a mischievous look in his eyes. 

Fuck.
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 For the second time since he’d come home to Apple Valley, Brodie was happy he’d done so. Unable to forget Shea after their impromptu meeting, he’d headed back to town, after ensuring his father was fine. He decided he would go to the carnival and rodeo hoping he would run into her again.   
 Imagine his surprise when he climbed out of his dad’s truck and saw her red coupe there with that sexy body of hers leaning against it. She hadn’t changed her attire and still had on that dark blue leather jacket that made him long to peel it back and explore all that deliciousness beneath the supple material. 
 While he’d at first believed her hair to be black, he noticed in the setting sun it was a dark chocolate brown that curled and hung around her face. Her hair shone and he felt this urge to touch it, to see if it were as soft as he’d thought it would be. 
 She flicked her tongue along her lips and his cock stirred in his pants, making him remember how long it had been since he’d been around a woman who made think of something other than where he would get his next drink. He closed the distance between them and held her intense brown gaze. “Did I interrupt?” 
 “No, that was just my best friend.”  
 Her words didn’t make much sense to him but the way her lips moved had him mesmerized. Her breath was visible in the air and he clenched his hands into a fist to keep from delving his fingers into her hair. “Can I help?” 
 She flushed. Her skin took on a slighter redness but not much. “Overheard that, did you?” 
 “I’m not going to lie and say I didn’t. And my offer is still there if you need some assistance in being reacquainted with one.” 
 She didn’t move for a bit, then she burst out laughing, tipping her head back as the joyous sound poured forth. “Oh God, thank you so much for that! I needed it. I’d been in a shitty mood but this, this did it for me.” 

I wasn’t joking. He smiled. “Glad I could help. Are you staying for the rodeo and carnival?” 
 Shea slid closer to him, still leaning against her car. “Are you asking me out on a date, Brodie Wallace?” 
 He answered her move by sliding himself closer. “Sounds like it to me.” Leaning in, he inhaled and nearly groaned over the scent of what he swore was a candied apple surrounding her. “God, you smell good.” 
 “So do you.”  
 Her whispered words encased his cock in iron. Her breath felt warm along his lips and he struggled to keep his gaze on her face. Well aware if he looked at her mouth he would have to taste those plump temptations. 
 “Are we staying out here or going in where it’s warmer.” 
 “You cold?” He wasn’t. 
 “No.” 
 A child’s excited squeal broke the bubble surrounding them. He blinked a few times and stepped back a couple of inches. Offering his arm to her, he smiled when she took it without hesitation. 
 “Just so you know, I’m hungry.” 
 “Me too,” he muttered. “Although, I doubt we’re talking about the same thing.” 
 “Don’t bet on that, Brodie.” 
 Her words eased the monster riding his libido harder than the cowboys who would be trying for eight seconds on the back of a bull tonight. They walked to the door of the arena and he held it for her, swinging in behind her and reaching for her arm, again.  
 Since the carnival was here, lots of small food vendors had set up around and he waited to see where she would direct him first. 
 “Tell me about you. What have you been doing since you left Apple Valley.” She led him to a stand with popcorn. “One please, large.” 
 He reached for his wallet but paused when she dug a wad of bills from her pocket. “I got this round. Anything for you from here? Or you want something else?” 
 Brodie got a thing of candy. “This way we can share.” 
 She sent him a mock scowl as they walked on. “Not sure about that. I love my popcorn and don’t share well.” 
 He dug into the mixed bag he’d gotten and pulled out a piece. “Open up.” He tapped the candy on her closed mouth. “Come on. Open for me, Shea.” 
 Her pupils dilated and her plump lips parted.  
 His dick dug even harder into the zipper of his pants as he imagined her on her knees opening her delectable mouth to take his cock between her lips. 
 Brodie pushed the chocolate ball into her mouth. While she chewed, he brushed a curl back behind her ear only to find a raven earwrap. One wing ran down the majority of her ear below the bird’s head. The second wing peeked over the top. The black feathers were edged in silver and the lone visible eye represented by a brilliant red gem. “This is stunning.” 
 She paused in her chewing, her eyes slightly glassy. “This is fucking delicious. What did you give me?” 
 He smiled. “That was a s’mores marshmallow chocolate ball. If you share, I share.” 
 “I’ll share.” She gripped his bag of mixed candies. “What else do you have in there?” 
 He chuckled and let her root around for whatever her heart desired. 
 “Thanks,” she said. 
 “No problem, I told you I would share.” 
 “I meant for the compliment on my raven.” She had heard him and hadn’t forgotten.  
 He gave her his candy bag and took her popcorn then guided them to the side of the area. For a small town, they sure didn’t lack for noise. Or decorations. 
 Christmas music, laughter, and folks decked out in holiday themed clothing joked and laughed. It’d always been an event that brought the whole town from the regular people like him to the mayor, Sarah Jane Jones. Her father had been the governor at one point in his life. Hell, when he’d been picking out his candy, he’d spied country superstar, Connor Mason toward the other end, signing autographs and mingling. 
 Claiming the seat beside her, he smiled at a little girl toddling by with her hand firmly in her father’s. She wore reindeer antlers on and a pair of elf boots. He popped some popcorn into his mouth and chewed slowly. A child, something he’d wanted for a while but hadn’t believed he was ready to be a fit parent. Hell, he was hardly a fit son.  
 Shea nudged him with her shoulder and he glanced to his left. She took his breath away. Her eyes sparkled and her lips held a perpetual grin that had him wondering what was going on in that mind of hers. Her features were soft and he had no doubt she didn’t mind being here. 

I wonder how long she’s home for? Not that it mattered, because he didn’t have any idea how long he would be around. 
 “You haven’t told me what you’ve been doing since you left here?” 
 A subject he still didn’t want to discuss. Trying to figure out where to start, he sighed in partial relief and part frustration when the phone at his side rang. “One moment.” He gazed at the screen and his heart sank. His father. “Everything okay, Dad?” In his periphery, he watched Shea sit up and pay attention. His stomach rolled as he waited anxiously for his father to respond. 
 “The heat isn’t working son. I’m cold.” 
 The man’s teeth were chattering so bad; Brodie could hardly make out the sentences. “I’m on my way.” He shot to his feet.  
 Shea followed suit. “What’s wrong? Can I help?” 
 “Heat went out in the house and my dad can’t fix it.” He tried handing her the popcorn back. “I have to get going.” 
 “Let me help.” 
 “It’s not necessary,” he said. 
 “Maybe not, but it is the right thing to do. I’ll follow you.” 
 While he didn’t want her to see the condition of the trailer, he stopped arguing since he needed to get home. They hustled outside into the cold and he swore once more time that his father was in a house with no heat. 
 He jumped in the truck and started the old engine. Driving away, he took a peek in the rear view and saw Shea behind him in her coupe. The drive didn’t take too long but, in his mind,, it seemed like forever. He’d pushed the truck as much as he’d dared. 
 Parking in the front yard, he hopped out and ran for the door. “Dad,” he called out pushing in the house. 
 His father sat on the couch wrapped in a blanket, chattering. The temperature was no warmer in here than it had been outside. Nothing was in the wood stove either and that had been burning when he left. 
 He hurried to his father’s side. “Damnit Dad, why didn’t you call me sooner?” 
 The man peered up at him, tears in his eyes. “I tried to start the stove, but I put out what was in there.” His rasped words were difficult to decipher.  
 “That’s okay.” He rubbed his hands along his arms. 
 “Brodie,” Shea called in a soft voice, reached him.  
 He turned and went to her side. “What?”  
 “You need to get him warmed up or he’s going to have to go to the hospital. I can start the fire in here and once that’s up and running, he can stay there while we fix the heater. But he needs more than that blanket. Warm clothing and warm food.” 
 Yes, Brodie knew that, he just felt glad she cared and he knew she could easily handle making a fire. “Thank you.” He returned to his Dad. “Come on, let’s get you some more clothes on and then we’ll put some soup in you to warm up while she starts the fire.” 
 “Who is she? Were you on a date?” 
 Brodie rolled his eyes and smiled. “Come on Dad.” 
 Within thirty minutes, he had his father in his comfortable chair near the stove as it churned out heat, with a hot drink nearby. He and Shea were outside looking at the old heater. She’d been handing him tools as he fixed it. Just a patch job, he would have to buy another tomorrow and install it but this would work until then. “I think that’s it,” he said. 
 “Let me go in and see if it has kicked on.” She vanished only to call out in a few moments, “You got it, Brodie. All good in here.” 
 He crawled back to his feet and brushed off his knees. Gathering his tools, he headed for the house, taking a bit longer just to make sure it wasn’t going to crap out on him overnight. When he finally made it back inside, he paused just inside the door, smiling at the heat coming from the vent nearest him.  
 The house was hot to him but he’d been out in the cold and it wasn’t about him but his father. His father’s laughter reached him. He cocked his head to the side and listened in on the conversation. 
 “I remember that time. Now, since he wouldn’t tell me, you can. Were you on a date with my son?” 
 “No, we weren’t on a date. We ran into each other in the parking lot and walked into the rodeo together.” 
 “He’s a good man you know. He doesn’t think so, but he is.” 
 “Of course he is, Mr. Wallace. You raised him.” 
 “It wasn’t easy.” 
 “Let me refill your soup. I suspect raising a child isn’t ever easy.” 
 “He had some problems.” 
 “Mr. Wallace, even children with two parents have problems. You and my father could exchange stories until the cows came home about how I’m the one who turned his hair gray for all my shenanigans. It’s what we do. Give you heart trouble, gray hair, and probably a few ulcers or two. Here you go, eat some more of that.” 
 “I’ll eat for you, you’re beautiful.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 “What do you do? I don’t think you’re living here anymore.” 
 “I’m not living here, just home for the holiday. I’m in the Marines. A pilot.” 
 “Pilot?” 
 Hell, even his ears perked up at that statement from her. 
 “Yes, sir. I fly Super Cobras.” 
 “Are you in the Army?” 
 “No Sir,” she said gently. “Marines. What we fly is a variant of their Cobra.” 
 “I know helicopters. I flew the Duce in Vietnam for the short time it was used there. I wish I could fly in one again.” 
 Brodie almost sank to the floor, his father never talked about his time during the war. And yet, here he was opening up to a woman who by all accounts, he just met. 
 “I know about that helicopter. Thank you sir, for your service.” 
 “Thank you for saying that.” 
 Brodie hadn’t ever thanked his father for serving and hearing the quaver in his voice made him feel lower than scum on the bottom of a fish bowl. He stepped into the main part of the trailer. “What’s going on in here?” 
 Shea smiled at him as she tucked the blanket back around his father. “I believe Mr. Wallace was trying to convince me I should go on a date with you.” 
 “My father is a very smart man; you should listen to him.” 
 He didn’t miss the wink Shea gave his Dad or the thankful smile, he sent her in return. 
 




Chapter Three


 

 Shea shifted on the couch and rotated her ankles. Mr. Wallace had gone to bed a while ago, but instead of heading back to the rodeo, she and Brodie opted to stayed to make sure the heat issue didn’t happen again. 
 He sat on the couch as well, at the other end but they both had their feet out to the wood stove and the heat it produced. 
 “Thank you,” he said after a while of chatting about neutral topics. 
 “For what?” 
 “What you did tonight. Coming out here, spending time with my father.” 
 “I’m glad I was able to. He’s a great man.” She turned a bit toward him. “And you are a wonderful son, don’t think otherwise.” 
 Brodie grunted and shook his head.  
 Shea set her drink to the side and reached over to grab his arm. “You are, Brodie.” 
 “What kind of son allows the heat to completely go out in his father’s old trailer when the man is fragile and sick? Sure as fuck isn’t a good one.” 
 “One who dropped everything and came back to fix it, the second he knew about the problem.” 
 “Really? Let’s recap.” It seemed by his expression, he couldn’t seem to disguise the anger he had toward himself at that moment.  
 Normally, Shea didn’t deal with drama, but she actually liked this guy and his father both, so she was willing to let him rail for a bit. She crossed her arms. “Go ahead.” 
 He gave her a frown. “I was a pain in his ass growing up.” 
 “Typical kid,” she countered. 
 “I joined the Army and after six years, get dishonorably discharged.” 
 She fought the need to sneer because deep down, she knew that things weren’t always what they seemed on the surface. Surely, there was a good reason for what he was discharged for. “Is that all?” 
 “Not even close. I didn’t come home, didn’t check on my sick father but instead, traveled around the country working odd construction jobs for cash under the table.” 
 She shot him a pointed look. “And when your father called?” 
 “I came home immediately.” 
 “So where in all of that, what says you’re a bad son? Look, Brodie. My mother had to threaten me to get me home. I’ve been creating excuses for years now. Hell, it’s been eight, count them, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, years that I haven’t come home merely because I didn’t want to be back in this small town. I lied and made up excuses to my parents. It’s what we do, we are human.” 
 He angled toward her and she was hard pressed not to focus on the thick bulge between his legs. Man’s packing, that’s no lie. Her core grew slick as she imagined him powering into her, driving her toward heights of ecstasy, a place she hadn’t been to in so long. 
 “So you have nothing to say about me being dishonorably discharged?” 
 “Are you looking for a fight?” She exhaled sharply. “No, I have nothing to say about it. You served. For whatever reason, it didn’t work out for you.” 
 “You’ve been in for years, Shea. Will probably retire in uniform. I was kicked out. I wasn’t stable enough to do my job of killing people. They couldn’t trust me to kill the right people anymore.” 
 “So you want to do this now, fine.” She rolled her shoulders. “Let me hear it then. It’s obviously eating at you. Then spit it out, get it off your chest.” She watched him war with himself and despite the edge to her words, her heart went out to him. It hadn’t been a lie; she didn’t hold his discharge against him. She knew men, great men, heroes who’d been dishonorably discharged for stupid reasons and for doing what they’d been trained to do. 
 “I drank.” 
 Shea blinked. “Is that all?” 
 “To excess. After one tour in the sandbox, where I lost most of my men, I started drinking. It got so bad, it’s what went into my canteen instead of water. My hands weren’t steady, unless I had alcohol in my system. Or so I’d led myself to believe.” 
 “So, when you were found out, they kicked you out, instead of getting you help.” 
 “I was a good scapegoat when a mission went wrong.” 
 “Were you at fault?” 
 He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Wasn’t even there but since most of what I did was off the books anyway, there wasn’t any way for me to prove I wasn’t where they said I was.” 
 Anger burned within her gut. “Bastards.” 
 “The people I knew, and thought were my friends turned their backs on me. I wasn’t part of them any longer.” 
 “What did you do for the Army, Brodie?” 
 His hesitation told her all she needed to know about him that his racing home to his father hadn’t. His honor ran deep and unwavering in his blood. He hadn’t done anything to disrespect his uniform. She waved it off. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.” I’m going to have to mention him to Harrier. They may want someone with his skill set and I have no doubt Harrier or Cade could find out what he’d done in the Army.

 He reached for the popcorn between them and took a handful. “Tell me about you.” 
 “Is that it? You don’t have any more to get off your chest?” 
 “Nope, that’s all. I drank, was kicked out and haven’t touched it since.” 
 “I’m a Captain in the Marines. I fly Super Cobras, although I’m sure you heard that given you were inside when I told your father. I love what I do but am considering not re-upping this September and taking a different job.” He stared at her so long, she shifted on the seat beneath his scrutiny. “What?” she questioned. 
 “Just imagining you in your flight suit. Or in your dress blues.” 
 Her cheeks heated. How could this man make her blush when she prided herself on not being able to be embarrassed? “I do fill them out nicely.” 
 Another highly possessive and predatory scan of her body. “Of that, I have no doubt.” 
 She cleared her throat. “I’m the only child and my mother has made it her personal mission to remind me how I’m getting older and need to settle down and give her grandbabies.” 
 One of his dark eyebrows rose. “You don’t sound like you want children.” 
 “It’s not anything high on my list. I don’t want to be responsible for another person. I’m having a great time being me. I can go where I want, so long as the Corps doesn’t require me anywhere else. But I don’t have to worry about someone behind at home or making sure they’re having fun where I am at.” She popped some chocolate into her mouth. “Apparently, that makes me selfish for not wanting to run out and marry a guy to give her grandbabies.” 
 He flashed another panty melting grin. “I’ll be willing to help with that as well. I mean, as long as I’m assisting you with remembering what a cock looks like, I can help be the marrying guy and grandbaby provider.” 
 Shea inched closer until her lips were a hairsbreadth away from his. “Is that so?” 
 “Hell, yes.” 
 “So you have a baby stashed away somewhere we can use?” 
 “Give me a few hours and nine months and I’ll get one for you to use, although I can’t tell you if it will be a boy or a girl.” 
 She was lost in his blue eyes. “Confident.” 
 He put his lips against hers, oh so lightly. “Yes, I am.” 
 Her lids drifted closed at the brush of his mouth against hers. Lord, she wanted to allow this to continue and explore what he had to offer but not happening in a house where his father slept just feet away. 
 Shea opened her eyes again and found him watching her. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 He pushed a hand into her unbound hair and settled his grip along the nape of her neck. “You do that. But remember, I’m also available for practice.” 
 She smiled. “Right, the reintroduction to a cock so I remember what one looks like.” 
 His fingers massaged her skin. “Precisely.” 
 Need burned within her, growing and spreading as she sat on the couch with Brodie. Flexing her fingers, she rested her hands on his upper thighs, allowing her touch to tease him in the same way his did her. His blue eyes darkened, and she lost herself in the depths. They swayed toward one another and she could damn near taste him on her tongue once more. 
 Noah Wallace coughed and hacked from the other room splintering the moment surrounding them.  
 Brodie glanced over to the narrow hall leading to the room his father used. 
 “Go check on him,” she whispered. 
 “Wait?” 
 “I should go. It’s been a long day and you have a heater to work on again, tomorrow. But if you need me, call and I’ll come out and give you a hand.” 
 He took her wrist and placed her palm over his crotch. “I could use a hand.” 
 She squeezed him, her on pussy throbbing with want. “Soon.” 
 “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 “I expect to be held to a lot of things. Couches, walls, floors.”  
 He grinned as those cobalt eyes sparkled at her. 
 Shea stole a quick kiss. “Goodnight, Brodie.” 
 He walked her to the door and wrapped his arms around her, spinning her back to face him. “Go on a date with me.” 
 “Call me tomorrow.” 
 “Number?” He smoothed his hands up and down her back. 
 “It’s not that big of a town, you know where my parents live, I’m staying there.” She wormed free. “Night.” 
 Shea forced herself to head away to her car and made herself leave before she did something crazy like take him up on the offer of sex. This wasn’t a man she could just have a fling with and leave, he was much more dangerous than that. He would be one that said forever. Not a playboy, but a man who would be ready for commitment from the jump. 
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 Brodie dusted off his hands as he left the meeting with his half-brother, Gabe Dresken. It hadn’t been as bad as he’d believed it was going to be. The man wasn’t a complete dick. Sure, there was a bit of animosity but the one thing he could say for sure was Dresken seemed to be a shrewd business man. Brodie swore it wouldn’t have mattered. One way or another, he wanted a job to bring in money to support his father. I didn’t go looking for a family reunion.

 So, he would be working at the lumber company after Christmas. Now, he could focus on other things, like Shea. He’d taken her out for dinner the night after the rodeo and they’d gone to the tree lighting in front of a church together. 
 While he wasn’t particularly religious, tree lightings were fun. Plus, it was a way for him to be snuggled up to the woman he had plans on marrying. There was something about her, he couldn’t forget. While they’d both been here in town when they were younger, she wasn’t one he even looked at. In fact, he was confident they barely spoke. 
 Now though, seeing this beautiful confident woman did things to him. He hadn’t done more than kiss her a few times but man, did he want more. She possessed this wit about her that he loved, a sense of honor he admired, and—hell, here he was sounding like a damn Hallmark movie again. 

Seriously, if there were one thing I could wish for, it would be for her to feel the same.

 He hoped to see her again tonight during the Apple Valley by Candlelight, where the shops stayed open late and the downtown area was all lit up for the holiday. 
 However, right now, he had to swing by the hardware store and pick up a few more items to fix other things around the house. At least the heater had been replaced, so he no longer had to worry about it. This afternoon after he got home, he planned to chop a bit more wood and take it inside the house, so there would be wood heat as well going on for his dad. 
 Walking from the parked truck, he made his way through town to the hardware store. The lights around the windows reminded him he had to put lights up at home also. He swiped a basket and began picking up items he would need. 
 At the checkout counter was a tall black man with gray hair. He greeted him with a smile and reached out for the basket. “Did you find everything okay, Mr. Wallace?” 
 Brodie hesitated and fought the urge to turn around and see if his father stood there behind him. “I did, thank you. I’m sorry, do I know you?” 
 “Not well, but we’ve met a time or two. I believe you know my daughter and have been seen around town with her.” 
 It hit him. Elijah Worthington. “Yes sir, Mr. Worthington.” 
 “I know your father, how’s he doing?” 
 “Some days are better than others, thank you for asking about him.” Today had been a good day. His old man was putting together a puzzle he’d been working on for nearly a month now. 
 “You let me know if there’s anything I can do for y’all. I’ll stop by for a visit soon.” Elijah finished ringing everything up and gave him the total. 
 “Here you go,” Brodie said, handing over his credit card. “Thank you and I’ll let him know.” He waited while his items were bagged and he signed the receipt. Slipping his hands into the handles, he paused and glanced back to the man standing there. “Merry Christmas.” 
 “Same to you, son. Same to you. Are you going to the event tonight?” 
 “I was planning on it.” 
 “Good, maybe we’ll see you there. Is your father coming?” 
 “I’ll see how he’s feeling this evening.” 
 “I understand. Have a great day.”  
 “You too.” He headed to the door and pushed his way out into the cold. 

Christ, how much colder can this get here? It’s the south for God’s sake. We’re not supposed to freeze our dicks off in winter.

 The temperature didn’t increase on his drive back home, but he felt fairly certain it had gone down. He hustled into the house and kicked the door shut behind him. “Dad?” 
 “In my room.”  
 His call wasn’t at all weak and Brodie thanked God he still felt better. “I’ve got the stuff and I’m going to be outside taking care of a few other things. Can I fix you anything to eat before I go?” 
 “Not hungry. When do I get to see Shea again?” 
 He paused unloading the bags and peered back to his father’s room. “I’m sorry?” 
 “Your girlfriend. Or the woman you want to be your girlfriend. When is she coming back over or when are we going to see her?” His father stepped from the hallway dressed in a plaid shirt and black pants. 
 “If you feel up to it, we can go to the candlelight thing tonight in town. She’s supposed to be there. I also ran into her father at the hardware store and he said he was going to stop by and see you.” 
 “Always liked that Elijah, good worker. Smart man. Not like a lot of people I had to deal with. Married a good woman he did. Teresa loves him and wouldn’t ever leave him.” 
 Brodie knew where this was going. “Let me get you something to eat, Dad. Then you should take your pills and rest, so you have some energy for this evening.” 
 “You’ll take me down there?” 
 “If you want to go, we’ll go.” 
 Sure, he’d wanted to be alone to maybe sneak off with Shea for a little private adult time but he couldn’t ignore the fact his father wanted to leave the house. Fixing him a bowl of soup and a sandwich, Brodie ate with him and made sure he took his meds. When his father had reclined back in his chair in front the television, he headed back outside to double check on a few things and repair a few others he’d been seeing as he took trips around the house. 
 After a dinner, he made sure his old man was all bundled up then took him out to the truck. 
 “Not used to not driving my truck,” he groused. 
 “Consider as payback for all the times you had to drive me around, Dad.” 
 Noah grunted but let it go. The ride into town was quiet but not uncomfortable. They were learning to get along so much better. Yes, Brodie caved on a lot but hell, he only had one father and it was his turn to take care of him. 
 Parking in one of the lots, he tugged on the cuff of his glove and faced his father before killing the engine. “Know where you want to start?” 
 “Let’s just walk.” 
 He shut off the truck. “Sounds like a plan to me. But I want you to let me know if you get too cold, so we can hop into a store and get warmed up.” 
 His father didn’t respond, just climbed out of the truck.  
 Brodie followed suit and zipped up his jacket as he moved around the vehicle to his father’s side. Together, they headed for the lights to take part in the night’s festivities. 
 One thing was for certain, he loved the look of this town all decked out for the holiday. They sure did know how to decorate. 
 Brodie hung back and let his father set the pace and direction, he watched him interacting with people he hadn’t seen in a while. The multicolored lights twinkled in the night air. People’s breaths could be easily seen, but it didn’t deter them from enjoying themselves. There was also a bunch of steam rising from everyone’s warm drinks. 
 He got himself a coffee and a mint hot chocolate for his father. While his father sat on a bench with two other older gentlemen catching up, drinking their warm drinks, he propped his shoulder against the light post, being mindful of the decorations covering it. 
 “He seems to be having a great time.” 
 His lips curled up in response to the sultry feminine voice as warmth on an entirely new level overtook him. Angling his head, he found Shea standing there.  
 Her hair hung loose around her face again and she wore that familiar blue leather jacket on her torso. 
 “Hello beautiful,” he said. “Yes, he does.” 
 “Whatcha drinking?” She stood beside him, hands in her pockets. 
 “Coffee.” 
 “You know during the holidays, it’s supposed to be hot chocolate or something of the like.” 
 “I got Dad a mint hot cocoa, if that’s more what you are looking for.” 
 “Ohh, that’s sounds wonderful, where did you get him that from?” 
 “I’ll get you one.” 
 “Nope. Just point me in the direction. I’ll grab it and come back.” 
 He settled his hand on her waist and held her gaze. “Promise?” 
 “Don’t let this go to your head or anything, but I kind of like spending time with you, Mr. Brodie,” she whispered that along his lips before she kissed him lightly.  
 He bit back his growl of desire and pointed her in the direction he’d gotten the hot chocolate. As he stared at the firm ass in her jeans as she walked away from him, he heard his father’s laughter and glanced over at him.  
 Elijah had joined the group and the men were just cutting up and having a grand time. Brodie met his father’s gaze and the man smiled at him then jumped back into the conversation around him. 
 Somehow, he didn’t think the cold would be an issue for either Wallace male tonight. 
 




Chapter Four

  
 “Your father likes your new man.” 
 Her mother’s words coming from behind her nearly had Shea dropping her mint hot chocolate with whipped cream and sprinkles. Which would have been disastrous at the very least.

 “Hi Mama. When did you two get here and I’m ignoring the part about me having a new man, since I don’t but who does Dad like?” She turned to find her mother standing there looking like she should be on a Christmas card.  
 “He said you had a new man. I want to know why you didn’t tell us you were dating Brodie.” 
 The urge to scream ran roughshod over her. “Because I’m not dating him. We went on a date but we’re not dating.” 
 “Have you had sex with him?” 

Holy crap I can’t believe she’s asking me this in the middle of town. Wait, yes I can. Lord, I need this to be full of liquor to help me. “Why would you even think that was an appropriate question to ask me, Mama?” And to think I wanted to scream before. Now, I want to run away.

 “Your voice is cracking, are you getting sick? Maybe you picked it up from your boyfriend.” 
 “Oh, my God, stop.” 
 “Don’t take his name in vain, young lady,” she snapped. “Now tell me, are you having sex with him and are you taking precautions?” 
 Those passing them sent her a look of sympathy mixed with humor.  
 Trying to not say something rude to her mother, Shea took a long drink from her cup. The hot liquid nearly scalding her throat, but she didn’t care. “Okay Mama, you want to have this discussion here? Fine. Let’s just completely and utterly embarrass me in public. Why not? I should be used to it.” 
 “It’s a simple yes or no question, Shea. No need to get upset about it. Everyone has sex. I may be your mother, but I am aware of how you young people are.” 
 “You know how I am? Is that what you think I’m doing in the Marines? Just sleeping around? Because that’s how us young people are?” 
 Her mother sent her a look of disapproval. “I didn’t say that. Stop being so melodramatic.” 
 “Me? I’m the one being melodramatic? I’m not the one who interjects into every conversation we have about how I’m not getting any younger and how you want grandbabies. About how I need to settle down and get the rest of my life on track, since I’m getting up there in age.”  
 Her mother blinked and opened her mouth, but Shea cut her off. 
 “I don’t want to get pregnant, Mama. I’m sorry to disappoint you but that’s not on my to-do list. I’m not looking for being a mom and raising children. I’m having fun traveling the world and flying my helicopters. Yes, I know you don’t like the fact I’m doing what I do, but I love it. I’m living my life, not yours or I would have been married right out of high school and given you grandbabies.” 
 She tossed her drink away and put her hands back in her pockets. 
 “Brodie and I are friends, Mama. At this moment, I have not fucked him.” She ignored the shocked look on her mom’s face with the choice of language. “But, seeing as you think I have, I will ask him tonight. Is that what you want to know? And don’t worry, I always carry condoms in my car, you know in case I meet someone at a rest stop I want to have sex with like us young people do.” 
 Theresa Worthington was a classy lady who’d just been pushed over the line and Shea knew it the second she finished with her tirade at her mother. But her own irritation and anger at always being pushed for children and how she’d broached this in public during a town event where anyone and everyone could hear as they walked by had surfaced. Dad always said she was her mother’s daughter in her temper. 
 “You should be ashamed of yourself for talking to me like that. And for using such language. I’ve never been more ashamed of you than I am right now, Shea Worthington. I—I—Forget it. I can’t even talk to you right now. Don’t bother coming home until you’re ready to apologize.” Her mother walked off, head high. 
 “That’s not going to happen,” she vowed even as she pushed aside the self-berating going on for treating her mother in such callous manner. 

Fuck!

 Spinning on her heels, she made her way back over toward Brodie. Seeing him leaning where she’d left him, against the post, calmed her down a bit. She ran her gaze over his jean covered ass and exhaled sharply. Damn man was just too fine. 
 As if he sensed her there, he glanced over his shoulder and sent her a smile that didn’t just melt her panties but had her ready to strip right there for him. After he took a perusal of her, his expression changed to worry. He pushed away from the pole and walked toward her. “Everything okay?” He tilted his head to the side. “Where’s your drink?” 
 “Had a fight with my mother and got pissed off enough, I tossed my drink. So, no, not okay.” 
 Brodie slid his arm around her and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Anything I can do?” 
 “No, I’ll figure it out.” She took a deep breath. “How are you doing? How’s your dad doing?” 
 “Having the time of his life, it looks like. He missed talking to his friends.” 
 Together, they looked over at Noah and she smiled as she watched them. Even her father’s smile and laugh seemed big and loud. 
 “I’ll be right back,” Brodie said. 
 Shea moved closer and stopped by the group. “Look at this group of handsome men here. What are y’all up to? I think the cops may have to be called.” 
 “I’m already here, Shea.” 
 She peered around Mr. Mickle to find the sheriff back there. She put her hands up in mock horror. “Oh no, y’all are going to be causing all kinds of trouble. Can I get anyone a refill of their drink?” 
 They all told her what they would like and she promised to be right back.  
 Brodie caught up to her as she headed back to where she’d gotten her first drink. “Where are you going?” 
 “I’m playing hostess tonight. They’re looking for refills of their drinks, so I offered to bring them.” 
 “And how are you going to remember what they all wanted?” He fell into step with her. 
 “I won’t forget but I also have it in my phone.” 
 “Okay, let’s get them happy.” 
 It didn’t take them long and they returned with trays of drinks for the men. As they handed them out, she whispered in her father’s ear, “I upset Mama, so I won’t be home tonight. Don’t worry, I’ll fix it.” 
 “I know,” he replied. 
 “Are you and Brodie just going to hang out here and watch a bunch of old men talk?” Noah asked her. 
 “Hadn’t thought about it, but given the question, I’m guessing you don’t want witnesses for whatever you’re about to get into.” She smiled at Brodie’s father. 
 “Right. Go see the lights, mingle. Or hide and do whatever.” 
 “Not so sure about the hiding,” her father chimed in with a glare at Brodie. 
 “How about we just go walk and look at the lights?” Brodie put his arm around her again. “Dad, if you need me, call.” 
 The man waved them away with one hand, not even looking in their direction. 
 Not minding Brodie’s arm around her at all, Shea replied, “I think we’ve been dismissed.”  
 He slipped her arm inside his and nodded. “I do have to agree. Well, let’s listen to our elders and get out of here.” 
 They walked for a bit just enjoying the sights. When they paused for a few little elves to dash in front of them, he handed her a bag. 
 “What’s this?” 
 “Open it.” 
 She did and groaned at the sight of the popcorn there. “How did you know?” 
 “I pay attention at times, Shea. Now if I had known you were going to toss your drink away I would have gotten another of those for you too.” 
 “To be fair, I didn’t even know I was going to toss it.” She ate some popcorn and put some pieces up to his mouth, moaning lightly when his lips grazed her fingers. 
 “What would you be doing right now if you weren’t here, Shea?” 
 “Probably ice skating or skiing somewhere. Unless I was deployed somewhere. Sometimes, I go to a beach and just soak up the warmth. Then there are times I just stay in my apartment and catch up on sleep that I’ve been missing.” She chuckled. “Wow, I don’t have a very exciting life.” 
 “You’re allowed to be boring on your downtime. I don’t imagine you’re only flying easy missions when you go.” 
 This time her laugh was more like a choke and she segued into coughing. “You could say that,” she managed to get out when she could talk again. 
 He pinned her against a wall and pushed his body against hers. “Come home with me tonight, Shea.” 
 Holding his gaze, she nodded.  
 “I just want to hold you if that’s all you’re ready for.” 
 Her body was ready for far more than that but all she did was smile as she wound her arms around his neck. “What about your father?” 
 “He’ll be out cold because this night is going to have him exhausted. Plus, he’s on the other side of the trailer.” 
 “Good. I’d hate for you to wake him if you’re a screamer.” 
 Brodie laughed and kissed her.  
 Shea sank into him, trusting him to support her. Her fingers burned to touch him without her gloves in the way and she counted down until all these layers wouldn’t be between them any longer. 
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 Brodie sighed as his father crossed his arms and shook his head. “I want to ride with her.” 
 “I don’t know where she parked, Dad.” Get in the truck old man.

 “She’s right behind you.” 
 Brodie turned and saw her there in her car.  
 She lowered the passenger window. “Everything okay?” she asked. 
 “Not really, he wants to ride with you in your car.” 
 “I’m smart and want to ride with the beautiful woman, instead of my son.” Noah pushed by his son. “You don’t mind giving me a ride, do you?” 
 Shea met his eyes and lifted an eyebrow.  
 Brodie gave her a silent affirmation. 
 “Of course not, Mr. Wallace,” she said. “Come on in and we’ll beat your son home.” 
 His father practically skipped over to the car and climbed in, a huge smile on his face. “See you at home, Brodie.”  
 The window went up and he groaned before scrubbing a hand over his face. His father was going to drive him crazy, but he was happy, so it was worth it. 

At least that’s what I’m telling myself. Let’s face it, I want to be in the car with her, not my father.

 He couldn’t deny the spurt of jealousy toward his old man but he brushed it away and climbed in the truck shivering when the thing shot a blast of cold air at him. Yet, another thing that needs to be looked at.

 Brodie kept an eye out for nightlife because the last thing he wanted to do was have a one-on-one with a buck or doe. He couldn’t explain his thrill when he pulled up to park next to that red coupe. 

She’s still here.  
 The Christmas lights he’d hung earlier added a mix of colors to the dark. One light was on inside and he hurried for the door. Turning the knob, he pushed in to the warmth. As he shrugged out of his coat and tossed it into his bedroom, he heard the two of them chatting again. He toed off his boots and smiled at the sight of her shoes by his father’s. 
 “How long have you been flying them?” his father asked. 
 “Long time. How long did you fly them?” 
 He stepped into the main part of the trailer and saw them on the couch together with a deck of cards as they played and chatted. “Was I that far behind you?” 
 “With me driving, yes,” she said sending him a wink. 
 He got his father his meds then claimed a seat beside Shea. “What are we playing?” 
 “Gin rummy,” his father said. 
 “Well, one of us is playing the other is losing. This is why I don’t gamble because I can’t play worth spit.” Shea pressed her thigh against his. 
 He held his tongue as they played one more game then he helped his father get settled for the night and walked back out to find her picking up the cards and mugs. “What are you doing?” 
 “Cleaning up. I didn’t think you and I were playing cards, but maybe I was incorrect.” 
 “Having seen you play, I think I’d like to play strip poker with you.” 
 She tossed the deck of cards at him and chuckled. Shea carried the mugs to the sink and set them in there while he picked up the cards once more.  
 He took her hand and left the deck on the counter as they headed for his room. He kicked the door closed behind him and pulled her in close. “I’ve been waiting for days to do this.” Nibbling on her lips while backing up, he ran his hands along her body. 
 “We’ve kissed before,” she said, her voice fainter than usual. 
 “That’s not what I’m talking about and I haven’t kiss kissed you.” 
 She cocked her eyebrow. “So, kiss, kiss me.” 
 Brodie moved in close to her face, noses touching and inhaled her breath. Then kissed her upper lip as his hand on her chin held her still, his thumb brushing along her lower lip. “I plan on it, Shea. Make no mistake about that.” His knees were slightly shaky as he held her close. The need that had been riding him since he met her had reawakened with a sharp insistence. Now was the time to explore everything beneath the clothing she wore. 
 She clutched at his button-down and kissed him again.  
 The second her hands began opening buttons, he captured her wrists. 
 Her gaze swung up to meet his. 
 He nipped the tips of her fingers as he moved them away from his shirt. “This is going to be more than a quick fuck, Shea. I want to learn every inch of your body. Kiss it. Lick it. Explore it. Then start over and do it again. You’ve been teasing me since I met you with your kickass body. Now I want to look.” 
 She skimmed her lips with her tongue. “Does that mean I can’t touch?” 
 Oh, how he longed to follow with a swipe of his own. He loved the breathless quality to her tone; especially given they hadn’t even gotten naked yet. “No, that’s not what it means. I just wanted you to be aware.” 
 “If you won’t let me undress you, how about you undress me, then I can do you.” 
 The flirt had returned but he didn’t care. He trailed a finger down the front of her body from neck to waistband. “Patience.” Not that he had a lot but hell, if this was his one chance with this woman, he sure as fuck wasn’t about to rush into it. 
 She growled at him and cupped his dick through his jeans. “I’m not a patient person.” 
 “You are tonight. Don’t make me tie you up.” Was it my imagination or did a thrill just run through her body? He undid his shirt and dropped it to the floor. Her sharp intake preceded the touch she put on his bare chest. His fingers clenched but he didn’t move, just allowed her to caress him. 

Fuck, this is going to be the death of me.

 However, when her hand dropped lower, he again stopped her and was rewarded with another moan of frustration. Before she could do anything else, he tossed her to his bed and watched her bounce twice before stilling. Her hair settled back, framing her oval face as he approached. 
 He crawled over her and she grabbed the sides of his head, kissing him. He growled and pushed them up along the bed, as she wrapped herself tight around him. Tongues dueling, he gripped her hair and held her where he wanted her. Not that she seemed to have plans to go anywhere. Her fingers dug into his scalp as she ran them through his short-sheared cut. 
 With one hand shoved up beneath the material of her top, his cock became even harder, as her skin felt even softer here. He cupped her side as the kiss lengthened. Deepened. She arched up into him, pressing her curves tighter to him. 
 He nipped at her invading tongue before drawing on it and twisting his own around it once more.  
 Her grip on his head increased while she locked her legs around his waist, rubbing along the hard length in his jeans. Another buck into him as she smoothed her hands down his bare back and dug her short nails into his skin. “Brodie,” she begged. 
 He rose up enough to drag her shirt up her body. Her blue bra only added fuel to the raging inferno inside him. He raked his gaze over her torso taking in the dip of her waist, the way her full breasts threatened to spill free from the demi bra, and the smoothness of her skin. “Damn,” he muttered. 
 Rocking back, so he had a better view of the woman beneath him, he took his right index finger and trailed it down. Beginning at her neck, he dragged it over her sternum, down along her belly button and paused when he hit the waistband of her pants. She trembled beneath him. He continued on until he reached the apex of her thighs. 
 Her hands fisted his bedding and she unhooked her legs from around his waist.  
 Brodie held her in place, thoroughly enjoying her core pressing against him. He reached for the button on her jeans and popped it free. Carefully, he drew down the zipper exposing panties the same hue as the bra she wore.  
 She stared at him, eyes unwavering and overflowing with raw hunger. 
 It’d been a long while since a woman had looked at him even remotely similar to this and it hadn’t been even close to the desire in Shea’s expression. Gripping her waistband, he inched back and brought her pants with him.  
 She arched up allowing them to move over her ass—an ass, he wanted to smack and bite. 
 Throwing them to the side, he pulled her socks off one at a time and dropped them as well…leaving her in her bra and panties only. 
 “This isn’t fair, you’re way overdressed.” 
 “I won’t be for long,” he promised. “Or you won’t care.” He lifted her leg and stroked it up to her knee then did the same to her other one. With each touch and each caress, he craved more. Sliding back closer, he kissed the inside of her knees then moved up stopping right before he got to her pussy. She grabbed at his head once more and tried to direct him to her core. He nipped the inside of her left thigh. 
 Maneuvering his way up to her on his belly, her legs draped over his shoulders, he licked up along the satin covering her pussy. She whimpered and shifted. He did it twice more, then edged beneath the wet material for his first taste of her cream. 
 Shea bucked harder and grabbed his short hair tighter.  
 Fuck, she tasted delicious. Without removing his mouth, he used his free hand to snap the thin strap around the top. Then he moved the material to the side and gave her pussy a proper lick. She nearly dislodged him as he lapped at her wetness with solid flat strokes of his tongue. Slow, broad sweeps as she squirmed beneath him, fingers gripping what she could with immense power. 
 Her scent filled him and he wanted more. Craved more. One swipe up as he circled her clit then he backed off and blew on her flesh.  
 She shuddered. 
 Diving forward again, he latched his mouth around her shiny nub and teased her opening with his index finger. Her thighs clamped around his head anchoring him there as she writhed and wriggled. 
 As she came hard around the finger he slipped inside her, he didn’t break contact until her body was lying there with tremors that hit her occasionally. Only then did he move back up to her face to kiss her.  
 She didn’t shy away but eagerly met him head on. “Fuck, you’re good at that,” she muttered into his mouth. “I nearly screamed my head off.” 
 “You’re hot, so fucking tight and wet. Christ, I’m ready to come and I still have my pants on.” 
 Her hand dropped to his snap. “I can fix that.” 
 As she attacked his pants, he removed her bra, unfastening it so it would just slide off when she lowered her arms.  
 “Get out of them,” she demanded. 
 Brodie gained his feet and pushed his jeans down past his hips as she tossed her bra away to the side. Fuck, he was going to lose it before he even got inside her. The woman was damn near perfect. 
 She pushed her hair back from her face and beckoned to him.  
 Brodie listened to her silent command, kicking his pants off and removing his socks. He then climbed back on the bed, crawling up her naked form until their mouths were once again, connected. He pushed her until the mattress was beneath her and he was what covered her from any chill. 
 Reaching over her head to his bedside table, he yanked a condom from the drawer and ripped it open.  
 She took the prophylactic from him and broke the kiss. “Let me.” 
 He grunted as he sat back, his cock, long and hard, reaching out toward her.  
 She curled her warm fingers around him and it jumped in her grip. Shea stroked him three times before she moved the condom to his dick then rolled it over the head and down his shaft. 
 “Shea.” The sound was more akin to a growl than anything truly legible, but he didn’t try again, her fingers being on him was out of this world. 
 




Chapter Five


 

 Shea licked her lips and blinked. Nope, the view hadn’t changed. Brodie’s erection still jutted from a thatch of brown hair. Just like she thought before, the man was packing. Such a thick, long shaft and she desperately wanted it pushing into her. When she’d slid the condom down his length, for a moment she’d been tempted to wait with the protection and return the pleasure he’d provided her with his tongue. 
 His cock bobbed and she accepted it would be a while before she tasted him on her tongue. Instead of lying back, she captured her lower lip and moved closer to him. Then at his kneeling body, she rose enough to straddle him. One hand on his shoulder, she gripped his shaft and lined it up to her pussy. Holding his gaze in the low light in the room, she sank down on him. “Oh fuck,” she gasped the words out as his cock stretched and filled her. “God damn, that feels good.” 
 Brodie cupped her ass and supported her, as she could go no further down. “You’re not lying.” 
 She tipped her head forward and nipped at his lips as she began moving her hips. Up and down she slid as the kiss deepened. He squeezed one ass cheek and shoved his other hand in her hair, moving down until he cupped the nape of her neck. 
 Shea liked this, enjoyed being held by him like this. 
 She locked her ankles around his back, keeping him closer, just enjoying the feeling of being filled. Breaking the kiss, she buried her face into the side of his neck. His masculine scent rolled around her, surrounding her in a cloud. A place she didn’t want to leave. 
 Brodie set the pace and she went along for the ride. He held her as if he couldn’t get close enough and she did the same to him. He fucked her with slow, long strokes, building up the fiery passion flowing through her. 
 Yet at that moment, she acknowledged it was more. His breath on her shoulder, his muttered words ratcheted her up further. His grip on her skin tightened as he drew her down his length. It was claiming, proprietary—perfect. 
 She shattered and came hard.  
 If possible, he held her tighter as he found his own release. Readjusting them so she lay beneath him, he laced their fingers and had her arms out from her body as he began driving deep inside her again. 
 Each powerful stroke forward had her sliding up his bed until the pillows stopped her from hitting the headboard. She bit lightly at his chin and waited for him to look at her. 
 “We’re just getting started,” he vowed in a deep growling tone. 
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 Shea moved from sound sleep to full alertness in the space of a heartbeat. The room’s darkness didn’t help her figure out where she was. All she knew was it wasn’t in her bed at her parents’ house. Mind roiling, she worked through what she’d recently done. 

Brodie.

 The name popped into her head at the precise moment a strong arm slid along her waist, tugging her back into the man behind her. Body, pleasantly sore, sank into his warmth. 
 “Morning,” he muttered in her ear, his fingers spreading wide to smooth along her belly. 
 “Back atcha,” she replied, mind racing on how she was going to leave. She never spent the night with the guy. She had sex and then slipped out while he slept. But that hadn’t been the case with Brodie. 
 After what they shared, she never even thought of sneaking away. All that remained in her thoughts was curling up to him and sharing his heat on this cold night. Now I have to get out of here, especially before his father wakes up.

 Lips kissed her ear and she fought the shiver of desire that rose back to life  
 “I don’t want to get up.” 
 The cock at her backside told a different story and he chuckled when she pointed that out. 
 “I meant from the bed.” 
 “What time is it?” She yawned and shut her eyes again. 
 “Four-thirty.” 
 “Shit, we’ve only been sleeping for about two hours?” Why the hell did she think she’d been out for much longer than that? She wasn’t sleepy and her body was ready to get up and go. 

Or is that it’s ready to get up and fuck the man behind me?

 “Go back to sleep,” he whispered as he removed his arm. “I’ll be right back.” 
 She willingly stayed beneath the blankets as he slipped away. 
 He then returned a bit later. “It’s like twenty degrees out.” 
 When he curved around her once more, she sighed contentedly. “Too cold to go outside?” 
 “I would hope so. I stoked the fire and checked on my old man. He’s still out and his room is nice and toasty.” 
 Shea had figured out why she was up at this time. This was her typical time to get up and start her workout before beginning her day. 
 “I hear the wheels turning. You’re trying to wait for me to fall back asleep to make your escape.” 
 Uncanny, how easy this man read her. “That’s not it, this is just the time when I go workout to start my day, so I’m not going to fall back asleep. My brain is revving up.” 
 “I could exhaust you again.” 
 His offer was lined with a darkly decadent temptation she seriously longed to accept. Rotating in his arms, so they lay chest to chest in the dark, she placed her palm over his heartbeat, loving how strong and steady it pounded beneath her skin. “I’ll take a raincheck on that offer. I should get going. I have to get home, workout, shower and change.” 
 He squeezed her ass cheeks. “Can I see you tonight?” 
 “Yes. They have the Christmas play. Since I was in it when I was here, I’d like to see the kids do it this year. But afterward, would be perfect.” Shit, I’m sounding like a sap. I need to talk to Sarah and super-fast.

 He clicked on a light and she blinked a few times until her eyes adjusted. Brodie watched her and the hunger in his eyes made her teeter on the edge of her previous decision to leave. She kissed him with a quick peck on the lips and climbed from the warm bed to the chilly air. 

Chilly isn’t the right word, this shit is freezing out here. Oh fuck, I need my clothes. She dressed in record time and sat at the foot of the bed as she tugged on her socks. Her torn panties shoved in her pocket to be tossed at home.  
 The entire time, Brodie lay there and ogled her, his desire for her not hidden in the least. “Want me to go start your car?” 
 “And take you from the warmth? No, that’s okay.” She dug in her pants pocket and found her keys. “I got it, ain’t no reason for you to get cold.” She pressed the automatic start on her fob and did a visual scan of his room to ensure nothing was left behind upon her departure. “I’ll see you around, Brodie.” 
 Brodie sat up, exposing his well-defined torso. “Come here.” He beckoned her along with his words.  
 Shea listened and walked to his side of the bed.  
 He snaked an arm around her waist and tugged her down to sprawl over his lap. 
 “Can I help you with something?” she asked in a teasing voice. 
 “You didn’t give me proper farewell.”  
 She readjusted, so their mouths were right by each other. “Show me what you were looking for.” 
 He did. Brodie didn’t kiss hesitantly. He was sure of his action and claimed her mouth with the assuredness she’d come to admire about him. When he wanted something, he went after it. Not aggressively but determinedly. 
 When she’d been reduced to a pile of mush, he lifted his lips from hers and brushed some of her hair back from her face. “That’s better. It should last me until I see you again.” 
 She got back to her feet, refusing to let him see how his kiss affected her. She moved slower until her spinning world was reined back under control. Touching her forehead with three fingers, she went out through his bedroom door and departed the house. 

Shit and I thought it was cold climbing out from the bed. I’m not sure it’s even twenty degrees out.

 Shea cast a glance up and saw some clouds moving in, the moon adding a silver shine to them as they passed. At least her car had heated up, that made her happy. She rubbed a hand along the dash and muttered to her car as she wished for a cup of coffee. 
 Shifting into gear once she got buckled in, she backed up and headed down the drive then turned on her headlights, so they wouldn’t shine into the house and wake up his father. True, it had been done not to wake the men she was sneaking away from but since Brodie was up anyway, it didn’t count. Did it? 

You know you’re sneaking away from him.  
 She sneered at her subconscious and ignored the truth even as she cast a departing glance into the rearview while turning out onto the road heading back into Apple Valley. 
 “It’s going to snow soon. It has to,” she said aloud to push that voice away. 
 She parked her car in her parent’s driveway and killed the lights to sit in a warm car for a bit before heading in to get her items.  

What am I going to do? I know there’s Aunt Evie’s but I’m not sure she has room there. In the back of her mind, she realized that this was the reason she needed to leave Apple Valley and go where she wanted to be. However, as she climbed out of her car, she stumbled as it hit her, where she wanted to be was with Brodie. 
 Unlocking the door, she slipped inside and hung up her jacket. 
 “We need to talk, young lady.” 

Shit. Shit. Shit. This is just like when I was in school and she caught me sneaking in past my curfew.

 No, she wasn’t a child any longer and shouldn’t be scared. But this was her mother and the woman commanded respect regardless. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just came to get my things.” 
 “Sit down, Shea. We are going to talk.” 
 Stepping into the living room, Shea saw her mother was fully dressed, not in her robe or anything like that. “Is Dad okay?” 
 “He’s upstairs sleeping, why?” Her mother scrunched up her face. 
 “You’re dressed. I thought something was wrong. Wait, isn’t that what you had on in town last night?” 
 Her mother lifted her chin and smoothed her hands down the fabric of her pants. “Yes, it is.” 
 It smacked her in the face. She ran a hand over her eyes and shook her head. “You didn’t go to bed. You’ve been up waiting for me.” 
 “Of course, I was. You, Shea Worthington, may be a Marine Captain and a pilot but you will always be my baby girl. I didn’t know where you were, and you didn’t answer your phone. I stayed up in case I got a call that you needed me.” 
 Shea hurried over the rugs to drop at her mother’s feet to her knees. Wrapping her arms around her mother, she buried her face into her bosom. “I’m so sorry, Mama. I was fine. I spent the evening with Noah Wallace and Brodie, playing cards and talking about flying. I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 Her mom closed her arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “I worry. It’s what mother’s do.” 
 “You should go to sleep.” 
 “I dozed.” 
 “Please Mama, at least take a nap. I’ll wake you when breakfast is ready.” 
 “From the state of your clothes, you should sleep as well.” 
 “I’m going to work out.” She ignored the comment. 
 “Then we talk.” 
 She regained her feet with a nod. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 With all the regal bearing of royalty, her mother rose and ascended the stairs.  
 Shea blinked away the tears. This was all her fault. Her mother staying up all night because she had put herself first and had spent the night with Brodie. Shame filled her faster than fire could overtake its prey. 
 All day, Shea couldn’t get that sight out of her mind, her mother sitting there, fully dressed just in case she or the cops called and she had to go out. 
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 Brodie slammed the hood of the truck and wiped his hands off on the rag he’d yanked from his pocket. He’d changed the oil in the old vehicle and checked the other fluids. With the temperature dropping so rapidly, he didn’t want to try and turn it over to find it wasn’t starting for whatever reason. A knock from the window, had him turning to spy his father there, beckoning him back inside. 
 While the sun had barely peeked out over the land, he hadn’t gone back to sleep once Shea left his bed. It didn’t feel right sleeping without her beside him. “Get your shit together, dumbass,” he muttered to himself. “She’s probably going to be frightened off because you are clinging.” He strode to the door and sighed. He hadn’t wanted to let her leave this morning. She however, couldn’t seem to get gone fast enough. 
 “What’s up, Dad?” he asked as he stepped into the trailer, tugging the door closed behind him. 
 “Breakfast is ready.” 
 Panic flooded him. The last time his father made breakfast, he’d nearly burned down the house with himself in it. “What?”  
 “Breakfast. Toast and eggs. I was careful and made sure that there were timers on around me, so I didn’t forget and wander off.” His smile beamed proudly. 
 Peering around his old man, he saw everything laid out on the table. “Let me wash up and I’ll be right there.” 
 Noah shuffled back the other way. 
 Brodie headed to his bedroom only to pause and glance over his shoulder. “Dad?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Thanks. For making breakfast.” 
 The smile he got in return banished any of the lingering cold in his body. Moments later, he was at the table enjoying a meal with the man he remembered as his father, hale and hearty, not the frail and weak man who’d been in the house when he came back to Apple Valley. 
 In the early afternoon, Brodie walked through town, having dropped his father off at a friend’s house for some cards and catching up. He slowed near the local bar but ground his teeth and curved his fingers around his sobriety coin then moved past the temptation. 
 He stepped into Three Wishes and once in the bakery section, he looked over the selection. His father enjoyed their fresh breads and he wanted to bring home some more. As well as another few pastries. 
 As he stood there, overlooking the selection, he froze at the sound of some familiar laughter. Shea. He would recognize the sound of her full-bodied laugh anywhere, especially given how the sound of it seemed to dip his cock in lead and make it hard as fuck. 
 He stepped back and angled his head to see into the Bistro portion of Three Wishes. He spied her seated along the left side near the window, back to him sitting with some man. Brodie narrowed his eyes and took in everything. 
 “Have you made up your mind, sir?” 
 He put in his order and did what he could to convince himself that she wasn’t out on a date. It didn’t go as he intended, not in the slightest. He stole another look while his purchases were being bagged. 
 Her dinner companion had blond hair, military cut and bearing. Whatever they were discussing, it had her attention completely, because she never looked away or around her.  
 The man she sat with, however, lifted his head and pinned some cornflower blue eyes on him then sketched a single eyebrow. 
 Brodie contained the proprietary snarl that threatened to escape and sent the man a nod. If she wants to eat with some military guy that’s fine. I don’t have any say over who she eats and spends her time with.

 It wasn’t like he believed she should nowhere without him as an escort. No, that wasn’t it she was her own person. His issue was the man she was with being military and he could spot that a mile away. Given he’d been dishonorably discharged he became nervous with her being around someone who probably still served. He understood her patriotic honor ran deep. 
 He felt jealous and worried she would pick an active duty guy over him. 

Christ, I’m getting pathetic. He curled his hand around his coin once more because the urge to start drinking again, broadsided him with the force of an avalanche. “Thank you,” he commented taking the bag from the girl behind the counter. 
 “Have a great day.” 
 “You too,” he said. Two steps toward the bistro then he turned and forced himself out the door. He wasn’t going to make a scene. Now all he had to do was make it back to the house and put this stuff away, all without stopping for a drink. At the truck, he tossed in his bags then pulled out his phone and pressed the numbers. 
 “What’s going on, Brodie?” a man asked instantly. 
 “I’m ready to walk into a bar and start drinking.”  
 This man had helped him earn the coin in his pocket, so if he wanted to keep it and earn another, he wasn’t about to hedge or lie to him. His sponsor was pretty much the only one in the world he considered a friend. 
 He heard a door close. “Tell me what’s going on for you to need the drink more than other days.” 
 Slipping behind the wheel, Brodie began talking. About everything that had been happening recently. From his father needing help, to meeting and sleeping with Shea. Then even seeing her this afternoon at a table with another man, which kicked in his fear of losing her to a man on active duty. 
 Through it all, Charlie didn’t judge him, didn’t interrupt, just let him talk.  
 The call calmed him down and helped him gain more perspective. Refocus his objectives and not feel bad he was swayed by the need to drink. 
 “That’s not going to just go away, Brodie, you need to remember that. You’re not gonna just be like, ‘Oh, I no longer want a drink,’ because that’s what addiction is. Remember that. We always want it, we think we need it. But you don’t, you’re stronger than that. We take it a day at a time, that’s all we can do. Some days will be easier than others but I’m here if you ever need to call, just like this time.” 
 “Thanks Charlie.” 
 “Have you found an AA group there to attend while you are with your father?” 
 “No.” 
 “Find one and attend a meeting.” 
 He would have to check outside of Apple Valley. No way would he go to one here, it would be all over town. Not that it was a secret that he’d been kicked out of the Army for his drinking issues. But he didn’t need to make things worse for his father. “I’ll find one.” 
 “Good. Remember, I’m here for you if you need me.” Charlie hung up. 
 Brodie dropped the phone on the table beside him and covered his face with his hands as he groaned. Digging for the coin Charlie had given him at one year, he stared at the black with blue flames along the background. 

Unity. Service. Recovery. Each word took a side of the triangle symbol in the center. To thine own self be true. Arching over the top of the coin, he read those words more than once before he closed his fingers over it yet again, the smooth disc a reminder to himself of what he’d accomplished. One the back of the coin held the Serenity Prayer and it was a prayer he’d read often. 
 When he’d figured he felt strong enough, he took to his feet and opened the bag, pulled out the can of beer he’d picked up and popped it over the sink then dumped it all out. If he had plans for having and keeping Shea in his life and not embarrassing his father further, he couldn’t fall off the wagon. 
 He stared out the window, imagining Charlie’s gruff face there shaking his head at him. 
 “I know, I know, I have to do this for me, not for anyone else.” He inhaled sharply, then turned on the water to rinse out the sink and tossed the beer can in the trash before turning his back on it and walking to his bedroom. Flopping on the mattress, he burrowed his face in the pillow Shea had used and allowed her fading scent to wash over him. 
 He stirred when he got the call from his father to come pick him up. As he drove back to town, his thoughts swung back to the woman he’d spent the night with last night. Shea. Surely, she wouldn’t be with a guy during the day and then him at night. 
 Being positive was something he needed to work on and he may as well begin now. 
 




Chapter Six


 

 “I do thank you so much for coming out here to meet me, Harrier.” Shea strode beside the six-five ex-Navy SEAL as they moved through the town of Apple Valley. 
 He’d come in on a helicopter earlier today, met her parents and they had lunch just the two of them at Three Wishes Bistro where he’d talked a bit more about Tungsten and what they would like for her to be doing if she joined the team. 
 “My pleasure. How are you enjoying your hometown?” 
 She shook her head. “I’m not sure. At times, I feel it’s great to be back. Then I catch snippets of gossip and the looks from some people and I just want to get the hell out of here as fast as I can. Not to brag, but I can book it in my car.” 
 He laughed, and not something small and polite but a real laugh that turned heads. Hers included, the man was just sexy. “I think you’d be able to coax some speed out of a snail, Raven.” 
 Shea smiled over the use of her call sign as they rounded a corner. Part of the reason she had the earwraps of them, she had a few different ones. “I do like going fast.” 
 “My daughter is the same way.” His lips lifted as he mentioned her. “The faster the better.” 
 Her heart melted a bit more. There was something so hot about a father and his children. “I don’t believe I’ve met her. I’ve met your son but not Dyandra.” 
 “You will when you work for us. She likes to know all the people who work with me.” 
 “I look forward to it. You do know I’m not out until September. I mean officially then.” 
 “Yes, we have it marked down. Look, we’ve been following you for a while now you know this. Hell, we’ve had you work for us a time or two and we can’t speak highly enough of what you have assisted with. We want to keep you permanently on our staff.” 
 She flexed her fingers around the paper cup in her hand, grateful for the warmth even though she wore gloves. “How do you work, living wise? I mean, will I be required to move to where the headquarters is?” 
 “While we like our people near, no. So long as you can up and travel, that’s all we require. On missions we’d need your skills, we’d have you fly out with us or meet us there. I mean if you want to move down there, we can help you locate a home but if you want to live where you live now, that’s fine as well. Jason is still in Louisiana. Most of the time, Ralston is in Tennessee with Riz. Trust me, it’s not going to be a problem.” 
 “Wonderful, I haven’t reached that stage of my decision making to know where I want to be.” 
 “You’re more than welcome to come down and take a look around the area. We have the room for you.” 
 “I may take you up on that after Christmas. Right now, if I leave, my mom will kill me.” 
 Another smile. “She did seem pretty adamant you are not going anywhere with me until after the holiday.” He crossed powerful arms over a wide chest. “And from the man staring at us during lunch, I’m guessing she’s not the only one who wants you around.” 
 She shook her head, this was news. “Who was staring at us?” 
 “Not sure. A bit shorter than me. Brown hair, blue eyes. Somber. And none too happy to see us together. Wearing a black flannel shirt and blue jeans.” 
 She scratched the back of her head beneath the bun her hair was in. “I don’t know who that was.” 
 “He’s approaching now, with an older gentleman.” 
 She rotated and glanced at the two nearing. Noah and Brodie Wallace. He was at Three Wishes? Why didn’t he come say something if he saw me there? Despite her question, it reasoned he didn’t want to interrupt anything. Or that’s what she wanted to go with. 
 Noah Wallace had a large smile on his face as he spied her. Then Brodie, well, it wasn’t as open and welcoming. In fact, it was cool and a bit distant.  
 She sought his eyes and hated the pain she witnessed there before he found a way to wipe all emotion away. 
 “Shea,” Noah said, reaching for her hand. 
 “Mr. Wallace. Great to see you out in town today. Are you coming to the play tonight?” 
 “I will be there. What about you? Or are you busy with your friend here?” 
 She didn’t miss the not-so-subtle admonishment for not introducing him immediately. “I will be there also. This is my friend, Scott Leighton. Scott, Noah and his son Brodie.” 
 Scott shook hands with them both. 
 Then as he engaged Noah in conversation, she touched Brodie’s shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 “Fine.” More of that distance echoed around his single response.  
 Her own self-preservation instincts took over and she iced up the wall around her heart in seconds. “Good.” Stepping back, she waited for Harrier to finish talking.  
 Then he looked at her. “We should probably get going, Shea.” 
 “Yes sir,” she said. With another smile for Noah, as she kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you tonight. Brodie.” 
 “Shea. Nice meeting you, hope you two have fun on your date.” His eyes looked like blue steel. 
 Lord help her, if only this frozen Carolina ground would part and swallow her up. Fisting her hands, she opened her mouth to shoot him a scathing retort when Scott spoke. 
 “I’m sure, we will thank you.” Her soon to be boss looked down at her. 
 Then she walked off with him. “I’m sorry about that,” she blurted when they were out of earshot of the Wallace men. 
 He laughed. “No problem. He’s so blinded by his jealousy he missed the wedding ring on my finger and the fact that there was more than enough space between us. If I’m dating a woman, I’m touching her.” 
 She flushed anyway. “Regardless, I apologize you had to endure that.” 
 “Raven, we get much worse when we’re down range or hell…in-laws.” 
 It was her turn to laugh. “I’m grateful for your understanding anyway.” 
 “Well, Lex and I had issues. I made the mistake of assuming her brother being something more than he was. Almost lost her. You need to explain to him that I’m happily married.” He looked at her. “To another woman.” 
 “You could have corrected him.” 
 “I could have but hey, he deserves to sweat a bit. Who is he?” 
 “Ex-Army. In fact, I was going to talk to you about him. He was dishonorably discharged but I believe he may be worth another chance.” 
 Harrier stopped and touched her arm. “Would you serve beside him?” 
 “In a heartbeat,” her reply flew freely from her lips without thought. “I don’t know if he drinks anymore but there’s something about him that tells me he wouldn’t leave a man behind and is one you would be able to count on.” 
 “I’ll have Cade check him out and we’ll go from there. What’s between the two of you?” 
 “Nothing.” 
 Harrier cleared his throat. “Let me rephrase. What used to be between you?” 
 “Nothing more than a holiday fling.” 
 “So despite having slept with him, you still wouldn’t have any problem working beside him, possibly out in the bush for weeks at a time?” 
 She gulped. “Nope. I’m a Marine and I am capable of compartmentalizing.” 
 “I know you’re a Jarhead, and I’m determined to like you anyway.” He winked. “Lex is always telling me I need to be more open minded.” 
 Shea snorted, punching him in the upper arm.   “Your wife is a smart woman.” 
 “No arguments here.”  
 She waited by the black Corvette that he stopped beside. Glancing from him to the sports car, she grinned when he waggled his eyebrows at her. “Had one before the wife and kids, right?” 
 “Sure did. While this one isn’t the exact one, it sure was fun to drive, even in the snow.” 
 She loved it, although she was partial to the coupe she had. Offering her hand, she shook his and said, “Thank you again, for all your support and coming to talk more about this position.” 
 “I told you, Shea. We want you with Tungsten Protective Services.” He opened the car door. “I would travel wherever to get you to agree to work with us. Besides, Autumn says she wants another woman she can hang out with.” 
 “I’ll give her a call.” Autumn Schovanec was another member of Tungsten who was one hell of an operative. She wasn’t sure what the woman had done prior to working aside from she’s been a Marine with Tungsten but her skills were mighty. “We had drinks last time I saw her.” 
 “I’m gonna get going, I have a daughter who is waiting for me to get home.” 
 “Safe travels, sir.” 
 “We will talk before September for sure. Have a wonderful and happy holiday season, Raven.” He waved, sank behind the wheel and started the engine then drove off in a flurry of wheels. 
 When she could no longer see his car, she pivoted to head back inside somewhere warm, she did have a few more presents to purchase for the few people back at base she actually liked. And Sarah, yes still had to find something for her bestie. 
 When she walked into the local gift shop, she tugged off her gloves and began perusing the aisles. She made it to the fourth one and stood before a display of small angel figurines when someone stopped behind her. She turned her head to see who stood there and lost her breath. 

Brodie.

   

αβ

   
 The second Shea turned showing him her face, he was suddenly at a loss for words.  
 Her brown eyes went wide for a second before all expression faded away from her face. 
 Damn it, he was fucking everything up and he hadn’t even said a word. He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Hi.” 
 She blinked once, slowly and didn’t change her expression. “Brodie.” 
 “Can we talk?” He cracked his neck. “Please.” 
 “I think everything has been said. I don’t have time for drama and theatrics.” 
 “This isn’t what you think.” He fingered his coin again and took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean for my actions to come across like it did.” 
 Shea put the blue tinted angel with outspread wings down to its place on the shelf. “How were they supposed to play out, Brodie? I’m a bit confused here. I thought we had something. Not permanent mind you, but something that would have been a nice itch scratcher over the holidays.” 
 He nearly groaned when the tip of her tongue grazed along her lips. “The problem wasn’t you, isn’t you. It’s me.” 
 A bark of sardonic laughter came from her. “Really? Wow, it’s been a long time since I’ve heard that line. It’s not you, it’s me.” 
 He glanced around the store. No one was in there but the two of them and he couldn’t see the woman he’d passed on his way inside the shop. Probably hiding just around the corner to see what gossip she could get today. Sweat beaded against his brow and he swallowed. “Can we go somewhere?” 
 “Here works for me.” Her tone held zero inflection. 
 “Alright then.” He withdrew his hands and spread his fingers. “When I saw you with Scott, eating, I spiraled down.” A deep breath inhaled and exhaled with a bit of relief, maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as he’d first thought. Still, he couldn’t ignore the derision in his tone when he stated that other man’s name. 
 He hated not being able to read her. “I’m not a one-night stand kind of guy and when we were together, I wanted more. Instantly. What we had was amazing and something I would want to experience each day for the rest of my life, so seeing you with another man, I went to a place that had me wanting to pick up a drink and had to call my sponsor in order not to give in. Through talking with him, I realized I wanted to get better for you and that if you decided it was just a fling, I would fall off again and possibly not get back on.” 
 Thunderheads brewed in her gaze as she listened.  
 He wiped his hands off on his jeans and continued, “My sponsor reminded me I couldn’t do it for anyone but myself and he’s right. I knew this from the first time I went to AA. We can’t get better for others; it has to be for our own selves. At least overall. And because I still wanted that drink—I even bought one—I got angry at you. For making me face my failure all the more. So, when we ran into you on the street, I was still angry.” 
 “Is that it?” 
 “It’s what I have to say.” 
 “Okay then.” 
 He drew back a bit and tried to figure out what she meant. “So, what happens now?” 
 “Nothing.” She tucked her hair behind one ear. 
 “Nothing?” His heart slowed as he began to see where this was going. Exactly where he hadn’t wanted it to head. 
 “Precisely.” 
 “I want to move forward from this.” 
 She shook her head. “No. I don’t need this. I can’t argue and say that what we had didn’t rock my world, but I can’t be where someone’s sobriety depends on me. That’s not fair to put that weight on my shoulders.” 
 “I know and I said—” 
 “You had your turn, now it’s mine. I bust my ass to do my job. It’s stressful enough, especially since I don’t have a cock swinging between my legs, so some other men don’t take me seriously and think I can’t pull my weight. I’m black too, so there’s that battle as well. I’m a black woman in a position of some power and I fly Super Cobras. I love my job and what I do. However, I won’t take on the added stress of keeping you sober.” 
 He held out a hand, imploring her to give him a second chance.  
 She waved him off. “The man I was meeting with is a potential employer for when I leave the service. He came to me because he wanted a face to face and I’d told my mother I would be here for the holiday. And he also came because I asked him for a favor, but that’s nothing you need to concern yourself with. I think you may have heard of him while you served. Harrier from the Megalodon Team.” 

Shit. “Who hasn’t heard of that team? That was him? The leader?” 
 “Yes. They now run a private security company and I have been thinking of working there. I know what your mother did, but not all women cheat.” 
 Could he feel any lower than he did at this very moment? And she’d been correct, he had thought that very thing, because of what that woman had done, at least it was in the very back of his brain. “I didn’t know, Shea.” 
 “I know. But that’s the issue. You saw me with another man and assumed the worst. This isn’t high school, Brodie. You’re a grown ass man. I don’t have time for games like that.” 
 “I made a mistake.” 
 “Yes, you did and now we’re finished because of it. I hope you figure out how to be happy and get over that addiction.” She brushed by him shrugging him off when he reached for her arm. 
 He stood there watching her purchase a couple of items then chat with the cashier before leaving, bag in hand and no farewell to him. 
 Brodie exited as well and stared as she moved up the street.  
 That night at the play of Rudolph, his father continually glanced between him and Shea, who sat with her parents, as if he tried to figure out what fucking blunder his son had done this time.  
 Brodie didn’t know how to make this better, at all and it tore him up inside. 
 He walked up while his father spoke to her father and waited, hands in pockets and a fake smile plastered on his face.  
 When Shea joined, she didn’t appear to have any problems with her smile or laughter. 
 However, he would say her eyes didn’t shine as bright tonight. 
 “I’ll see you soon, Noah. Have a great night. You as well, Brodie.” 
 “Thank you, sir,” he said to Shea’s father. “Shea.” 
 Those gorgeous eyes of hers found him. “Brodie.” She stepped closer and kissed his father on the cheek. “Mr. Wallace.” 
 He wasn’t sure what his father mumbled in her ear but it had her laughing aloud, the sound zipping down his spine and lodging in his cock.  
 His old man shot him a glare as she stepped back and left with her father. “You fucked it up and you need to fix it.” 
 There wasn’t any point in arguing with him, the man was absolutely correct. I did try, she told me that there wasn’t anything else to discuss.

 One thing Brodie wasn’t, was a pussy. And he wanted her, so he wasn’t going to let it go at that. He would go to her and try again. Get her to see he wasn’t just blowing smoke. 
 He didn’t see her all the next day and on Christmas Eve, he felt ready to track her down when a knock came to the trailer door. 
 “Get that, Brodie. I think it’s for me. I’ll be right there,” his father called out. 
 Hell, he hadn’t even heard anyone come up the driveway. Standing, he put down the tools he’d been using and went to the door. Opening it, he found Shea’s father, Elijah, waiting there. 
 “Good afternoon, son.” 
 “Sir. Come in. How are you today?” 
 “I’m good. I came to get Noah, is he ready?” 
 “I’m here, Elijah.” 
 Brodie turned in time to see his father hustling toward the door. The look on his face was full of such excitement, he didn’t think he’d ever witnessed that before. “Where are you two going?” He rested against the front door, arms and ankles crossed. 
 “He’s taking me to the outskirts of town where Shea is waiting with a helicopter. She’s taking us on a flight.” His voice quavered it was so full of anticipation. 
 “Got room for one more?” 
 “Sure thing,” Elijah said while grinning at him. “We’ll take my truck. It’s already warm and running.” 
 Brodie shoved cowboy boots on his feet and swiped his jacket as they headed out the door. He blinked a few times at the light flakes falling from the sky. It wasn’t unexpected but he hoped it wouldn’t get worse. 
 With his father siting in the middle, they left the house and drove to where Shea waited. She stood near the bird a cup of coffee in hand…at least he guessed it was coffee. Today she had changed her blue leather jacket for a green one but she still had on jeans that did things to him that he needed to get under control. She wore her hair drawn back in a high ponytail. 
 She headed toward them as they parked. 
 “Hey baby, I told Brodie he could come along as well,” her father announced. 
 “Sure thing, this is for his father.” Shea barely looked at him but approached his dad and hugged him. “Are you ready?”  
 Noah nodded.  
 She grinned at him. “Great. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 They all went to the copter and loaded in. Shea and his father were in the front while he sat in the back with her dad. Headphones on, they waited while she started it up. She peered back at the two of them and he held her gaze for a moment, putting what he could into a look. Whether it worked or not, he wasn’t sure. “Shea?” Brodie asked over the comms. 
 She didn’t turn back but she at least replied with a, “What?” 
 “You and I are having dinner after this.” 
 “I have things to do.” 
 Her father stared at him, expression serious, but then he jerked his head toward his daughter as if encouraging him to try again. 
 “You missed our date the other night. I want to take you to lunch as a thank you for this.” 
 “I don’t need your thanks for it. I’m more than happy to take your father up.” 
 “You can tell me that over our meal.” He sat back and crossed his arms. “…Shea.” He hid his smirk at the slight shudder that ran through her body. 
 




Chapter Seven


 

 Shea swore. Repeatedly. It wasn’t fair how what was supposed to be a nice flight for Noah Wallace had turned into sexual thoughts about his son. The way Brodie allowed her name to fall from his lips like that, all deep and almost purring. While to the others, it may have been nothing but it happened to be that exact timbre he’d used to call her name in her ear as he fucked her to paradise and far beyond. 

Now, I have to fly with damp panties.

 She would have dinner with him, defend her position, and go from there. Right now, however, she had to conduct a flight. “I’m sorry this isn’t a Duce,” she said to Noah, but it’s the best I could do.” 
 The old man beside her reached over and squeezed her hand. “This is perfect,” he said as they lifted away from the ground. “Thank you so much.” 
 It was entirely her pleasure. The flight went nice and easy with the snow falling around them, increasing as the trip went on. They went over ranches, decorated towns, countryside and more. 
 At the end of the flight, she hopped out and ran around to assist Noah in getting out.  
 He didn’t need any. He hugged her tight. “Thank you so much for this, Shea.” 
 “Merry Christmas, Mr. Wallace.” 
 “I’ll take him to our house; you take Brodie to your car and meet us there,” her father said as he walked off before they could argue. Or rather, before she could argue. 
 Then Brodie seemed just fine with those arrangements as he stepped up to the door. 
 “This doesn’t change anything,” she said in the mic as she got them back up in the air. 
 “Sure it does.” 
 “How do you figure that?” 
 “Because we’re not in a store with an old busybody trying to get some gossip. I’m not letting this or you go, Shea. You can’t deny there was something…is something between us and I don’t want to end it, because I was an ass and behaved poorly.” 
 She flexed her fingers around the stick and struggled with the urge to send them in a dive just to freak him out. Or see if she could. 
 The entire flight back he made comments about the time they’d spent together. The things they’d done. And how much he’d enjoyed them. 

Hellfire, those damp panties are now damn near soaked.

 Also, he did it all in that voice of his that had her wanting to tear off said damp panties and throw them away. 
 She continued focusing on the flight and when she got them back to the place she borrowed it from, he reached for her thigh and set his hand there. He didn’t move it anywhere—she wasn’t sure if it made her happy or pissed off—but he squeezed it lightly. 
 After talking to the man who owned helicopter, she and Brodie headed off to her car. Snow had picked up a bit now, but this was still nothing for her to worry about. She unlocked the car and hesitated a moment before slipping inside. 
 Brodie had already buckled up by the time she climbed in. “Thank you again, for what you did for my father. I don’t think I’d ever seen that much happiness in him before.” 
 “It was the least I could do. I’m glad it made him happy.” 
 “I think he loves you more than me now,” he teased without any anger. 
 She smiled and started the car.  
 “But I’m beginning to see you have that effect on people. Men, especially.” 
 “Not intentional.”  
 “I know but that’s why it happens, you don’t plan on having people fall for you. You just have it happen.” He slipped his hand over hers from where it sat on the gearshift. “I’m in love with you, Shea. Yes, it was fast. Yes, we don’t know each other that well, but I can’t change how I feel.” 
 The car swerved a bit on the road until she got over the shock of what he just said. Finding a spot along the stretch of blacktop to pull off, she did and put the car in neutral before facing him. “Why are you doing this?” 
 “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 “I’m not yours to lose or win, Brodie. That’s another one of those games I don’t play.” Her heart disagreed with her and thundered within her chest. 
 “Yes you are,” he stated with conviction. 
 “No, I’m not.” 
 He reached across to cup her cheek, his thumb skimming along her lower lip. 
 Shea had to work hard, in order to contain the whimper of need something as simple as his touch created within her. 
 “Tell me then. Right now. Right here, that you don’t feel anything for me. That what we had didn’t go beyond the physical.” 
 “Waxing poetic, Brodie?” 
 He didn’t smile or laugh. Instead, he gripped her chin tighter, so she couldn’t pull away. “I’m not joking, Shea.” 

Yeah, I can see that. She swallowed a few times, solely to get moisture back in her mouth. “I can’t tell you that, Brodie. Not without lying.” 
 He arched an eyebrow and let go of her face. 
 “However,” she continued. “That still doesn’t change that there’s nothing more between us.” 
 “I wish you could see what I do when I look at you, Shea.” He captured her hand. “I wish you could see the joy you bring into my life. The hope. The light.” 
 “That’s the problem. I don’t want to be that. That’s too much responsibility on me.” 
 “No, it was and that is my mistake. How you make me feel, how you make me believe in the future, shouldn’t ever be a burden to you. And I don’t want it to be. Ever.” He threaded their fingers together. “Give us a chance, Shea. Let me show you. Please.” 
 God help her, she wanted to do just that. “You have until after Christmas.” 
 “Two days. Not a problem, this is the time of year for miracles.” He tugged her closer. “Am I allowed to kiss you now?” 
 Every cell in her body called for it. “Yes.” 
 As his lips covered hers, she sighed. This was what she needed in her life. How she wanted to feel. If this time with him could prove to her that it could work, she felt ready to try. 
 Touching his tongue with her own, he growled and she smiled. He wasn’t a weak man; he was controlled and contained. This wasn’t a fix it all thing but there was definite promise for the future. For their future. And she could live with that. 
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 “Shea. Shea!” 
 She stirred and pulled the blanket down from over her head at her mother’s cry. Seriously, that’s like ungodly. And on Christmas morning too. “What?” she yelled out three seconds before she yanked the covers back over her. 
 “You have a visitor.” 
 It was Christmas morning. Early in the morning. Like before even the small kids are rolling out of bed. Plus, we have a blizzard happening, who would be out to come see me? “If it’s not Sarah, I’m not available.” 
 Not for another few hours. She’d just gotten to bed a short time ago. Or that’s what her body felt like. This blizzard had been unexpected. The snow, yes. The amount that had fallen already, not even close. And more still fell. The town was snowed in. Only way in or out was through the air, and unless she was mistaken, she didn’t have that helicopter in her back pocket. 
 Rolling over, she grunted and burrowed back down. Why is it that you can’t ever get back to that perfect spot of warmth you had before someone wakes you up?

 Yes, it was Christmas day but it wasn’t time to eat yet. Breakfast wasn’t finished and she knew that because the house didn’t smell like her mama’s cooking. She could smell the coffee and that was it. And today, coffee wasn’t enough to get her ass out of bed before six in the morning. 
 The creak of a floorboard was her alert that her mother ignored her cry and sent her visitor up to her. 

I’ll just pretend to be asleep.

 The door opened and she shut her eyes fully, doing her damnedest to appear as if she were completely sleeping once more. It didn’t do any good, the bed dipped and the double mattress offered her up to the intruder. As she rolled into a firm thigh, the scent of the man attached to it hit her nose and she caught her breath before opening her eyes. 

Brodie.

 He smoothed some hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear prior to smoothing his hand along her cheek and down to her bared shoulder. “If I’d known you slept naked away from me, I would have come by sooner. And I think I’m jealous of this Sarah.” 
 Stretching languidly, Shea cracked open her eyes to find the light on and Brodie staring down at her like she’d handed him the moon. Never had a man gazed at her with such emotion. He punched through the ice barrier around her heart with such ease, it almost scared her. Correction, it didn’t just scare her, it freaked her the fuck out. 
 “Just because my shoulder is bare, doesn’t mean I’m naked under here. It’s cold out there, you know.” 
 He tugged on the corner of the blanket. “Let me take a peek.” 
 She smacked his hand. “No, stop it, Brodie.” Still, she had no heat in her tone with the admonishment. She sat up and chuckled at his expression.  
 “Naked. Clothed. It doesn’t matter, you’re still hot as fuck. But I came up here to give you this.” Brodie withdrew a small gift from his pocket and placed it in the palm of her hand. 
 “What is it?” 
 “Typically, one opens a gift first,” he teased leaning forward to nibble on her neck. 
 His touch made her crave more. Her fingers trembled a bit while she unwrapped the bow on the small wooden box. Lifting the lid, she peered inside and her breath caught. Settled upon a silver velvet square was a hand carved raven. His wings were outstretched and the detail present blew her away. “Oh my God,” she breathed, reaching for his hand and squeezing it. “Brodie, did you make this?” 
 “I did.” 
 “For me?” 
 “Yes, for you.” 
 “Oh, it’s stunning.” Reluctantly, she released his hand and withdrew the wood. Completely smooth, she brought it closer and checked out each detail.  
 The feathering was done so accurately, there was even some below the back part of the beak to the throat that he’d added. The black had a shimmer to it, with a purple and blue hue. It looked real, as if he’d captured a real one then shrank it down. Putting it back in the box, she turned to him and jumped in his arms. “I love it!” She kissed him repeatedly. “Thank you.” Kiss. “Thank you.” 
 He curved one arm around her and pulled her fully onto his lap. “Merry Christmas.” 
 “I don’t have anything for you.” Shame swept her. 
 “You gave me mine already by being you and doing what you did for my father.” 
 “Are you staying for breakfast?” 
 “Yes. Apparently, our parents planned this already. I guess they know more than we do.” 
 Yes, parents typically did. She swung from his lap and got to her feet, searching instantly for her slippers to shove her feet into. As the sheepskin covered her tootsies, she sighed. So much better. 
 Brodie walked up behind her and curved his arms around her waist. His chin on her shoulder, they stood by the window and stared out at a snowed in Apple Valley. 
 A feeling of peace settled over her and while she had no desire to be released and away from his touch, she needed to get dressed or the one thing she vowed never to do in her parents’ house would be happening. 
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 Brodie thrust into the woman on her hands and knees before him, on his bed.  
 Shea arched her back as a low moan of pleasure, slid free from her mouth. He reached around her and sought her clit, stroking her to another plane of pleasure. 
 His father was hanging out with her parents, so he’d brought Shea with him to check on the trailer and make sure nothing was busted from the cold. The blizzard had dropped a huge amount of snow on them and the trip over had been dangerous and slow going. Not that there were others on the road. 
 “Brodie!” Her cry pushed him over the cliff with her. 
 With a final drive forward, he came hard, bending over her back and struggling to catch his own breath. 
 Shea shuddered and collapsed on the bed. 
 He began getting off her but stopped when she grunted and reached back to grab his ass cheek. 
 “Stay.” The word came out muffled but she got her point across. 
 He reached around them and yanked the edge of the blanket to help battle the chill he knew would set in the moment their high began to fade. “When do you have to go back?” he asked into her neck as he readjusted, so she didn’t have to support his entire weight, also removing the used condom and disposing of it. 
 “I was going to leave as soon as I could but with you and this blizzard, I may hang around a bit longer.” 
 “So I’ve been forgiven for my stupid ass comments?” 
 “Yes.”  
 “Will you stay for another week?” 
 She opened her eyes and met his waiting gaze. “Why?” 
 He cupped her face in his hand. “I want to spoil you for a week, just so you know what you’re missing when you leave.” 
 “I’m aware of what I’ll be missing.” 
 “Not like you will. Woman, I’m going to spoil you something fierce, so you’ll never want to go.” He didn’t miss that hesitation before she smiled. Brodie knew she felt for him, she merely had to move the walls she’d built around her to see it. 
 She wrapped her legs around his waist, grinding her pussy against him. “Maybe I’ll do the same to you.” 
 His cock stiffened and pushed against her. When she wrapped her fingers around him, he groaned with pleasure. He made sure to hold her gaze. “I already don’t want you to go.” His finger traced over her lips as he continued, “I understand the Corps is your first priority right now. But I want to put my hat in that arena when the Corps is done.” 
 “I don’t do good with relationships, Brodie. You do remember what happened between us earlier, right?” 
 “I remember everything between us. And let me tell you something. There isn’t a perfect one. I’m sure you recall your parents fighting. Hell, my mom cheated on her vows and ran off with that man she cheated with.” After all these years, he still refused to mention Dresken’s father by name. “All I can tell you is that you have to work at it. If you’re willing to give us…this shot and be honest about your feelings, we’ll be fine.” 
 She released his cock and mimicked his touch on her face. “I want to. I feel something strong for you, Brodie. Such that it frightens me, I won’t lie about that.” 
 “Then we have a good foundation. Let’s go forward from here.” 
 The chaste kiss wasn’t at all what he expected from her. Yet, it was perfect.  
 “We’ll see how well this next week goes. After that raven you gave me, you’ve got big shoes to fill now that my expectations are so high.”  
 He laughed at the smirk on her face and rolled them, so he was on top of her once more. “Baby, you ain’t seen nothing yet.” 
 Their phones rang at the same time and with another kiss, they parted to take their calls. 
 As he watched her dress, she blew him a kiss. While listening to his father, Brodie thought about what he would do for her over the next seven days. It would go as planned. After all, it was Christmas and it was Brodie’s Wish. 
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