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        It started at the bar…

      

      

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

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

      Their one night stand leads to more but when her past rear’s it’s ugly head, can they overcome the obstacles in their path?
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      Ellie sighed as she wiped down the bar in those final precious moments before they opened. Her peace and quiet about to be shattered by the men and women who would be showing up to Last Call for their Friday night drinking and hookups. She truly loved her job, but it took a bit for her to get into the persona she held while bartending to the military men and women that came here.

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

      “You okay, Half Pint?”

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

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

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

      “Are you hanging out tonight?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Does he know you laugh at him?”

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

      Bennett Harvey.

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

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

      “On?” He cocked an eyebrow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That implies that this was a time.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But I should be able to ring it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s that?”

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

      “Smash?”

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

      “Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes.”

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

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

      “So, it’s not a long walk.”

      More’s the pity.

      They walked side by side into the mist.

      “Do you live around here, Bennett?”

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

      “Not far.”

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

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

      She shrugged. “Only Roscoe.”

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

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

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

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

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

      They rounded the corner and headed up the next street.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You have an ‘lwa ‘iwa.”

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

      “Same thing,” he said with a smile.

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

      “Tour?”

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

      He held her gaze. “Your bedroom.”

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

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

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

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

      “By what?” She moved to his side.

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

      “I’m not getting it.”

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why not?”

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

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

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

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

      “Why would it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shit,” she moaned.

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

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

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

      “Ellie.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Want you ready.”

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

      Thank God.

      “Put me inside you.”

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

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

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

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

      Her grip was hard and unforgiving. He loved it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Next time.

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

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

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

      “Piper’s Pastries.”

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

      “One moment.”

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

      “This is Piper.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And she wanted to relive them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is he an alcoholic?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Are you sure?”

      “Better be. So, where is he?”

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

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

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

      “Stop it!”

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

      “Thinking about Trevor.”

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

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

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

      “Some days I wonder if he truly is.”

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

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

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

      “Love you too, Pipes.”

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

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

      “Go find him, Ellie.”

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

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

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

      “Do me a favor, okay?”

      “What’s that?”

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

      Just like that, Piper was gone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What the hell is wrong with me?

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

      “Ellie?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What are you doing here?”

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

      “Looking for you.”

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

      “And what did my note say?”

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

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

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

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

      “You left.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jason?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “What are you doing now?”

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

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

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

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

      Fuck. His cock pushed harder against his jeans.

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

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

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

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

      “Oh,” she murmured when he pulled back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Climb in.”

      “I’m fine walking home.”

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

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

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

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

      “I’d prefer taking you.”

      “Home?”

      His smile sent up quivers in her belly.

      “Sure, we can go with that.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “If you insist.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where are you going?”

      “Taking you to lunch.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Says you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A cucumber.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll show you big.”

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

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

      “What’s up with you, Bennett?”

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

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

      “Just today, came in on the carrier.”

      They shook hands.

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

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

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

      Bennett cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

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

      “Who’s who?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Precisely.”

      “How long has this been a thing?”

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

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

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

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

      “You looked like you were having fun.”

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

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

      “Another?”

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

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

      “No.”

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

      “Right.”

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

      “What can I get you?”

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

      “Coffee, please.”

      “Be right up.”

      She was gone with a smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who is she?”

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

      “My one.”

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

      “Why are you crying?”

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

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

      “Why are you up?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why are you here with me then?”

      “I came to visit you.”

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

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

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

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

      “Wise beyond your years, Mother.”

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

      Her tone lost its sadness for a hint of amusement.

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

      “I’m scared of you,” he said.

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

      “Trust me, I am.”

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

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

      “When did you know?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who is it?”

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

      “Bennett.”

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

      “What are you doing?”

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

      “Let me in.”

      There was command buried with those three words.

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

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

      “You left abruptly, is everything okay?”

      “It is now.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m so sorry.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Night’s still young.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Evening,” he said.

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

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

      “Same.”

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

      He rested against the bar.

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

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

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

      “It’ll happen.”

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

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

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

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

      “Money up,” Larson yelled.

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

      Dogfish walked up. “Another one I see.”

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

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

      A win-win.

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

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

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

      “Larson gets a lot of propositions.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Bastard knew I was watching.

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

      “Busy night.”

      She jumped, a scream bursting free.

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

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

      He had a deep rasped smoker’s voice.

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

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

      “What?”

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

      He glared at her. She blinked back, unimpressed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You heard me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m fine, promise.”

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

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

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

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

      “Take some days off.”

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

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

      “Why?”

      “Because you need some time off.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      More! Her body demanded.

      With a frustrated groan, she reached for her bedside table, needing far more than what her fingers could provide. Ellie withdrew Big Blue Beast and, as the low hum filled the air, she closed her eyes and conjured up memories of Bennett and his touch on her body.
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      This had been a day from hell. Bennett’s mood was south of the border as he strode into Last Call a bit after eight. Familiar people gave him greetings and he scanned the room—as his usual—before he headed for the back corner he typically occupied.

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

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

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

      “Where’s Ellie?”

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

      Not what he wanted to hear.

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

      Even less what he wanted to hear.

      “Thanks.”

      She watched him, one eyebrow up.

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

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

      “I’d like to finish my beer.”

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

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

      “Yes?”

      “Where are you, man?”

      Drummer.

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

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

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

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

      Of that, he had no doubt.

      “We’ll do lunch tomorrow.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Frustrated, he headed back down the stairs.

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

      Holy fuck.

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

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

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

      Slightly unsteady, her smile beamed at him.

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

      “Thank you.”

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

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

      “Like a horsey.”

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

      Maybe this wasn’t the best decision he made. Now her heat pressed against him. He cupped her ass in his hands and headed for the door. She wriggled closer.

      “Right,” he muttered. “Just like a horsey.”

      All he could think about was her straddling him, riding him with reckless abandon.

      She nuzzled his neck, reminding him there were other uses for walls aside from holding up the roof. They were there to hold up the woman wrapped around him as he fucked her, hard and fast.

      “You smell yummy.” She flicked her tongue along his neck and he shuddered, nearly dropping her. “Taste even better.”

      His cock throbbed painfully. Damn, he wanted her on her knees before him, those incredible eyes wide and on him as he sank his dick between her lips. Mind on the task before him, he made the trek up to her floor and readjusted her to pluck her clutch from her hand. After fishing for the keys, he unlocked her door and carried her inside.

      She dropped her shoes and giggled as he set her on unsteady limbs.

      “Thank you for being so gemmen…gentlo…gimmer… fuck. That word, what is it? Yes, I know. Nice.” She accented that with a sharp shake of her head. “Nice.”

      “How much did you have to drink?” He locked her door.

      Eyes wide she worked her mouth. “You carried me in here, you’re strong.”

      “Not like you weigh a lot, come on, Ellie.” He turned her toward the bedroom. “Right,” he said in a louder voice. “Like a married couple.”

      She pursed her lips into an “o” as she removed her earrings. Then she shook her head so hard, she nearly toppled over.

      “Not me, been there. Not going back.”

      It irked him to know she’d been married. What kind of ass would let this woman go, or what had they one for her to leave the marriage? Then again, now she was single.

      She cocked her head to the side once he helped her regain her balance.

      “I want to like you. I already do. Dreamed about you too.” A wicked sexy glint filled her gaze. “We do lots of things in the dreams. Dirty fun things.”

      Damn, she was killing him.

      Forcing back his own lust, he steered her toward the bedroom. “How much did you drink tonight?” Not that he gave a damn, but it was something to keep her from talking about what they did in her dreams.

      “Not much. I don’t think. Like a lot of little ones. You know those tiny jiggly ones.” She hummed and scrunched her face up then snapped her fingers. “Jell-O shots, that’s what we call them. They were so yummy. I had some red ones, orange, blue, red, green. Red.” She rubbed her stomach. “I liked the red ones most.”

      He was beginning to get the picture. She continued to tell him the colors of her Jell-O shots or if it had been straight tequila. With her tiny stature, he wasn’t shocked she was so wasted.

      “You know that song with the naked grandma?”

      She flopped back on her bed, testing his weakening resolve once more as her tanned legs fell open, tempting him all over.

      “Um, no. No, I’m fairly certain I know nothing about a song with the naked grandma.” Bennett had no fucking clue what she was talking about. His gaze had zeroed in on her spread legs, he was hardly following the conversation.

      “No? How don’t you know it?” She gestured wildly with her hands. “It makes her clothes fall off. Hot country singer.”

      Finally, her words began to make sense. “Tequila Makes Her Clothes Fall Off.”

      She clapped. “Yes, that’s it.” Ellie gestured at herself. “That’s me.”

      This was another test of that thin control, that’s what it was. “Is it now?”

      “Yep.” An overly dramatic sigh. “I had more on when I left. Even my shoes didn’t stay on my tootsies.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. Tootsies? Really? “Come on, stand up.”

      She wriggled her toes. “Okee dokie.” She wobbled but stood there as he’d directed.

      Swallowing hard, he dragged the zipper on her dress down with one hand as he supported her with the other. She shimmied and the cobwebesque material fell to her ankles, leaving him staring at her in a soft peach bra—strapless—and matching hued panties. His pants grew uncomfortably tight.

      Reciting a cadence he used to run to, he pulled a shirt on over her head before directing her to the bathroom and instructing her to brush her teeth.

      “Who were you out with?”

      She spit and rinsed before meeting his gaze.

      “It was a bachelorette party for a friend of mine.” A wry expression. “She’s getting married, you know. All excited.” She frowned. “That’ll change.”

      Okay, he picked up on the major anger there.

      “Why do you say that?”

      She shook her head and sucked her lower lip into her mouth briefly, drawing his attention back to that adorable pout.

      Ellie left the room and flopped onto the bed seconds after she made it there. “God, it’s all spinning and I have no money. I gave it all to the stripper. All of it.”

      He struggled to hide his laughter. Ellie sounded so bloody distraught by that fact.

      “Goodnight, Smash.”

      She opened her eyes and grinned at him. “I’d really like to fuck you right now.”

      Yeah, he’d really like that too.

      She ran her hands under her shirt, touching herself. Sweat broke out on his forehead. Christ. He stared unabashedly as she rubbed herself through those sateen panties, the material growing darker as she grew wetter.

      “Thick cock. Thrusting. Driving. Pounding.”

      She writhed beneath her own touch as her panted words filled his ears. His cock was near bursting.

      He rubbed the heel of his hand over his shaft and groaned. Ellie arched and moaned before settling back. The room was full of his harsh breathing and her softer mewls. He undid his pants and stared at her, she watched him, eyes overflowing with lust.

      “Yes.”

      She flicked her pink tongue over her lips. Ellie pushed her finger into her pussy and a small shudder overtook her. He lost his clothes in record time, his control on the floor with his jeans and shirt.

      “Wanna fuck you,” she breathed. “I wanna ride you like a bucking bronco. Need to feel your cock in me.”

      God yes, please do.

      Seconds later as she lay pressed against him, her entire body sagged deeper into him. A soft snore reached his ear.

      His laugh had no humor in it. Figured. Here he was, hard as steel with a woman lying against him, more sprawled on him, who was damp from fingering herself who was asleep.

      Not just out but dreaming of sex as she moaned his name, thrust against him, and all around spiraled his life into one of the seven circles of Hell. It was going to be a long night.
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      The pungent aroma of coffee burst into her torrid sexual dream where she and Bennett were engaging in many sexual pleasures. She loved coffee, but the fact it was interrupting her sexual fantasy…that pissed her off.

      She dragged open her eyes only to squeeze them shut again as her room began spinning like a tilt-a-whirl. Couldn’t be like a normal merry-go-round, no, not for her. It had to be the up and down plus spinning.

      “Oh God,” she moaned, willing her stomach not to rebel and hurl the who-the-fuck-knew-what contents in her stomach up and out. If it happened, she’d probably die in her own vomit since she had no energy to go anywhere.

      That begged the question, why did she smell coffee? Who was in her place?

      “I hope to God I didn’t do anything embarrassing last night.”

      She gathered her waning strength and pushed up on all fours. Hell, even that was a feat unto itself. Her head hung low and she prayed she didn’t list left or right, although it felt as if she were. Which direction she wasn’t sure, but she sure as hell didn’t feel square and straight. The room continued to spin and she gulped hard then bit the inside of her cheek.

      The metallic tang didn’t soothe her stomach. In fact, it churned it more.

      “Come on, Smash. Let me help you.”

      Either she remained drunk and dreaming of Bennett or he was here in her place witnessing her in all this hangover glory.

      The way my luck runs, this isn’t a dream.

      “Go away,” she bemoaned, not moving.

      Her lack of movement wasn’t because she didn’t need to get up and pee, but because she wasn’t sure she could walk when the world was spinning like a ball on a pool table. The scent of coffee didn’t move nor did the eyes that bore into her, making her skin prickle. In a pleasant way.

      “You’re still here, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am. Open up those baby blues and look at me, Smash.”

      “Why are you calling me that and why the crap are you yelling at me?”

      A deep chuckle that didn’t help her head any. Or her desire, which made her even more upset when she realized the thought of rocking on his dick made her stomach churn.

      “I’m not yelling at you, you’re just suffering from your hangover.”

      “No shit, Sherlock, talk quieter. Thank God I don’t have to work today.” She clasped her head in her hands. “Go away so I can suffer in my own private misery.”

      “Nope. I brought you coffee.”

      “You’re still talking. And so loudly, too.”

      She wanted to sink beneath the blanket and sleep until the pounding in her head went from a big drum to the gentle triangle pinging. That much she could handle.

      The mattress dipped as he joined her and this time she not only could smell the drink but feel the heat from the steam wafting up under her nose. Groaning in defeat, she cracked open her eyes, focusing on the dark liquid in the offered mug.

      It still spun but not as fast. She allowed the aroma to flow around her and she moved her attention from the moving liquid to the hand of the man holding the mug. Strong thick fingers, clean square nails. She loved his hands, even the small crisscrossing of scars he had on the backs of them, barely discernable from the covering of dark hair. Not that he had tons of hair on his hand, but the scars were very faint. She just liked his hands. They were full of promising strength and protection.

      She took the drink from him and tried a small sip, just to make sure that her stomach wouldn’t rebel and she’d embarrass herself further by hurling all over him. The drink was perfect, just how she typically drank it. Little cream and a lot of sugar.

      “Thank you,” she managed to croak out after taking a few more sips. Each one bigger than the last.

      “Wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “You have no idea. What the hell was I thinking drinking all that much last night?”

      “I’m guessing it comes with the territory. Bachelorette parties have been known to get rowdy.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so? Been to many, have you? The stripper? Jumping out of a cake?”

      “If I was a stripper, would you stuff my G-string?”

      Her bark of laughter had her wincing as her head pounded, reminding her that wasn’t such a great idea. “I’m positive your G-string is stuffed enough. You don’t need any help from me in that area.”

      “Glad you noticed. Come on, up you get.”

      “I want to go back to bed.”

      “No can do, have plans for the day.” He gripped her elbow and helped her up.

      She pouted, curling her fingers tighter around the mug as if it would magically remove this damn hangover. “We do?”

      “Yes. I need you showered and dressed so we’re not late.”

      She whimpered when he plucked the coffee out of her hand. “It will be in a to-go mug. Shower.” His eyes darkened. “Unless you’d like me to help with that.”

      Well, yeah, she would, but at the thought of sex that would make the headboard move she figured she’d just get sick all over again.

      “Rain check.”

      She didn’t catch his muttered response as she shuffled her way to the bathroom. Somehow, right now, she figured this was how Methuselah would feel and move if he were here. About as spry as dry kindling and as fast as tar.

      Soon she stood under the hot spray and groaned as she balanced herself with one hand on the wall. For the life of her she couldn’t recall when she ran into him last night. He hadn’t been at the party, that much she knew. But when had he come to her place? And if he had been there all night, why was she in clothing and not naked as she’d woken up the other night he’d stayed over?

      So many questions and too much for her struggling thought process at the moment. She soaped up and washed her hair. As she rinsed, she thought about the plans they had.

      I don’t recall making any plans for today. I think I may very well have drunk away my memories.

      Some of them, at least. She had no problem remembering that man in her bed. In her. With a firm shake of her head—which led to another round of nausea—she shut off the water. She wasn’t about to masturbate in there while he was outside the door waiting for her.

      Rubbing down with a towel, she took her time dressing and left the bathroom. Sure enough, Bennett stood there, waiting, his gaze overflowing with hunger.

      “What took you so long?”

      “Was debating if I had time before I got out of the shower to masturbate.”

      Apparently, it wasn’t just her memory that had lapses. Her filter must still be out drinking to let that one slip by.

      Mortified, she squeezed her eyes shut and prayed he would be gone when she opened them. No such luck. And he wasn’t even across the room anymore. No, he was right in front of her, toes of his boots touching her bare ones.

      Slowly she gazed up at him, dragging her attention over the scruffy jawline, the thick eyelashes, and those damn gorgeous eyes that burned her with their intensity.

      “And what did you decide?”

      His voice was nothing more than a rasp, and she had a hard time deciphering the words.

      She’d already let it slip, no sense in pretending she hadn’t. He didn’t ignore the vibrator on her bed, chances were he wasn’t going to ignore this.

      “I wasn’t doing it while you were out here.”

      He blazed a trail from her eyes to her lips and back again. “For the record, there’s always time for you to masturbate. And if you want my help, all you have to do is ask.”

      The devil rode her hard and it took so much for her to keep that request from escaping. She swallowed. “You said we had plans.”
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      Bennett watched the woman beside him as she gazed over the view while hiking in the Koolau Mountains. The sun gleamed off the blonde streaks in her hair. The longer he watched, the deeper he fell. She was a woman he could see spending the rest of his life with. Easily.

      He wanted to share this with her and was glad that she’d not backed down, not even with her hangover. He knew it still bothered her, but she was with him, not complaining.

      And his mind continually drifted back to her comment about debating if she had time to masturbate. Christ, she was keeping him aroused all the time.

      He loved the awe in her expression as she looked up at the view. He followed her stare. The vibrant greens sliced by the numerous waterfalls streaming down. The mist above that hiding some of the peaks.

      “I’ve lived here nearly five years now,” she said, not taking her attention from the view. “And I still see new wondrous things. Thank you for this. For bringing me here.”

      “I’m glad you came with.” He stepped closer to her and draped his arm around her shoulder, squeezing lightly.

      “Do you ever sit there and wonder how you got so lucky to be here? On this island?” She rested her head against his shoulder. “I mean, like why did you pick this island over the other ones? They’re all spectacular. How did you settle on Oahu?”

      Capturing her hand, he led her along the barely there trail. “I grew up on this island. My mother still lives here. As do my uncles.” He gave a short bark of laughter. “All five of them.”

      “Big family.”

      She stopped to smell a flower. He thought she may try to pick it, but she didn’t, just gave it a sniff and continued on.

      “You said the other night that you had been thinking about your father. And that you’d never met him. How did he die?”

      “He was in the Navy as well. According to my mother, they’d just gotten married when he was deployed. She found out she was pregnant and he was looking forward to coming home and meeting me but he never did.”

      His chest tightened and he ignored the urge to rub it.

      “I was raised by my mom and uncles and joined the Navy at eighteen. Went into the SEALs until I was injured and couldn’t serve any longer.” More bitterness. “I was having a hard time settling back into civilian life and Mom said I should come home. So, I did. Been here ever since. And this island…I can’t see myself living on the others. I happily visit them but this one is my home. The others feel, I don’t know, different to me.”

      “I’m sorry for everything. Losing your father and not being able to serve your country any longer.”

      They paused by the base of a smaller waterfall and she crouched, tugging free of his hand to dip her fingers in the rushing water.

      “Like I said, hard to miss what you don’t know.”

      She hopped out onto the first rock and continued from rock to rock until she got to the other side. Ellie faced him, hands on her hips.

      “I lost my father too, Bennett. And I will respectfully disagree with you. I know it’s a personal feeling on how it affects you, but to me, seeing the other children with their parents and not having them, it was hard.”

      He traversed the rocks and landed with ease beside her. “You said parents, not father.”

      “Speaking in a general sense.”

      “Ellie?”

      “I had my mom growing up. And I had Piper’s parents. But it wasn’t the same. I was always the girl with no father.” She gave an easy shrug. “It was hard and I missed having one, even though I never knew what it was like.”

      He saw it from her point of view. Tipping up her face, he brushed their lips together. “I’m sorry you’ve lost your parents. Who’s Piper?”

      “Thank you, and she’s my best friend in the whole world. Been trying to get her to come see me here but she won’t leave Kansas. I mean, look at this place. How can you refuse to leave a flat nothing and never come to see this beauty?”

      “Perhaps she doesn’t like to fly.”

      She shook her head. “No, she won’t leave her shop. She’s a control freak and doesn’t want to risk anything happening with her not being able to get there in five minutes to fix it. She’s like a female version of Dogfish, only nicer and cuter.”

      He laughed. “Does she know about Dogfish and that you are comparing the two?”

      “Nope and she won’t find out either.”

      He dipped his head in closer to hers. “Is that a threat?”

      “Promise.” She pushed him back and carried on. “Tell me what injury you sustained to keep you out of the Navy?”

      A cold chill skated up his spine, but he bit back his instinctive no. He wanted to share with her. How could he justify moving forward with a relationship if he wasn’t willing to talk about this?

      He found a rock and sank to the cool surface, allowing his boots to trail in the water. It wasn’t that high and he didn’t really care if his boots were wet, they were prepped for being in water. Ellie joined him but he didn’t look in her direction, merely picked a spot off in the distance and fixed on it.

      “We were in a hostile environment to exfil…well, anyway. It wasn’t a safe place. We’d gotten our package and were humping it to our exfil point when we stumbled onto an ambush, led to it by the guide we’d been using for months.”

      She gasped and took his hand in hers.

      “During the firefight, I took a few slugs to the chest. Two in my lung and one that lodged right next to my heart. They had to take part of one lung to save my life. And while I’m fine for normal activity there’s no way I could ever be a SEAL again. So, they medically retired me.”

      “Those are the scars.”

      “Yes. An ugly reminder that I’m no longer a full man.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He angled his head to look at her. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me fine. Just because you can’t serve any longer doesn’t mean you’re less than a man. Whoever got that thought in your head is a fool. What about those who’ve lost limbs, are you saying they are less than they were because they are missing a limb?”

      “No. I’m not saying that. I’m saying that for me this has ended my career. You don’t get it, you wouldn’t understand.”

      “I understand better than you think I do. I’m just not buying into your pity party like others around you are doing. You’re a fully functioning male. And I do mean fully. You’re the one holding yourself back from doing what you want. I get it, you can’t serve anymore and that sucks big pink monkey balls. But that doesn’t mean your life is over, does it? Is that all you were? A SEAL? Weren’t you your own man? Capable of thinking for himself and putting together a life outside the military?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “You need to stop.”

      “No, I don’t think I do. I think you need to hear this. Because, like I said, I’m not one of those who will accept this pity you have for yourself. You wouldn’t have been able to be a SEAL your whole life, so what would you do when that day came?”

      “It wouldn’t have come for a good number of years, so I don’t know.”

      “Surely there was some thought in the back of your mind. For God’s sake, Bennett, you were a SEAL. You can’t expect me to believe that you never thought you’d ever get injured.”

      “Let it go, Ellie.”

      “No.”

      He slid off the rock and walked off. She appeared directly in front of him. “Answer my question.”

      “No, I didn’t give it any thought because I didn’t think I’d get injured like this. I thought I’d either come home alive or in a body bag.”

      “And you came home alive,” she shouted at him. “Live your life.”

      “What do you know, haole? You’ve never served a day in your life.”

      Pain flashed in her eyes but she didn’t back away. “We all have some kind of sentence we serve, just not everyone had a choice.” She looked beyond him. “I’ll be back at the truck whenever you decide to come back.”

      Ellie walked away, not once glancing to see if he followed. Bennett cursed himself even as he trailed her, just to make sure she didn’t run into any danger. By the time they reached his truck, he was beside her but she wasn’t speaking to him. In fact, she acted as if she were completely alone, for which he didn’t blame her for. He’d been as ass about it all.

      I wasn’t as ready as I’d hoped I would be to discuss this. And I sure as hell wasn’t ready to hear her tell me what no one else has been brave enough to do.

      All the way back to her place, he tried to find the right words to say to her, but his mind was blank. She was out of the truck and heading up to her apartment even before he came to a complete stop and had killed the engine.

      Grinding his back teeth, he parked and hastened up after her. He reached her just as she stepped into her apartment and shut the door directly in his face. Message received, loud and clear. This was the end of their day together.
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      Ellie slammed her dishes around as she made herself some food. Of all the… How dare he…

      She was beyond pissed. He acted as if her words hadn’t meant a goddamn thing. Funny though, when he’d fisted one big hand, she’d not even considered that he would strike her. A big step forward in her mind. It was all about his own frustration and wanting her not to pursue this line of questioning.

      “Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t have pushed him, but damn it. He’s got all those people telling him and catering to his damn pity party.” She rooted around in the drawer for a knife and dropped it on the cutting board. “He needs to do something with his life. He’s acting as if he’s not good for a damn thing but to drink the rest of his life away and I can’t even call him an alcoholic.”

      And she couldn’t, the man didn’t overindulge. He had nursed his few drinks over the amount of time he stayed in the bar.

      What he did during the day, she hadn’t a clue. She snorted and reached for the freshly washed pepper, plucking it out of the blue silicone strainer.

      “I suppose he could be at home drinking all day before he comes in there at night. Doesn’t strike me as that kind of guy, but hey, we all know how my choice in men runs. Shitty.”

      It burned at her that he would assume she didn’t know anything about what he was going through.

      “Damn it!” She dropped the knife and sucked on her finger, the sharp metallic taste spreading over her tongue.

      Too much blood, this wasn’t a little nick. There went dinner. Wrapping her hand up in a dishtowel, she went to the door, juggled for her keys, and got shoes on before heading out to the car she rarely drove. It took her a bit to get it turned over so she could head to the hospital.

      She parked and readjusted the towel before walking through the entrance and letting them know what she needed. In a short time, she found herself sitting on the edge of a bed while a nurse stitched up her finger.

      Thankfully the local she’d been given worked wonders and she didn’t feel a thing.

      The male looked up at her and arched an eyebrow. “You doing okay?”

      “I was going to ask you if you could do the stitches in pretty colors but I see you’re almost finished.”

      “Sorry, one color for stitches. I can wrap you up in some bright colors if you’d like.”

      “Yes, please.”

      No matter what it may seem like, she always claimed to be a child at heart. Two hours later and she departed the emergency room with new stitches and brightly covered wrapped finger.

      The thought of going home to fix a meal didn’t sit well with her, so instead she drove to a local spot she ate at often and parked in the lot. She stole a glance down at her attire and rolled her eyes, there was still blood on her shirt.

      “Attractive, Ellie.”

      Her stomach had already begun to rumble so she knew it wouldn’t do to leave and change. Her belly would be on a full revolt, especially after all the hiking she’d done with Bennett. Figuring it could pass as mud or something else, she entered the establishment.

      The rich scents of the delicious food they cooked filled the air and tantalized her senses. She smiled at Laini, who rushed toward her for a hug.

      “Ellie, how have you been? I haven’t seen you in here for a long time. We thought you’d found somewhere else to eat.”

      “Gods no. This is my spot. I’ve just been insanely busy.”

      Laini clicked her tongue. “You work too much. Come with me, I have a table for you.” Another smile. “Outside okay?”

      “Always.”

      She waived to a few familiar faces of the staff and followed her out to a small wrought iron table that overlooked the water.

      “This is perfect, thank you.”

      Within moments a tall iced drink sat before her and she had put in her order. Ellie turned her gaze out over the water and smiled. They just don’t have views like this back in Kansas. Some days she missed her home but then she remembered what she’d had back there, other than Piper and her family, and she wondered if Hawaii was even far enough away.

      Her heart thundered in her chest and she bit back the whimper at the thought of having him back in her life. The cold sweat fought against the warmth of the night. She’d gotten herself calm by the time her food arrived.

      Not using her injured hand, she ate slowly and enjoyed the night. Hunger abated, she ordered another drink and settled back to watch the darkness overtake the shoreline. After an unhurried dessert, she got up for a stroll. She looked at the tourists who walked hand in hand, the locals, and the overall ambiance of it all.

      She’d fallen in love with this place and never wanted to leave. Buying herself some flowers, she returned to her vehicle and headed home.

      Flowers in a vase with water, she turned her attention to all the blood on her kitchen counter. Damn it, I left the towel in the car. She grabbed her keys and headed back down, knowing she was going to get her comfortable clothing on, with plans to stay inside for the rest of the night.

      She tossed it in the incinerator on her way back up to her apartment. Then she changed into some shorts and a tank top. Standing before her sink, she surveyed the damage.

      “Serves me right for not paying attention to what I was doing and instead mooning over something I may or may not have done to piss off Bennett.”

      She rolled out her trash can and picked up the cutting board. The pepper she pushed into the receptacle. The board she put in the sink along with the knife.

      Her doorbell rang and she shook her head, padding to the door.

      “Yes?”

      “Open the door, Ellie.”

      Bennett. Her heart skipped a few beats.

      “Why?” Her hand trembled as she placed it on the door, almost like she could touch him through the wood.

      “Ellie.”

      She heard it in his voice. A tiny near indiscernible hitch to his voice. Undoing the locks, she opened it and swung it in, keeping her injured hand behind the wood.

      “What can I do for you?”

      He held up a case of beer. “Let me in, I’m here to apologize.”

      “No need. I overstepped, you were right, I have no idea what you were going—are going through. Good night.” She began to close the door only to find it blocked by his hand. “What now?”

      “Let me in.”

      God help her, she wanted to, but this wasn’t a road she could afford to go down. He was too much of a risk for her to take. Bennett had the “it” factor for her, he was the one she could easily see in her future.

      “No, I have some things to do then I’m making it an early night.”

      He lowered the beer and put his hand on the door. “Don’t do this, let me explain.”

      Her hand throbbed and she exhaled slowly, stepping back. “Whatever.”

      Two seconds after she got back to the sink, he was behind her, pressing his hard form against her.

      “What the fuck happened to cause all that blood?”

      

      Bennett stared at the large dried pool of blood on her counter and cutting board that lay in the sink. Peering down Ellie’s left arm, he noticed her finger all decked out in bright colors.

      “What happened?”

      “What’s it look like? I cut my finger.” She gestured to the mess. “It bled, I got stiches.” Ellie held up her finger. “Now I’m home to clean it up. Then I’m going to bed.” She gazed at him over her shoulder.

      Her pointed look didn’t dissuade him in any way.

      His heart slowed once more until it found its easy rhythm. He held out his hand, ignoring the bite of pain when she didn’t take it. Instead, she faced the sink once more and began to clean.

      He allowed it for about five seconds, then he lifted her and plucked her down out of the way. “I’ll do it. You shouldn’t get your hand wet.”

      “I don’t need you to clean up after me.”

      “For Christ’s sake, Ellie. Let me do this. If I hadn’t been such an ass earlier, we would have gone out for dinner and you wouldn’t have cut yourself.”

      “I tried to blame you for this, but you didn’t have any control over my handling of the knife.”

      Ellie moved to the table and sat. She stared at her hand and he watched her in the window’s reflection as he finished up the rest of the cleaning. When he completed that, he fixed her a cup of herbal tea and placed it down before her.

      She poked at the mug with her right hand, refusing to look at him. Bennett reached across the table and lifted her chin, so he could stare into her green-blue eyes. Such sorrow filled her expression.

      “What’s wrong?” He stroked her lower lip with the pad of his thumb. “Is this because of today?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      Defiance sparked and she pulled free from the grip he had on her face. “I’m not. I’m just really tired, is all.”

      He nodded and pushed back his chair, getting to his feet. “Come on then.”

      She finished her tea and stood. “Where to?”

      “I’m giving you a massage and putting you to bed.”

      Her eyes widened and he chuckled. He closed up the apartment, ensuring it was locked, and trailed her to the bedroom. His gaze drifted to the double bed she had neatly made with the smooth, heathered rose spread over it.

      “Strip,” he said.

      “You’ve been waiting all day to say that, haven’t you?”

      “Longer than that.” He crossed his arms and waited.

      “This isn’t a peep show.” Her mock frown had him struggling to hide his smile.

      “No, no. Wouldn’t dream of it.” Fantasize and lust, yes. A mere dream, nope, not a chance.

      She muttered something under her breath, then dragged her shirt up and over her head. It was his turn to lose coherent words. Sure, she’d only been wearing a tank top but, damn it all, with her topless in front of him, he couldn’t formulate a word it he had to save his life with one.

      That creamy skin with more than a hint of peach coloring tempted him like the siren’s lured men in mythology. He locked his legs, so he wouldn’t go to her and help himself. He bit the inside of his lip as she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her shorts and pushed them down over her hips.

      She had on a pair of low cut bikini bottoms in white with a small heart right over her pussy. He approved because he’d love to be there as well. Ellie raked her gaze over him, smirked then went to her bed and drew back the blankets.

      He groaned as she lay on her stomach, arms beneath her head.

      “Get to it.”

      Bennett walked to stand at her side and removed his own shirt. The sun had gone down and only one light shone in the room. It took him a minute before he realized soft classical music played in the room.

      He took a breath, needing as much fortifying as he could handle before he straddled her body. Climbing over her, he settled over her ass.

      She moaned and shifted beneath him. With a quick prayer to whomever may be listening, he leaned forward and put his hands on her smooth, supple skin. He could do this, be the gentleman his mother wanted him to be. And as long as his mother, or anyone for that matter, couldn’t read his mind and have access to those randy thoughts he experienced about the woman beneath him, he would be fine.

      Silence between them, he worked on her back, up and down, smiling more as she melted into the mattress even more. He moved down to access the lower part of her back and struggled not to focus on the waistband of her panties that dared him to draw them down.

      Licking his lips, he got back to work. Stretching out again, he worked on her arms, moving them to rest beside her body.

      “You should do this all the time; your hands are magical.”

      He lowered his head by her ear. “I’m glad you think so, but this is only for you.”

      She shifted beneath him. “You’re trying to sweettalk me.” A grunt. “It’s working.”

      “Good to know.” He kissed her shoulder and dug into her skin, working out all those tense muscles.

      He finished rubbing her legs and climbed off. She hadn’t moved and he figured she’d fallen asleep. The moment he stood next to her, she turned her head and met his gaze.

      “Are you leaving?”

      “Did you want me to?”

      She flopped over on her back with a moan. “You’re not done. I have another half.”

      His mouth dried up faster than a river in the dessert. Her breasts beckoned him, the tips drawn to tight points.

      “Ellie.” Her name was dragged from his mouth. She was a devil and angel all wrapped in one.

      “I hurt my finger, Bennett. Nothing else.”

      Fuck it. He wasn’t about to turn her down. He wanted her with a fire that rivaled the sun. stripping, he was naked in moments and lay over her.

      “No more massage?” she asked, wrapping her arms around him.

      “Later. I have something else in mind right now.” He pressed his lips to hers, grinding his pelvis, pushing his cock against her slit. “Definitely something else.”

      “Well, do you need help or are you doing this on your own?”

      “Not all on my own I hope.”

      She laughed and widened her legs, allowing him to settle closer to her core. “Maybe I’ll help a bit. But I’m injured so you have to do most of the work.”

      “A few hours ago, you were about how you didn’t need help.”

      Ellie ran her hands over his back, nails scoring lightly. “I changed my mind. Besides, I’m exhausted from that massage you gave me. Turned me into a pile of mush. You can’t possibly expect me to work after that.”

      He kissed his way down to her belly button, flicking his tongue in the small depression.

      “I fully expect you to work.”

      He moved lower still, settling himself between her thighs. Her pussy, shaved nearly bare, had a small triangle that pointed to where he wanted to be. Her scent flowed to his nose and he flicked along her lips with his tongue.

      She moaned.

      He did it a few more times, not pushing between the lips just yet. Her moans grew louder and she wriggled beneath him. Spreading her with his fingers, he dragged his tongue up and down, circling but avoiding any contact with her clit.

      “Bennett,” she panted, sinking her hands into his hair and wrapping a chunk in each.

      Ellie tried to move him to where she wanted him but he wouldn’t budge, he was enjoying her at his own speed. She yanked and he grinned before blowing on the small bundle of nerves.

      “God,” she cried. “Stop.”

      He took another taste then pulled back. “You want me to stop?”

      “No.”

      “You said stop.”

      He pushed a finger inside her tight sheath.

      “God yes, more.”

      “Which is it? Stop or more?”

      “If you stop, I’ll—”

      He slid another finger inside her, cutting off what she was saying, and her words morphed into a pleasurable cry.

      “Don’t worry, Smash. I have no intentions of stopping until you’re so hoarse you can’t even say my name.”

      He put his mouth over her clit as she screamed his name to the room, bucking her hips, driving her deeper into him.

      Yeah, this was going to take a while and he couldn’t wait.
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      The low hum of the music broke into the deep sleep that had her in its clutches. Ellie slowly cracked open her eyes to find the bright Hawaiian sun streaming into her bedroom, curtains wide open. Facing her was a man—correction, it was Bennett.

      He still slept, his scruff thicker than it had been the previous day, but damn if it didn’t still make her panties wet.

      Or would if I was wearing any panties.

      Bennett lay on his side, facing her, thick lashes resting upon his cheeks. His lips were parted as he slept, deeply. No snoring, just heavy restful sleep. He didn’t have a lot of body hair, which suited her just fine. This way she had a clearer, more unobstructed view of his defined pectorals and abdomen. She could see his scar but it didn’t take away from his attractiveness. It scared her, however, to think he may not have been in her life at all if they’d not been able to save him.

      That was definitely a sight to wake up to. The pale green sheet was up over his hips, hiding his lower half from her lustful gaze.

      So damn tempting to lift the sheet, just to steal another look or three. I don’t know if he’d wake up, but hey, if he did that would be fine as well.

      They’d worked out whatever needed to be between them from the hiking incident. There wasn’t any deep discussion but there’d been enough for her to realize that was a sore point for him. Not like she’d not figured that out when it happened out on the hiking trail. Either way, for the moment, sex had solved the issue. And she was okay with that.

      She slowly slipped from the bed and drew on a long t-shirt before padding her way out to the kitchen to begin breakfast and coffee. For a brief moment, she thought about flipping on the news but decided that it wasn’t a way for her to begin her day. She cracked some eggs into a bowl and whisked them. Pulling out some fruit, she put them in the sink to be washed off after she put the eggs in a baking dish for a frittata.

      “I could do to find my cell phone, though.”

      She wasn’t sure where she’d put it. Typically, she was good about it but with the injury on her finger, it hadn’t been her top priority. Scanning her small apartment, she replayed last night’s events through her mind. Right up until Bennett appeared at her door. Her phone had already been put somewhere when he showed and she sure as hell wasn’t about to forget their time together.

      She went to her purse and rooted through it, frowning when she didn’t see it in there. There really wasn’t anywhere else for it to be. Unless it was in the pants she’d been wearing to the emergency room, she’d check those later. If she went to do so now, she’d wake him up.

      The rich smell of coffee reached her and she turned to the machine with a smile. This was her love. Right there. Good strong coffee. Going to the cabinet, she pushed up on her toes to reach for a mug.

      A low whistle had her casting a glance over her shoulder. There he stood. Bennett wore only his jeans, showing off his defined chest and bare feet. Instantly she wanted to forego breakfast and take the time to spend enjoying the physique she stared at.

      “I could have gotten it down for you.” He walked easily to her, brushed his lips along her cheek and removed not one, but two, mugs.

      “I’m capable of reaching a mug.”

      “And look so fucking hot doing so. Maybe it was nothing more than a ploy to get me right next to your body.”

      She quirked an eyebrow and snorted. “You spent all night next to my body, at what point did you start thinking you needed a ploy to get there?”

      Handing her the vessels for the coffee, he thought about her words. Sure, he had the approval for now, but he was thinking something much more long term. Arms crossed, he watched as she made short work of fixing their drinks. Even home, she moved with short effective bartender moves, nothing wasted in the creation of her drink. Or his.

      He knew it was perfect and took a drink to validate the thought. I was right.

      Placing the sky-blue mug on the counter, he nudged her away from the fruit in the colander waiting in the sink. “I got the fruit. You keep your hand dry.”

      Her hand. She sneered as she stared down at the vibrant reminder that she had more than one klutzy tendency. At least it didn’t happen at work. This would have put me out of work for a spell.

      “Right,” she mumbled.

      Facing the casserole dish, she finished mixing up the frittata, checked the temperature of the oven, and slid the dish into the interior. Once she set the timer, she picked up her drink and went back to the table where she sat with a groan.

      Bennett moved behind her and began massaging her shoulders. She released a pure moan of pleasure and allowed her head to fall forward, offering him more access.

      “Touch of the gods.”

      “I live to serve.” A light brush of his lips danced along her exposed skin. “What do you want to do today?”

      “Bookstores,” she replied immediately. “I have a few on a list that I want to check for a few items I’m searching for.”

      He kissed her shoulder then sat beside her, long jean clad legs sticking out along the edge of the table. She ran her gaze up them and lingered her attention to his groin. He cleared his throat and she snapped her eyes up to meet his amused ones.

      “What’s the deal with you and the bookstores?” He gestured around her place. “I don’t see a lot of books around here, so the ones you get, what do you do with them?”

      She laced her fingers around the mug, swearing yet again at the bulky wrapping around her injured digit. “I have a list—okay, a few of them—on my computer of books that I need to complete older series. I hunt old bookstores to find them and when I get them, I take them to the storage unit and keep them safe.”

      He bent his left leg, drawing her attention once more to the easy flex of muscle in his quad beneath the denim. “Safe?”

      “I have an air and humidity-controlled place that I keep the books at.”

      “Why don’t you just get them on a Kindle or some other e-reader?”

      She stared at him, blinking as she absorbed and replayed his words over and over in her head. Those offensive words. “Comments like that will get you kicked out before breakfast.”

      He shrugged. “What? It’s not only a legitimate question, it would save you space and time.”

      “I happen to love going to used bookstores. I love the scent of real books, the heavy weight of them in my hand. And these are first editions I’m looking for. Not the fifth or sixth reprint with a new cover.”

      “So those ones you got the other day, where are they?”

      “I gave the dragon ones to Jason and the other three are on my end table. You probably would have noticed them there if you’d not been more interested in bending me over the back of the couch.”

      “I’ll always be more interested in bending you over something than a stack of books. That I promise you.”

      The easy banter continued through breakfast and the shower that followed. He drove them downtown and parked. She slipped her sunglasses on her face as she stepped out of the truck and took the hand Bennett offered her.

      The police sirens rose and fell as the cars raced by heading to their destination. She didn’t care, it wasn’t her concern. This was time for her to walk about and spend some time with the man beside her.

      “How do you feel about helicopters?”

      “I’m not a pilot but if you’re asking me if I am scared of them, the answer is no.”

      “Good, I’ve got us booked on a flight around the islands later.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      She pushed up on her toes and kissed his cheek before setting out for the first bookstore of the day. A happy smile curved up her lips as they began their adventures for the day. One thing was for sure, she owed her boss for giving her this forced vacation. It’s what she needed to renew her soul.
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      “Fuck me!” Bennett cried out, his body lurching up, driving his cock deeper into the perfect mouth around him. Ellie watched him with her amazing eyes as she sucked him off and he accepted he wasn’t going to be holding out much longer before he released his load.

      Tightening his fingers in her short hair, he prayed for this exquisite torture to last even longer. He closed his eyes as she teased his balls before tugging on them with short, careful touches. It wasn’t to be so. With a low roar, he bucked his hips and came hard.

      It wasn’t until an hour more had passed that they untangled their bodies from one another. They’d had a full day—bookstores, helicopter ride, dinner. Ellie yawned and rolled over on her other side before snuggling down beneath the blankets.

      “My mom wants us to come for breakfast tomorrow.”

      She stilled, a deer sensing the predator but unsure of where it watched her from. He tucked his arm around her gut and drew her back into his naked body.

      “I know you’re not sleeping, Ellie.”

      “I heard you. I didn’t think you were asking me if it was okay.”

      “Of course I’m asking. I want you to come with me, she wants to meet you but I’m not going to force you.”

      “While I’m not sure I’m ready for that part, sure, I’m in.” Another yawn. “I’m beat, you wore me out today.”

      “Sleep, Smash.”

      In moments, the room was full of her soft snores. With a quick kiss to her temple, he climbed from the bed and located his phone. Checking his messages, he dialed Drummer.

      The man answered after three rings.

      “Yes?”

      “Am I interrupting?”

      “Only a little bit but that’s okay, she can keep sucking while I talk. I didn’t tell you to stop, honey, keep going.”

      What a pig.

      “Are you at my place?”

      “Not at the moment, I was planning on crashing there again if that’s okay with you.”

      “Yeah fine. We missed dinner today.”

      “I have time to meet for a beer. We’re shipping back out tomorrow, holy shit,” he yelped. “Watch the teeth.”

      “Meet me for a beer when you’re done. I really don’t need to be on the phone with you while you’re getting blown.” He ended the call, shaking his head.

      Bennett stared at the woman sound asleep in her bed. She lay on her side but as he watched, she shifted to fully be on her stomach, head slipping beneath one of the numerous pillows on her bed.

      Yelling at himself for this decision to go meet with Drummer as opposed to crawling back into bed with the woman lying there, he shook his head. He needed to visit with his friend.

      “I’ll be back,” he whispered as he grabbed his clothing and stepped into the shower for another quick one.

      Within the hour, he walked into Last Call and gave a nod to the man he’d come to see. Drummer lounged at a table, long fingers already curved around the handle of a beer mug.

      “Didn’t wait for me I see.”

      He claimed a seat across from him, caught Rachel’s eye, and held up one finger. She gave him a sharp nod in response, so he met Drummer’s blue eyes.

      “I see you lost the leech.”

      Drummer’s dark eyebrows rose beneath the hair falling over his forehead. “Excuse me?”

      “When I talked to you last, you had something sucking on you.”

      The grin crossing his face had Bennett laughing.

      “I left her satisfied.”

      Rachel brought his drink and placed it on a coaster before him. “Here you go, doll.”

      “Thanks, Rachel.”

      “You frequent here a lot if they know your name.”

      He sipped the cold brew. “Actually, she didn’t use mine, I used hers. But I do come here often. Where are you going?”

      Undesirable emotion flickered over his features. “Fucking Sandbox.”

      For a brief intense moment, Bennett was jealous and angry that he could no longer be upset he was heading around the world once more. He rubbed his chest, cursing the partial lung that had removed that option from him for the rest of his life.

      Ellie’s words floated around in his mind. She’d been spot on. He couldn’t continue dwelling in the past and what may or may not have been his path in life. Were he still in, there wasn’t any guarantee he would be alive at this moment.

      That thought soured his gut. Dead meant no Ellie.

      “How are you? What are you doing? Does your injury hold you back?”

      “I work at an IT company, from home. So, no, it doesn’t hold me back.” He struggled not to reach for his chest and rub the ever-present scar that haunted him and had ended his career.

      Drummer whistled. “Nice. Do you get to set your own hours?”

      “Mostly. There are sometimes I’m on to help them out even more but I’m typically in the background, working on code.”

      “You were definitely our tech guy out there. How’s civilian life?”

      Bennett leaned back in his chair. “Different. You thinking of getting out?”

      “I ain’t getting any younger.”

      “What about Laura? How does she feel about you retiring from the Teams? Or at least considering it?”

      Drummer shoved his hand through his hair. “No clue. We’re not together anymore.”

      He heard the longing in his voice. “Sorry, man. Divorced or separated?”

      “Separated, not that it matters. We’re not together.”

      “Not true. She didn’t divorce you, so there’s hope, yes?”

      “I haven’t seen my kids either.” He finished his beer and rocked back in his chair. “I miss my family.”

      “Go get them. Are they still in California?”

      He nodded. “Or so I knew last.”

      “When you’re back, head there. And, I’m not exactly the best for this bit of advice, but here goes anyway. Keep away from the women.”

      Drummer glared. “She’s the one who wanted the separation, not me.” His words were low and forceful.

      “And?”

      “So what harm is it if I pay some whore to suck me off?”

      “I would imagine a lot. How would you feel if some man marries your daughter and gave you that excuse as to why they were with another woman?”

      “I’d fucking kill him.”

      Bennett just cocked a brow and waited for it to sink in to his friend. He’d never approved of the man’s promiscuity not even while they served together, but he had different ideals about that than some did.

      Drummer accepted another drink and let the conversation die. Bennett didn’t push it; Drummer’s decision was his own. No one else’s.

      Eventually the talk turned to catching up on the other guys he’d served with. He stayed for two hours, occasionally spying Dogfish as he manned the bar. The crotchety Marine cast a few looks in his direction and Bennett wasn’t sure he was happy or not to see him there.

      Paying his tab, Bennett said farewell to his friend and left, giving a nod to Dogfish as he headed out.

      I see why she walks to work.

      It was a nice stroll from her place to the bar. Well lit, at least for the most part, and he felt better about her doing this night after night. Back at her place, he let himself in, stripped back down, then crawled into bed, curling into the warm feminine body already there.

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Met Drummer for a drink.”

      She laced their fingers. “Who’s Drummer?”

      “SEAL I used to work with.”

      “Oh.”

      Her word was a bit sharp and he got it. Last time they’d mentioned his past career he’d blow his shit and yelled at her. However, hearing the issues that Drummer was having made him all the clearer on what he wanted. And that was Ellie. She had a right to voice her opinion when they had a conversation.

      “He ships back out tomorrow.” Bennett nipped her shoulder. “So, we had one last drink before he goes.”

      “You didn’t want to spend more time with him?”

      “He had something else in mind after the beer.”

      “I’m sure he did.” She rolled over to face him. “You weren’t having any of that?”

      “Hell no. I was coming home.”

      “Nice,” she murmured, burrowing closer to her.

      He thought so. She’d become home for him and centered the wildness within.
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      Ellie screamed and held her hands before her eyes. It didn’t matter, she was too late. Water streamed down her face and the culprit was out of her reach, his masculine laugh feeding her need for revenge.

      Licking her lips, she glared at Bennett, who continued to laugh. It was hard to stay mad—not that she had been—but staring at him, her thoughts swung toward how fucking hot he was.

      He only wore a swimsuit, and the sun gleamed off his bronzed skin and black hair. She wanted to touch him, longed to also explore the scars that were partially hidden. She’d been fascinated by his telling her about losing part of his lung.

      You wouldn’t know it to look at him. I think I expected a person with a partial lung to be in a wheelchair or something of the sort. But not him, no, he’s out surfing, running, and more.

      She looked around his rental and smiled, he had a lovely one. It backed up to the water and she stared at the dock he’d just run out onto.

      Fluid. Predatory. Sexy as hell.

      “I thought we were going to breakfast with your mom,” she called out after him.

      He barely slowed, just jumped off the end of the dock, slicing into the water with a perfect dive.

      “Show off.”

      Lifting her shirt, she wiped off the remaining water from the bucket full he’d thrown at her. She made her way over the sand to the smooth wood of the dock. His dark head, pushed free of the water’s surface. His dark eyes sparkled up at her.

      “You looked hot after the run.”

      “I didn’t run, you did. I walked and I wasn’t hot.”

      “You’re always hot.”

      She blushed and shook her head. “I can’t wear this to your mother’s.”

      “Why not? We’re in Hawaii, Smash. You’re dressed fine. She’s not expecting you to be in your Sunday best.”

      She may not be, but it hadn’t at all been in her plans to show up for his first meeting with Bennett’s mother looking like something a cat dragged in. And not a proud panther type cat, no a scrawny, raggedy flea-bitten rag of one.

      “I need dry clothes and I need them before we head out for her place. What time are we supposed to be there?”

      He glanced at the ever-present watch on his wrist. “An hour.”

      “And she lives how far from you?”

      Pushing through the water, he got to the edge of the dock and lifted himself out with ease. “Far enough away for me to do this.”

      She knew it was coming and, despite the desperate attempt to thwart the action along with her cries for mercy, he picked her up and launched her into the beautiful liquid. Sputtering, she broke the surface and smacked her hand toward him, sending a small spray of water in his direction. Only it didn’t matter, for he’d already dove over her head to join her in the water.

      Bennett came up behind her and kissed her neck.

      “I can’t believe you did that. I’m soaked.”

      He laughed and slipped his hand beneath her shirt which now sat plastered to her body.

      “I have clothing you could wear.”

      “What if I couldn’t swim?” She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck, making him keep her up as well as himself.

      “Besides the fact you already told me you could. I was right here, I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you.”

      “I could have lied about that, you know.”

      “I still wouldn’t have let anything happen to you.”

      He claimed her mouth in a proprietary kiss. She whimpered as he pushed his tongue deep into her mouth, twining it around hers, his hips mimicking the thrusting action it did.

      Lust slammed her. She closed her eyes and allowed the emotions to take her away. Ellie found herself in the perfect place where it was only her and Bennett, nothing else mattered. Not the fact she was in the ocean with him, not the fact that they were due at his mother’s in a few moments, none of it.

      It was him and her.

      His cock stiffened between her legs and she ground against him with a whimper of need.

      Bennett broke off the kiss and wiped his hand along her cheek, taking away a bit more of the water there.

      “We should get you dressed.”

      “I am dressed. What I am is wet.”

      His grin was positively wicked. “Words I love to hear.” He popped her on the ass—not that it was painful, they were in the water after all. “Let’s go.”

      They moved leisurely to the shore and ignoring the dock, strode up to the beach hand in hand and trekked the distance to his house.

      By the time she’d dried off and had put on her clothes once more that he’d tossed into the dryer for her, the nerves she’d believed were under control had begun to rebel once more. This made her nervous. One pair of parents was what she knew. And that hadn’t gone very well for her.

      Determined not to ruin the morning, she shoved that memory to the back of her mind as far back as she could. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of ruining yet another relationship. He wasn’t worthy of her time.

      Regardless of her mental decision to not freak out, the closer they got the worse her anxiety became. Bennett took her hand and rubbed his thumb over her skin, soothing her in a simple gesture.

      “She’s going to love you.”

      “Don’t say that. You don’t know that.”

      “I do know that and you have to stop worrying about it. My mom is one of the most laid-back people you will ever meet.”

      “Even for a haole?”

      She recalled that name being attached to her when she first had arrived on the island, yet she’d never gotten the impression it was something nice they were saying about her. Over the years she’d come to accept that it was their way of tagging an outsider as one who didn’t belong.

      He put those dark sexy eyes on her. “You do realize she married a haole and had his baby? Happily. Willingly.”

      “No, I thought your dad was from here.”

      He chuckled. “Nope. Arrived with the military and left the same way.”

      “Did she ever marry again?”

      Bennett grew somber. “No, he was her one true love and she never found anyone else who could come close to him in her eyes.”

      “And you think she’s going to be happy with you shacking up with one yourself?”

      “I think she’s going to be happy I’m dating a lovely beautiful woman who can hold her own at work and makes me smile.” He kissed her quick and she promptly forgot her next argument.

      He parked in a wide front yard to an old plantation style home that was common on the island. She waited for him to help her out of the truck. Partly because it made her feel special and mostly because she needed the few extra moments to gather herself.

      As it turned out, she didn’t get much for his mother didn’t wait for them to approach the door. No, she came out to meet them, a huge smile on her face. Her black hair back in a long braid, interwoven with flowers. Her dark pink shirt was offsetting to her beautiful skin tone, and her bare feet peeked out from beneath the long white skirt as she walked.

      Bennett had a hold of her hand but released her to embrace his mother. Ellie stood quietly by as they spoke in Hawaiian for a few moments. Then those dark assessing eyes fell to her.

      “Welcome, Ellie.”

      Before Ellie knew what happened, she’d been enfolded in her embrace. Tears sprang to her eyes, the arms around her were warm and comforting. His mom smelled a bit like fresh baked goods. It reminded her of Piper’s mom and the way she’d smelled while they were growing up. Something she’d not had in a house of her own.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Harvey,” she said, desperate to eliminate any and all trace of tears before they separated. She didn’t need to have the woman thinking she was messed up in the head because she began crying over a hug.

      His mother clucked her tongue and waggled a long finger. “None of that. You call me Mama.”

      Ellie flicked her gaze over to where Bennett stood there, a smile on his face, eyes soft as he watched his mom. Suddenly he turned his attention to her and winked. Warmth spread out from her chest to all points. She was truly in trouble with this one.
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      Bennett rinsed the last dish and drained the water from the sink. He’d offered many times to get his mother a dishwasher but each time she staunchly refused, stating she preferred to do them by hand. Right now, the women were in the living room talking, he could hear snatches of the conversation but not enough to know what the entire thing was about.

      His phone had buzzed and he’d paused to read a farewell text from Drummer. Dishes had been attacked after he’d sent a response. Now, as he braced a hip against the sink counter and dried his hands on the bright floral towel, he wanted to whisk Ellie away and spend the rest of the day with her and no one else.

      He entered the living room and found them sitting across from one another. Bennett claimed a spot beside Ellie on the couch. He rested his arm along the back and stretched out his legs.

      “What are we talking about?”

      “Ellie was just telling me about what it is like working at Last Call being surrounded by all those military types.”

      “I see.” He dragged his fingers along the nape of her neck, loving the way her skin pebbled beneath his touch. “And what is it like?”

      “Full of testosterone and arrogance,” Ellie said easily.

      He snorted.

      His mother glanced at him, humor and joy for him in her expression. He winked at her in return.

      “That I believe,” she commented, leaning back in her chair. “He was always rowdy, even as a boy. Falling from the highest branches he could get to. Bringing in all kinds of sand and other things.”

      “Is this what the breakfast has come to, telling all my childhood secrets?”

      The women laughed.

      “Breakfast is over, keiki kane. This is the perfect time for us to discuss such matters.”

      She waved a hand brightly adorned with bangle bracelets. It was her thing, her secret passion, those bangles. He made certain he always brought her some from his travels. His teammates used to tease him about being cheap for some woman. He never told them who he purchased the items for, but it thrilled him to see she still wore them. Bennett recognized the first ever one he got for her, he’d purchased it with his allowance.

      Gaudy now to him, but she wore it with pride. He thought about it and hid his frown, he’d not purchased one since he’d gotten out of the Navy. I’ve been too wrapped up in my own issues to remember this for her.

      He sat beside Ellie and allowed his leg to brush against hers. As usual the mere brush of her skin along his set his aflame. He ground his jaw to control himself, because jumping on her wasn’t the way to treat her in front of his mother. Ellie made him randy as if he were still in high school where all he thought about was girls.

      Her cell phone rang, and a cute blush scampered up her cheeks. “Excuse me, I’m so sorry.”

      He observed as she took it out and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a number I don’t know.”

      “Take the call.”

      She gave a small smile and nodded as she moved away. He tracked her progress as she put it up by her ear.

      “She is the one. I can see that.”

      He looked at his mother and pushed to his feet. “You’re my number one, always.”

      She patted his hand and squeezed it. “I have the best son in the world.”

      He brushed his lips along her cheek. “Hard not to with the best mom in the universe, I was bound to have some good qualities.”

      “What?” Ellie’s sharp question whipped him around, instantly ready to defend her.

      Her tanned skin had paled and he could see the tremors in her hand from across the room. He left his mother’s side and approached her.

      “Ellie? What’s wrong?”

      She tipped her head back to look at him, tears shimmering in her beautiful blue-green eyes. The amount of fear and devastation in them frightened him.

      “Dogfish has been shot. That was Officer Vega, who’s at the hospital with him right now.” She flicked her tongue over her lips a few times as she fumbled in her attempts to wipe her hands off on her pants.

      “Let’s go.”

      He reached out to steady her and she sank into him for only a brief second, but it was enough. After explaining everything to his mother, they were in his truck and on the way to the hospital.

      As he drove, he continually stole sideways glances at her. The color in her face hadn’t come back. In fact, it looked worse than it had been before. She could have been a kabuki doll for the lack of hue in her skin, and minus the bright red painted lips.

      “Did the officer say anything else to you about what happened?”

      “No, just that he’d been shot and she was with him.” She shoved her hand through her hair. “I should have been there with him, he shouldn’t have been alone.”

      “So what, you could be in that hospital bed having been the one who got shot? Trust me, he wouldn’t want that.”

      “He shouldn’t have been alone.” Her tone was sharp.

      He watched in his periphery, the way she wrung her hands. The nervous bouncing of one leg. Either she heard something she wasn’t sharing with him, or this had frightened her more than she cared to admit.

      They parked and together hurried inside. He waited for the admitting nurse to look up. Ellie beat him to the question.

      “Teach Burton. Was brought in here with a gunshot wound.” She took a deep breath. “There should be an Officer Vega with him.”

      They got directions to his room and made their way to the elevator bay. Her foot still jiggled as they waited for the stainless-steel doors to open for them. Bennett reached out and draped his arm around her shoulder, giving her a light squeeze.

      “He’ll be okay.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

      Tension was high between them as they rode up to the sixth floor. The woman paced as the car rose. He remained silent and let her alone with her thoughts. She wasn’t in any mood to talk, that much was obvious. Even so, when the doors slid open, she hesitated until he stepped forward and settled his hand at the small of her back. Whatever haze she’d been in vanished, and she shook her head before progressing on.

      Her steps slowed the closer they came to the room Dogfish occupied. He flexed his fingers along her back and propelled her on. Together they stepped in the room and his heart sank as he stared at the wizened old Marine who owned Last Call. For once the man looked small and dare he say, weak. Standing near the window, on the phone, was the officer he assumed had called Ellie.

      The officer turned and took the phone away from her ear before stepping toward them. Ellie was rigid and he positioned himself directly behind her, tugging her back to rest against his chest.
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      Ellie took several deep breaths as she waited for the cop to reach her. The officer stood a bit taller than her, but the largest difference was the confidence with which she carried herself. Her blonde hair was drawn back in a tight braid. Her sharp green eyes assessed the situation around her, even while maintaining compassion.

      “Ellie Forrester?” Ellie nodded. “I’m Officer Simone Vega.”

      “What happened?” The question took her two attempts to force it past her lips. “And how is he?”

      “I hear he’s going to be okay, but I’m not the doctor. As for what happened, he was robbed taking the night’s take to the bank.”

      Unease churned in her gut. “Have you caught the person responsible?” She peered around her lithe body to the man lying still upon the crisp white hospital sheets. “Or people?”

      Simone stepped out of her way, gesturing her to go to the bed. Ellie did. She shook her head as she stared down at her boss.

      “You crazy old fool, should have just given up the money. I know you refused.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Ellie picked up his work-roughened hand. “That’s the kind of man he is. He’s a Marine and wouldn’t just hand over his money.” She curved her hand around his, wishing he would squeeze her or open his eyes and ask her what the hell she was doing being so damn sentimental.

      A chair appeared behind her and she accepted it, not caring who put it there for her. Perched on the end, she stared at the shallow rise and fall of his chest.

      “What’s your procedure at night when you close out, and do you have any idea as to who would have done this? Could it be a regular?”

      “No way.”

      Bennett’s voice accompanied hers in that resounding denial.

      “You both sound very sure about that. Why?”

      Ellie peered up at Bennett as he stopped beside her. His attention stayed on Dogfish as well. Then he cut his gaze to her.

      “We all love him,” he said. “He’s a military man and well respected. We wouldn’t do this to him.”

      “Someone did.” Her tone wasn’t sarcastic but matter-of-fact.

      Ellie bristled. “None of the regulars would do this. Bennett’s right. He was too well respected.”

      “It’s a military bar, I’m sure you have new people in there all the time.”

      Ellie looked up at her, wanting to punch her in the face. “We do, but if you’re military there, you’re family, so they’re regulars by association.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.” She flipped open her notepad and poised over it with a ballpoint pen. Clicking the pen, she cracked her neck. “Has there been anyone hanging around these past few days that didn’t appear to belong?”

      “I’ve not been at work,” she replied, fresh guilt washing over her. “I had the week off, but I will be in tonight.”

      “No, you won’t.” Bennett crossed his arms and scowled down at her.

      “Yes, I will. I’m the manager and have to be there if he’s not.”

      “He was just shot there.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” She released his hand and got to her feet, matching Bennett glower for glower, stare for stare. “But I’m not about to make him lose money as he’s lying up here in a hospital bed unable to work. Plus, he’s got employees counting on him.”

      “It could be dangerous.”

      “Walking down the street here is dangerous. I don’t care what you say, I’m going.”

      “I’ll be there as well then.”

      “Not my place to tell you where you can or cannot be.” She worried her lower lip and stared down at Dogfish. “I have to call his niece.”

      “His niece?” Simone interrupted, shifting into view. “He has family?”

      “They aren’t the closest and I only know her name, but I’ll track her down and let her know. She has the right to know her only remaining family was shot.” She scrubbed her palms along her pant legs and sighed. “I should go do that now. Then I will nap and be ready to work this evening.”

      Even as the words left her mouth she lowered herself back to the chair and took his hand once more.

      “Can I have the name of his niece? I’ll look her up and contact her.”

      “No thanks. I’ll do it.”

      Muffled voices were behind her but she ignored them. She sighed. You need to open your eyes, Dogfish. You’re the closest thing I have to a father of my own. I can’t lose you. She squeezed his hand harder. Wishing harder than she’d ever wished before that he would open his eyes and grace her with his smoker’s voice and demand they let him get out of there.

      But nothing of the sort happened. He remained still as death, tubes coming out of him and white gauze wrappings around the part of his chest she could see. Even the low beeping in the room was beginning to get to her.

      She shoved to her feet, skidding the chair back. “I have to call his niece. Bennett, will you speak with the doctor and make sure he’s okay? I’ll take a taxi to the bar and see if I can locate her number.” She hurried out the door before he could anything to the contrary.

      Within the hour, she was unlocking Dogfish’s apartment over the bar. It was like a huge loft, open and spacious. The hardwood floors gleamed and she skirted her gaze along the main room.

      “Where would I have my information kept for a person I don’t really talk to?”

      There was only one for her and she didn’t have any of his information. Hell, if she never saw him again it would be too soon. Get a fucking grip, Ellie. This isn’t about you and your demons, this is about Dogfish and his niece.

      She went to his office area and scanned the desk. Nothing out of place. What a Marine. Everything had its place and wasn’t to be disturbed. Cautiously she sat at his large desk and trailed her gaze over the top. No address book she could see, no Rolodex or anything of the sort.

      She didn’t want to snoop through his things, but this was beyond respecting his privacy. Hell, I’ve already entered his place without his permission, may as well do the rest.

      So, she snooped. And came up with a winner after the long search. Mikeyla Hamilton. She stared at the number and pulled out her cell. No time like the present. Her hand shook and there were butterflies in her stomach.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, she punched in the numbers and put the phone up to her ear.

      “Bender, Hamilton, & Champion. How may I assist you?”

      Okay, that sounds like a law office. “I need to speak to Mikeyla Hamilton, please.”

      “I’m sorry, do you have an appointment?”

      “No. And before you hang up, I’m calling from Hawaii with regards to her uncle, Teach Burton.”

      “One moment please.” Calm, unruffled, and completely the opposite of how Ellie felt right now.

      “This is Mikeyla.”

      A strong, cultured voice came on the line.

      “Ms. Hamilton, my name is Ellie Forrester and I work for your uncle. I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, but your uncle was shot last night and is currently in the hospital.”

      “Oh my God. Is he okay? Is he going to make it? Never mind, tell me what hospital he’s at and I will catch the next flight out I can. Thank you, Ellie, for telling me. I’ll see you soon.” She was gone.

      Ellie blinked and stared at the screen of her phone that had now gone dark. She thought there would have been more questions. More something, but from how she understood it they were at odds and didn’t speak. But this woman didn’t bat an eye, just said she would be on the next flight to Hawaii.

      She slipped the small notebook with the number and picture of the brown-haired, brown-eyed woman back into the drawer. Then she shut it and backed away, not wanting to touch anything else.

      Heading back to her place, she called Bennett and checked in with him on Dogfish’s status. Then she called Mikeyla back and told her to let her know about her flight plans and she would be there to pick her up. She took a shower and sat down on the edge of her bed and cried. The tears were a mixture of fear and exhaustion. She could really use a Piper pep talk right now but knew her friend was at work. And sure, she would make time for Ellie, but that wasn’t fair for her business. She wiped her eyes and sighed, staring down at her trembling hands.

      Hang in there, boss. Please.
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      Bennett leaned against the wall, partially staring out the window but mostly gazing at the man who lay in the bed. He couldn’t get past the fact that typically it was Ellie who locked up the bar at night and it could just as easily been her lying there in that bed.

      He shoved a hand through his hair and swore. Stopped then did it all over again.

      The nurses had been in a few times, looked at him then went about their business. He wasn’t about to stay here while Ellie went to work and was in possible danger.

      If only Dogfish would wake up and tell him who the perp was, so he could go after him.

      “I believe that’s my job.”

      Startled, he turned to find Simone Vega reentering the room. He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Excuse me?”

      She gave him a small smile. “You said you wanted him to tell you who the perp was so you could go after him. I merely said, that’s my job.”

      Shit. So that had been out loud.

      “And have you learned who it was yet?” Sure, there was attitude in his tone but damn it, this was hitting far too close to home for his own personal liking.

      “Not yet.” She flicked a brief gaze over the man who still hadn’t woken. Then she moved those green eyes back to him. “Don’t worry. I’m damn good at my job. I’ll find him.”

      “So sure it was a him?”

      She gave a small shrug. “Ninety-five percent. And before you ask, because he asked me not to shoot him before he passed out.”

      “Why are you investigating this instead of a detective?”

      Her gaze chilled and he swore he stared at emeralds sharpened to daggerlike points. “I’m happy to turn it over to the detectives if you’d like. I’m sure they will be more than happy to get to it when he wakes up and goes to find out on his own. They have other cases to pursue and I’m doing this on my own time, but by all means, let’s send in the detectives.”

      So, Officer Vega has teeth.

      “Sorry, been a long day.” He gave a small grin.

      Her smile wasn’t friendly. “I know the feeling.”

      “Cameras checked, CCI from nearby shops?”

      She set her notepad down on the blanket by Dogfish’s hand and tugged the blanket up farther around his bandaged chest.

      “I’m aware I’m neither detective nor military, but I’m good at my job. I’ve checked them and no, there’s not a clear shot of the perp’s face. There was a hint of a tattoo on his left hand and I’m running it now to see if I pull up any hits. Before you ask, I’ve checked with the gang unit to see if any of them recognized it.”

      “I get it, you’re busting your hump and I thank you for it. I’m just concerned whoever this is will come back thinking the next time will be even easier.”

      She lifted a dark eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because Ellie will be the one closing now, not an ex-Marine.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Bullets don’t give a damn whether or not you’ve served your country. It would be just as easy to shoot either one of them.”

      “Point taken. I just mean that people would be more intimidated by Dogfish than Ellie.”

      “Really? Some people are scared of women and maybe that’s why they waited until she wasn’t the one taking it. You never know. I’ll find out, though, and I’ll keep you posted.”

      She dug into her pocket and pulled out a card with her contact information on it. “Call me if he wakes up and remembers anything. Or if you need anything.”

      He withdrew his cell and called hers. She canted her head to the side and he shrugged.

      “Now you have my number. Call me with any updates or if you need anything.”

      “Sure thing.” A final glance down to Dogfish and she walked out.

      “Ellie’s not going to like you flirting with another woman.”

      Bennett whipped his head around to stare at the man lying there. Dogfish stared at him with steadfast appraisal.

      “I wasn’t flirting.”

      “She gave you her number and you put yours in her phone. Isn’t that what passes as flirting for you youngsters?”

      “She’s the officer who’s following up the investigation to find out who did this. Speaking of which, who the fuck shot you?”

      “I don’t know.” He exhaled and shifted on the narrow bed. “Go make sure Ellie is okay.”

      “Always.”

      Bennett headed for the door and slowed before he walked out. “Get better, she’s going to worry about you until you do.”

      “Just a little graze, I’ll be back in there before you know it. Take care of my girl.”

      He had no problems following that particular order from the Marine. With a sharp nod, he strode away, determined to be at the bar for the entire night and walking her home after. No matter what she said about it.

      Last Call had been open for maybe an hour by the time he made it there. The place was its typical busy for this night of the week. He paused on his trek back to his typical seat only to realign his trajectory and head to the bar where he walked behind it without any hesitation.

      Ellie laughed with two guys at the other end of the bar and he utilized the few seconds to just ogle her. She’d changed after she left the hospital and now had dressed in some low-rider jeans and a dark rose spaghetti strap top.

      Aerosmith blared from the jukebox, making the crowd speak up to be heard. He scanned those there, could one of them be the shooter? He wished he had more of his Team with him to help solve this problem. He could handle it, but he was too laser focused when it came to Ellie and he didn’t want to miss something because of that.

      I don’t have them so I have to figure this shit out on my own.

      Before him, Ellie wrapped up with the customers, tossed the towel over her left shoulder and turned. Her right eyebrow jacked up but she didn’t say anything, just moved in his direction, each step full of purpose.

      “A word,” she said, blowing by him to head for the office.

      He followed and closed the door behind him, shutting the two of them in there. Alone. With zero supervision.

      “How is he?”

      She propped her hands on her hips and stared up at him, concern leaking out of her green-blue eyes.

      “He’s awake. I’m here with you until he’s back. Or we catch this asshole.”

      “That’s insane. I don’t need you hanging around here watching me as if every single person in here was going to pull out a piece and cap my ass.”

      Bennett bit off his chuckle, but not before some escaped. Her glare didn’t help him to contain it. “I’m going to need you to stop watching those old movies.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the door.

      “My point is, I’m fine here. You’re not needed to be my bodyguard.”

      “Yes, you’re fine, I’m not arguing that but I will be here, those are my orders.”

      She scowled. “Of course, he couldn’t wake up to talk to the cop, but he can wake enough to tell you to make this your second home and keep an eye on me.” She shrugged. “Whatever. I don’t have time for this, I’ve got a bar to run. Stay out of our way. Unless you want to be a bouncer for the evening?”

      “Nope.”

      She blinked a few times and shook her head once more. “Figures.” Ellie moved up until she nearly touched him. “I have to get going, care to move?”

      He lowered his head and flicked his tongue along the whorl of her ear. “I’ll be doing a lot of moving later on.”

      At her answering blush, he opened the door for her and trailed her back out into the organized chaos. He pitched in as the night went on, fetching cases and yes, even being a bouncer once or twice. For the most part, everyone acted as if it were a regular night. The one thing missing was the familiar presence of Dogfish sitting on his stool in the far corner where he could keep an eye on his bar.

      While he’d seen her work from afar, he’d never actually realized how much she truly did on a nightly basis. Bennett had massive appreciation for all she put into this job. Her love for it, obvious.

      As the night—technically morning—wound down, he kept an eye on those leaving. He checked the place as she did her paperwork. The low and slow ballad of Poison filling the air as she worked diligently on the large stack of papers. He didn’t mind and would wait for her as long as it took.
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      Ellie stirred at the buzz of her phone on the smooth wood of her bedside table. She didn’t want to move. It had been a late night, or morning, at the bar and she swore she’d only been sleeping for about ten minutes. Shimmying out of Bennett’s arms, she fumbled in the dark for the offensive item.

      She sat at the side and thrust it up to her ear, hissing, “Yes?”

      “Ms. Forrester? This is Mikeyla Hamilton.” One hundred percent business in each word issued.

      Sleep was instantly wiped away as she pushed to her feet. “Yes, sorry. I just got home and crawled into bed from the bar. Are you here? Have you landed?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you, I’ll take a car to the hotel.”

      “Nonsense. I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’ll call as I pull up so you can walk out to the car.”

      She rubbed her eyes and yawned once more. Mikeyla said a few more things that she grunted in agreement to as she padded to where she’d left her shorts. Bennett continued to sleep as she dressed. Shoving into her flip flops, she went to the door and picked up her keys before waking out.

      Windows down and music up, she drove to Honolulu International. When she was five minutes out, she called her. As she parked in the loading/unloading zone, she squinted her gritty eyes for the woman who appeared to be a bit like the image in the picture.

      She snorted when Mikeyla strode out the doors. Should have known I wouldn’t have to wonder what she looked like. Identical to the picture, just aged slightly. The woman wore her business attire like a suit of armor. Her brown hair was yanked up into a tight bun and her practical strides ate up the ground as she dragged a wheeled carry-on behind her. Then again, from the stamp of determination on her face, Ellie wasn’t sure the luggage was too scared to fall behind.

      She fought the urge to pat her hair and try to be a bit more presentable instead of appearing as though she’d just rolled out of bed and shoved into the first clothes she found. Okay, so that’s exactly what I did. To be fair, it was the normal time for her to be in bed. Didn’t stop that feeling, however, and she nearly sat on her hands before she hopped out and opened the trunk.

      “Hi,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Ellie.”

      Those brown eyes snapped to her and in one second Ellie believed she’d been assessed and marked a failure. From the bottoms of her flip-flops that showed off her mismatched toenail paint up to her bed head that looked as if she’d just come from having some wild, rowdy sex.

      Okay, so that part is true as well.

      “Mikeyla.” The handshake was brief.

      “I can take that.”

      “No need.” Mikeyla hefted the bag into the trunk of her second-hand Hyundai and Ellie closed the lid.

      “How was the flight?”

      “Uneventful.”

      All right then. She got it, this woman wasn’t one for small talk. No problem.

      Ellie got them on the road and off to the hotel. She pulled up in front of the entrance and put the car in park.

      “I was going to see him when visiting hours began if you’d like me to pick you up. Or I can go later, maybe you’d like to see him alone for a bit.”

      “I have no wish to be a hassle. If you don’t mind picking me up that will be fine. I’ll be down and waiting.” She was out the door by the trunk in a flash.

      Ellie popped the lid so she could get her bag, and the woman took it then headed inside after slamming it shut. Rubbing more sleep from her eyes, Ellie waited until the woman was safely inside the hotel before she pulled away.

      “Well, she’s going to be a load of fun. Mainlanders sure are an uptight bunch.”

      She smiled despite being one herself. Giving herself a pass as she’d learned to calm and slow down since being here, she no longer lumped herself in that category.

      Back at her place, she went to the door and began climbing the stairs to her floor. Halfway up, her stomach began rumbling.

      “Why the hell am I so hungry?”

      Jason was at the top when she got there and went into the hallway. He sat on the floor playing his dragons. His wide grin had her smiling in return.

      “Morning, Jason. How’s the crew today?”

      He nodded sagely and held up his favorite one, with its large wings and sharp teeth. “We’re very hungry today. Looking for girls to eat.”

      She crouched down beside him, glanced left and right before speaking in a stage whisper. “Why are we looking for girls to eat?”

      A faint blush ran up his cheeks. He’s got a crush on someone.

      “They’re pretty so they probably taste better.”

      “Very logical thinking. We do taste better.” She ruffled his hair. “I’m going to the bookstore again this weekend, so let me know if you think of another book for me to look for.” She got to her feet and left him with a small wave.

      Her apartment smelled like waffles when she pushed in. And bacon. Her stomach rumbled again, louder this time.

      Bennett was on the phone and she slowed down, taking the opportunity to stare at the man before her. He’d just showered, for his skin still had a few rebellious water droplets that rolled down his muscular back, trailing along that bronzed skin, moving over ridges and valleys before vanishing when they hit the waistband of his jeans.

      “I’ll check on it when I get home, Tom. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about but I’ll run another diagnostic for you. Want me to call you with the results or just send them over to you so you can read them when you have some time?”

      Dragging her gaze from his ass, she listened a bit more. She didn’t know much about what he did, so this conversation interested her. Even if she was eavesdropping.

      Moments later she shook her head as she didn’t understand any of it. Computer talk about codes and blah blah blah made her head hurt. She moved closer to him and splayed her hand along the expanse of his back while she peered around him.

      “I’ll be in touch, Tom. Have a good one.” He ended the call and slid the phone along the counter before he turned and kissed her forehead. “Morning.”

      “What are you doing awake?”

      “I was hungry and figured you would be too when you got back.” He flipped the bacon.

      Fuck, it smelled so good she wanted to stick her face in the pan, to hell with how hot the thing was.

      “You knew I was gone?”

      He chuckled and leaned around her to flip the waffle maker. “I woke the moment your phone rang.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “Nothing to say. You were going to get his niece and I don’t think I was needed to tag along for that. How is she holding up?”

      Ellie snorted and moved to the fridge where she grabbed some fresh fruit juice.

      “Uh oh. Do you not like her?”

      “I think if I was acting that way when I got here, no wonder people eyed me strange. I swear she’s an icicle. God, I don’t want to talk ill about his niece, but she was cold.”

      “Maybe she’s still trying to process all of this. Plus, with the long flight from the East Coast, she’s got to be tired.”

      She narrowed her eyes as she poured the drink into two glasses. “I looked like a street urchin next to her. Not even a hair was out of place on that woman, she wouldn’t know how to be tired.”

      Bennett took the bacon off the heat and stood next to her. “Okay, there’s a lot of animosity there. Where is this coming from?”

      “I don’t want her to upset him and if she treats him like she did me in the car, so help me God, I’m going to make her need a hospital.”

      He cupped her shoulders, fingers smoothing along her in a soothing motion. “Calm down here, Smash. Give her a chance.”

      “Why are you defending her?”

      “Because it’s Dogfish’s niece. We need to make her feel welcome or he’s not going to be happy. We don’t need to upset him right now. We need him to get better and leave the hospital.” He dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose. “I’d like to see the catfight, though, just on principle.”

      The laughter came even though she wanted to remain mad at him for taking Mikeyla’s side in this. She smiled and when he responded, her stomach tightened. How had she ended up with a guy like him in her life? His sexy dimples made her want to forget about breakfast and see what other places they could find in her place to make love.

      “Of course you would. I don’t get the lure.”

      “Of?” He removed the next waffle and put it on the plate staying in a warm oven.

      “Seeing two women fight one another.”

      “Same thing as women and guns. It’s fucking sexy.”

      She shrugged and carried the juice to the table. “I don’t get it.”

      “And that’s fine with me,” he said, transferring the bacon to a plate.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because if it did the same thing to you it did to me, we wouldn’t be sharing a bed.”

      “Which is what it all boils down to, isn’t it? Sex.”

      “Sex and surfing. Not sure what else there is in the world.”

      She snorted as he winked at her and rolled her eyes. “I’m not having this discussion with you.”

      “How about a hands-on demonstration?”

      She sucked her lower lip in her mouth, briefly as he stared at her, his eyes getting darker. “I’d really like that.”

      He stepped toward her.

      “So, when’s my surfing lesson?”

      He grumbled and pulled her close. “That was mean, feel how happy he was to hear that?” Bennett bucked his hips pushing his hard cock against her.

      Her body responded instantly but, as horny as this man made her, right now, she had to eat, shower, and get to the hospital. Or do I?

      Cupping him through his jeans, she purred with pleasure. “I do, I do. And I would hate to disappoint him.” Ellie dropped to her knees and nuzzled his crotch, dragging her teeth along the jean material.

      “Ellie.” Her name left his mouth on a growl mixed with a beg.

      “Shh,” she said. “I’m about to be very busy.” Ellie undid the button of his jeans and pulled the zipper down, revealing his hard cock. He went commando and she loved it.
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      The bar was just as busy as it had been. Bennett nodded at Rachel as she went by, expertly balancing her tray laden with drinks. He wanted to be up where Ellie was, by the bar, but she frowned at that and had told him only employees back there. He got it, truly he did. There was the liability aspect and the fact he was all thumbs behind a bar and only got in the way.

      To make himself feel better about it, he had fooled himself into the belief he could better keep an eye on those who came and went from where he sat currently. He toyed with the bottle before him, not really wanting to drink it. His mind had fully sunk into mission mode and he never drank on missions. Nothing to impair him or possibly impede the outcome of his goal.

      Tonight, his Ellie had tugged on a pair of tight white shorts that allowed her tan legs to be ogled and drawn on a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt. Somehow the attire made the blonde streaks in her brunette hair stand out even more than usual. He liked it. A lot.

      Two more couples strode in and behind them—well, it wasn’t anyone he’d expected to see there. Mikeyla Hamilton came in as if she owned the not just the place but the ground she walked on.

      He watched as she walked to the bar and spoke with Larson, who gave her a smile known to make the women pant with hunger. Mikeyla didn’t bat an eye. With an easygoing shrug, Larson pointed back to where Bennett sat. She looked in his direction then headed toward him, parting the crowd before her without a single word.

      Like the previous two times he’d seen her, she had her hair pulled back in that bun he figured had to yank the fuck out of her skull, it looked painful and uncomfortable.

      “Mr. Harvey.”

      He nudged a chair out with his foot and gestured with his head for her to take a seat. “Call me Bennett.”

      She sat. Well, more perched on the edge of the chair. “My uncle speaks highly of you and says that if I need anything you’re the one to see.”

      Okay, he was intrigued. Past her, he saw Ellie looking over in their direction. But only once, after that she went about her business. For a moment, he wondered if she was jealous that he was sitting with Mikeyla. The woman was attractive, would be more so if she would not look like she’d just sucked on a lemon and was afraid to get a speck of dirt on her.

      “What is it you need?”

      He rocked back in his chair, fingers curved around the brown glass neck of the bottle.

      She shifted slightly before stillness settled over her like a blanket. “I’m going to be here for a while as he recovers. I still have work to accomplish for my firm back in DC. I only have my laptop and it’s not enough for what I need. I’ll be purchasing another computer and was wondering if you’d be able to set it up for me in my uncle’s place. That way all the things I have on here will be on there and I’ll actually have a decent-sized screen to work on. For whatever reason this one is flickering and not wanting to come up. I don’t want to lose all my work.”

      He nodded and stole another glance over to where Ellie chatted up a few Marines. “I can do that for you, no problem. When were you needing this done?”

      “Now.”

      He snapped his focus back to her. “Right now?”

      “Is that a problem? He lives above the bar. I was under the impression this was something that you do all the time. Will it take longer than I’m thinking it should?”

      “I don’t know your system, so I can’t answer that without looking at it.”

      He didn’t want to leave Ellie alone in the bar. She’s not even close to being alone in here, she’s surrounded by people. Be that as it may, they weren’t him. Or wouldn’t be if he wasn’t even in the bar.

      “So take a look at it.”

      He got the feeling this wasn’t a woman who heard no very often. And he was thrilled that Dogfish suggested she come to him. I didn’t even know the old bastard knew what I did for a job. Should have known better, Dogfish was sharp as they came.

      He got to his feet, leaving the beer until he pushed the chair in. Then he swiped it and handed it off to Rachel as she wove through the crowd.

      “You leaving?” She arched an eyebrow before cutting her gaze back to where Ellie worked behind the bar.

      “I’ll be back.”

      She moved her observant gaze between him and Mikeyla. Her warm expression cooled before she walked away without a word. Great, now they were thinking he was off with this woman cheating on Ellie.

      They’d not introduced Mikeyla to the staff. She’d turned the offer down, stating she wouldn’t be in the bar enough to need to know their names. So, he got where Ellie got her feathers ruffled from this woman, she had an extremely sharp edge to her that would cut you if you weren’t careful. Hell, probably would even if you were.

      “Let’s go,” he said to her, gesturing to the door.

      “Isn’t there a back entrance that leads up to his place?”

      “There is, but it’s locked and unless you have the key to it we have to go out front then around.”

      She sighed and whirled around to smack into a tall built man. He reached out and steadied her so she didn’t fall. Bennett was close and watched the way Mikeyla’s eyes lasered in on his lips before she cleared her throat and yanked herself free of his arms.

      “Be more careful.”

      He arched a black eyebrow before shaking his head. “You’re welcome.”

      The man had a deep southern drawl, Texas if Bennett’s ear was correct on that.

      “Excuse me?” Mikeyla brushed off some imaginary dirt from her suit coat.

      “You are an uptight thing. I said you’re welcome for me stopping you from falling on your ass. Thank you would have been the proper response for you to give me. Not ‘be more careful’ as that isn’t polite.”

      “Who ran into who?”

      Bennett cocked his head to the side and realized just who stood before him. Ward Sutton, former hotshot quarterback in the NFL. He’d retired two years ago because of his concern over CTE. Chronic traumatic encephalopathy was a swiftly growing fear in the NFL. The man may have been at the height of his career but he gave it all up because he didn’t want to suffer from the brain degermation.

      The man was like Cam Newton or Ben Roethlisberger, who both took massive hits from the opposing players. He hadn’t been protected like that quaterback for the Patriots.

      Ignoring the woman between them, he reached out his hand. “Huge fan, Mr. Sutton. Loved watching you play.”

      The man flashed a grin, showing off even white teeth against his tan skin. “Thanks. What’s your name?”

      “Bennett Harvey.”

      “Call me Ward. Nice to know some people around here are friendly.” He flicked his gaze down to the top of Mikeyla’s head that came to his shoulder.

      “We’re a friendly group. I have to run an errand but will be back in a few. I’d love to talk if you have the inclination and are still around.”

      “I’ll be right here.” He gestured to the table behind Bennett that he’d just vacated.

      “Be back.”

      The man skirted them and sank his tall form into the chair. “It sure as fuck would take me longer than a short amount of time with that.”

      “Mikeyla,” Bennett gripped her arm to stop her from whipping around to face off with the quarterback. “Computer questions, remember?”

      She led the way out the door and around the building to the alley leading to the steps to Dogfish’s place. As they walked in, he noticed she’d not added anything to it. In fact, if he didn’t know for a fact she was staying here he would have sworn she was still at the hotel. Not a single sign of her living there.

      The only difference was the large computer on his desk. An all in one is what it looked like when he neared.

      “Where’s your laptop?”

      “I’ll go get it.”

      Shortly, she placed it beside him then stepped back once more. He flipped open the lid of her computer and she cleared her throat. Bennett gazed back to where she stood.

      “I can give you a list of my passwords.”

      “Not necessary.” He noticed the screen flickering as she’d mentioned. “It won’t take me long.”

      He got to work then and was careful not to leave any of her files behind. While it took him longer than he wanted, it sure as hell didn’t take as long as it could have. Making sure she knew where everything was, he left saying he’d bring back the laptop after he fixed it for her. Then he returned to the bar, stowed the laptop behind the bar, and went to join Ward for a drink and conversation.

      The two of them stayed until closing. And while he didn’t have a chance to speak to Ellie before then, he continually kept an eye on her behind the bar.
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      “Are you sure about that?” Ellie tapped her foot and unflinchingly held the stare of the man in bed who made just such an outrageous claim.

      Dogfish scowled up at her. “Of course I’m sure. I was here when it was said. Where else would I have been? I’ve been stuck in this place for far too long.”

      “One, don’t raise your voice to me. Two. You were shot and it was worse than you’d first believed. This is the safest place for you right now. So you’ll stay here and recover until the doctor actually releases you to go home.”

      “You sure are lippy for an employee.”

      “Manager, and a damn good one who’s keeping your hellhole flush in cash while you’re here.” She crossed her arms, ready to push him back if he even thought he would climb out of bed while she stood there.

      “Be nice to her, Mr. Burton. This young lady has been here every day to see you whether you remember it or not.”

      Ellie turned to see Nurse Bryn Hunt enter the room. She was her favorite, not taking any gruff from Dogfish, and nothing but polite to Ellie when she saw her. Her mocha face, a stark contrast against the pale pink scrub top she wore. A top matched by the shoes on her feet, the pink stream broken up by the dark navy pants.

      “You,” he snapped.

      Ellie whirled back to Dogfish, shocked at his behavior. “Be nice,” she responded sharply.

      “This…this…”

      “Nurse, would be the word you’re searching for, Mr. Burton. Especially since you’ve not had your shot yet today. I am more than happy to go ask Nurse Ainsley to let me have that pleasure.” She held the man’s gaze, and if Ellie hadn’t been watching she wouldn’t have believed it for a second.

      Her boss looked away first. She faced the nurse who had a soft smile on her face as she looked at Dogfish.

      “He’s like most military men we get in here. Full of angry bluster used to men jumping at anything they say.” She shook her head. “Well, he’s got nothing on my own DI I had.” Nurse Bryn met her gaze. “Besides, it’s always fun to give them some of their own medicine.”

      “I can hear you,” he groused.

      “You’re supposed to be able to, and now we have confirmation there’s nothing wrong with your hearing.”

      “You were in the military?” Ellie asked her.

      “I was in the Navy.” Behind her, Dogfish had returned his attention to her. “Was a corpsman and used it to pay for college to become a nurse. Served for eight years and got out to follow this passion.” Another brilliant smile. “I love my job, even on days when our patients are less than pleasant to us.”

      As she began to spin back, Dogfish closed his eyes and pretended he hadn’t been all into the conversation between Ellie and Bryn.

      “Well, Last Call is a bar that has mostly a military clientele if you’d ever care to stop by. First drink’s on me for taking such good care of my boss.”

      Bryn met her gaze once more. “Maybe I will take you up on that. Especially since I know he’s in here and won’t ruin my night.”

      Ellie bit the inside of her lip, doing her best not to laugh at the expression on Dogfish’s face. Lord help her, she tried but failed.

      “I look forward to seeing you there. Who knows, maybe you’ll find a nice Navy man.”

      Bryn angled her body so she could see them both. “That would be a refreshing change, especially after dealing with old crotchety Marines.” She finished, adding his medication to his IV and disposing of the needle. “I’ll be by tonight. Thanks for the invitation, honey.”

      “Looking forward to it. Thanks so much for taking such good care of him.”

      She didn’t comment, just provided Ellie with another warm, matronly smile before she exited the room.

      “Why is it so hard for you to be nice to Bryn?” Ellie dragged the chair closer to the bed and curled up in it, feet beneath her.

      “The woman should be called Attila,” he groused, yanking on the blanket Bryn had just adjusted over his lower body. “Can’t believe you invited her to the bar.”

      “My mistake, I mean, it’s a bar. Drumming up business is a good thing, or so I thought. Perhaps you have a magic wand you wave to get new patrons. But I thought it would be nice to do something for the woman who’s been charged with taking care of you.”

      “It’s former military there and current.”

      “I’m aware of that,” she said, struggling to keep the humor from her tone. “From what I’ve seen of Bryn, she is more than capable of handling herself. She is prior Navy, after all.”

      He fisted a hand. “Humph. She wasn’t a Marine.”

      Looking up in silent prayer, she shook her head. “Thank God, because I couldn’t handle the bloodshed that would come from two stubborn Marines butting heads all day.” He sent her a glare that would have sent her running to a corner in the past, but now all she did was blow him a kiss and pull out her list of books she wanted to hunt for this weekend. A few of the titles were being held for her at shops but some would be an adventure.

      “Did you even hear me?”

      “Uh huh.” She made notes beside the ones she had for sure. “You wanted me to give Bryn all her drinks tonight on the house. No problem, boss.”

      “Not what I said.”

      She looked up and smiled. For a moment she was taken aback by how much older he suddenly appeared to her. This getting shot business had taken more out of him than she’d thought at first. Pain leeched into her heart. This old man was a father to her in every way.

      “I’m sure it’s what you meant instead of ‘keep an eye on her,’ as if I have the right to keep an eye on Bryn and make a decision on who she decides to talk to or go home with.” Another few notations. “Or that you have the right.”

      “She goes home with someone, Half Pint, and I promise to you I will find a way out of this bed and to your house.”

      “She’s a grown woman, boss. I can’t make those decisions for you. But,” she added when he began sitting, “I will make sure that Bennett follows her home so we are sure she gets there safe.” Then you can pester him for information about where this woman lives.

      That answer must have been acceptable for he settled back on the bed. After a few moments of silence, he patted the mattress. “Did you come here to work on your list or keep me company?”

      “I am capable of doing both.” She never looked up from her sheet.

      “We have a game of poker going. Get the deck.”

      She folded up her list and shoved it in the front pocket of her jeans, followed by the pen. Then she reached for the worn deck of blue cards and passed them over. After a bit of rooting in the drawer, she found their score sheet and bit back her curse. Thank the gods this was just a game or she’d be in serious hock to this man.

      She stayed for another two hours before taking her leave. After stopping by the nurses’ station, where she reiterated her offer of free drinks, she went to the park where she was supposed to meet Bennett for lunch.

      Sitting on a park bench watching the mixture of people flow by, they had a lovely meal from a food truck. Locals, tourists, it made for wonderful people watching. Currently, they were trying to figure out what the day jobs of those they picked out were.

      “I think he’s an accountant.”

      She readjusted her sunglasses she depended on to protect her from the glare off the Pacific Ocean and the bright rays that shone down from above. “What makes you think that?”

      He took a big bite of his cheeseburger. “He walks like one.”

      Scooping up ketchup with her fries, she shook her head as she chewed. “That doesn’t make sense. How do you know that?”

      “What do you think he is?”

      The man had thinning hair and a poorly-fitted suit as he moved slowly along the sidewalk.

      “I think he’s miserable. He came here to cheat on his wife and now that he has he’s trying to figure out how best to lie to her about it.”

      “How did you get to that conclusion?”

      She sipped her drink. “While we’ve been sitting here, he’s dug in his pocket and pulled on his wedding ring. So, whatever he was doing to acquire such a wrinkled suit, he didn’t want his marital status known. And the expression on his face is one of regret. His affair seemed like a good thing at first but now he’s questioning the wisdom.”

      “And if you were the wife?”

      “I would tell him to keep his ass in Hawaii and file for divorce.” Her fingers tightened around her cup and she forced herself to relax them a bit.

      “Better than me. I would have whopped his ass.” Bennett kissed her. “Ready to walk around for a bit?”

      Downing her last few fries, she nodded. They dropped the trash in the receptacle and walked along, holding hands, enjoying the day. After a while, he guided them into line for a sno-cone.

      She ran a hand through her short hair and sighed. Days didn’t get much better than this.

      Ahead of them a couple bickered, and ahead of them a young couple were kissing. In front of them was another couple who grabbed her focus. When the woman moved to the side, she could see the dark marks on her upper arm.

      The man with her held her in a bruising grip as he snapped at her. The woman shook her head but the man shoved her out of line. “If you don’t want to wait then we will go right now,” he barked.

      Ellie’s world of sunshine and beauty instantly transformed into one of stormy weather and tornados. In less than a second all the light vanished, and she was once again trapped in a world abuse and fear. She’d managed to survive these past years, even seeing men treat women in less than respectful way but this was different.

      In every way.

      Because that man there, wasn’t just another stranger. He was her ex-husband. She fainted.

      

      Bennett barely caught her before she hit the ground. She’d gone stiff about five seconds after they got into line. He didn’t think it was the quarrelling couple before them. When the man two spots ahead of that one shoved the woman he was with out of the line, he found who had bothered her.

      She gasped, “Trevor.” Then collapsed, leaving him mere seconds to grab her before she hit.

      He moved her out of the line and lay her down. “Come on, wake up. Someone call an ambulance.” He wasn’t taking chances, not with her. A crowd grew, including the man who’d done this to her.

      Bennett nearly snarled in anger but he shoved it back, determined to remain focused on Ellie. Even so, he marked where the man went and was careful not to say her name in the small chance he didn’t recognize her. His left hand curved as if he had a sidearm there, determined to protect this woman from any and all threats.

      The sirens cut through the milling crowd and some dispersed, while the majority merely moved back.

      “What happened?” the nearest EMT demanded as he approached.

      “She just collapsed.”

      Bennett moved back just enough that they could get close to her and check her out. The man she’d been staring at moved a bit to the left, the woman with him still in his clutches.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Ellie,” he said, returning his attention to the man who knelt over her.

      “Could be heat exhaustion, vitals are fine. Her pressure is up and pulse is skittery. I’d feel more comfortable if we could take her in.”

      “Do it but I’m riding with her.”

      “Sure thing. Come on, Karen, let’s get her in the back.”

      The pair worked efficiently and soon they were rolling to the back of the ambulance. He climbed up after they secured her in and sat on the side not taken by the guy who was in the back. Karen slid behind the wheel.

      “Can you hear me, Ellie?” He adjusted her oxygen mask and hooked her up to an IV. “Just electrolytes,” he said to Bennett.

      He picked up her limp hand, wishing there were more he could do for her. One thing was certain, they were having a chat when she woke up from this. He needed to know what had scared her so badly it had made her drop into unconsciousness.

      They rolled into the hospital and he followed them inside the building. They made him stay out while they examined her, and he paced. Finally, the doctor came out to him and held up a hand to ward off his question.

      “She’s going to be fine. From all indications, this was nothing medical that will need to be of concern. We took x-rays and no broken anything.”

      “She didn’t fall,” he said. “I caught her before she hit the ground.”

      “This time.”

      He scowled. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that for a woman with so many healed bones, never mind. I can’t discuss anything with you. She’ll be moved to recovery in a bit, you can go see her if you’d like.”

      “Thank you.” He strode off down the hall only to slow and stop. The doctor’s words rang like a ship’s bell in his head. Loud and clear.

      Healed bones. Bones didn’t need to heal unless they’d been broken or fractured. A red haze settled over his eyes and he wanted just two seconds with that man from the park. The park. Where he truck was. He needed to get it so he could take her home. But at the same time, he had no wish to leave her.

      The desire to see her won out and he made his way to reception and asked for her location.

      “She’s over behind curtain four. Second on the left side.”

      “Thank you.” He made his way there and cleared his throat on the outside of the hanging sheet. “Smash? You decent? I’m coming in.”

      It wasn’t like there was a door or anything for him to knock on. So, he slid the drape aside and exhaled sharply. Seconds later a litany of curses streamed from his mouth.

      Ellie was gone.

      He hadn’t a clue how the hell she’d managed to get by him and out the door. Not only that, but who had she called for a ride? He had her purse and phone with him. His worry ratcheted up the more he thought about what could happen to her as she went home.

      Dashing out of the hospital, he flagged down the first taxi he saw and barked out her address as he slid across the backseat. The driver took off the moment he’d shut the door.

      Bennett dug for money and tossed it in the driver’s direction as he bolted from the cab and toward the door. He dashed up the stairs to her door.

      Bam. Bam. Bam.

      “Ellie. Open the door.” His heart pounded in his chest. Nothing came from the inside. Not a peep.

      She never came to the door, so he whirled around and made his way to the bar. It hadn’t opened yet. He checked his watch and saw the doors wouldn’t be opening for another ninety-five minutes.

      Where the fuck had she gone?

      He hung around the bar, waiting for her to show up and open the doors. Right at the appropriate time the neon sign in the window clicked on, the plastic on was turned to read open and Rachel propped open the door.

      “Where’s Ellie?”

      “Hi, Bennett. Good to see you. How am I? Well, thanks. Why don’t you come on in?”

      The reprimand was blatant and he gave her a small smile. One that wasn’t returned. Rachel walked away and he followed, eyes immediately swinging to the bar and he sighed as he spied her back there, with a clipboard in hand.

      “We need to talk, Smash.”

      She jumped at his voice. Actually, jumped then flinched slightly and it curdled his gut. Body incredibly tense, she faced him, expression drawn and strained.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Harvey. I’m a bit busy right now, if you can make an appointment that would probably be best.”

      He narrowed his eyes and noticed how she drew into herself before she shored up her backbone and lifted her chin. Even so, there wasn’t any denying the lingering fear in the backs of her eyes.

      “I’m afraid now would be better for me.”

      “Perhaps I can help you with your problem.”

      In his periphery, he watched Mikeyla stride up. Still looking as out of place as she had the last time he’d seen her. That familiar expression of “don’t fuck with me” on her face as she neared.

      “No, ma’am, but thank you. This is between me and Smash.”

      He turned his gaze back to her and arched an eyebrow. Her hands were trembling slightly as she put the clipboard on the counter. She hid it well and slipped her hands into her pockets.

      “The sooner I deal with this the sooner I can get back to work.”

      Deal with this? Like he was an issue? Bennett grew angry.

      She led the way over toward the office and slowed. “Do we need to be in there or is here fine?”

      Oh, they needed. “Inside.”

      She preceded him in and waited for him to pass before she shut the door behind, closing them in together.
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      Ellie fought the urge to rub her sweaty palm off on her thighs. No weakness. No hesitation.

      “What can I do for you?”

      She ensured that her voice didn’t hold any of the emotion she had for him. Time to make him go away before she got in any deeper and had another situation as she’d had previously.

      Waking up in pure panic mode in the hospital had been the icing on the cake. She swore she’d felt every single one of the breaks and bruises her ex had given her, lying in that bed. The doctor had come in trying to ask her about the x-rays and the old familiar lies had poured out of her mouth.

      Shame flushed her skin and, as soon as she could, she fled. While she’d not had her phone, identification, money, or anything like that, she got a sweet nurse to allow her a phone call. And she used it to ring Dogfish’s apartment. Thank God his niece answered the phone and that’s where she’d gone. Mikeyla had met her and paid her fare before bringing her up into the apartment where Ellie had promptly fallen asleep on the couch.

      Nightmares had plagued her and she woke screaming with tears streaming down her face. Mikeyla sat beside her and held her. Didn’t ask questions or anything, just held her until the tears stopped and she fell back to a restless sleep.

      When she woke for work, her eyes were red and puffy and her throat already raw. Her bones made her wonder if something hadn’t been broken once more. She showered and changed before the women headed down together.

      She was torn between stay and run. God help her, she wanted to run back to Kansas and Piper but she wouldn’t leave while Dogfish was still in the hospital. She would stay, at least until he was back to work.

      “Ellie?”

      She blinked away her memories and focused on the large man watching her with sharp eyes.

      “Say your piece, I have to get back to work.”

      “Okay, first, are you okay? Why did you run from the hospital? Who the fuck was that guy and what happened for you to pass out? I know it wasn’t heat stroke. You passed out from fear.”

      She had to focus on something other than him. His eyes were imploring her to fall into his trap and offer up her trust. She’d done so one time already and had forgotten what men could be like and what they could do to her. And this man across from her was trained to kill. Quickly and efficiently.

      He placed her items on the desk and took a step toward her. She locked her knees to keep them from trembling. He noticed and stopped his forward progression.

      With a heavy sigh, he held his hands out to the side. “Will you talk to me, Ellie? I’m not going to hurt you.”

      That’s what they all said. “Thank you for returning my stuff. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome, and none of that is an answer to my question. Not any of them.”

      Yeah, she was fully aware of that fact.

      “Talk to me.”

      “Nothing to say. I just needed to leave and get out of there. I don’t like hospitals.” That, at least, was the God’s honest truth. All they did was teach her to be a better liar.

      He crossed his arms and she was once again reminded how big and strong he was. How easily he could hurt her. Hell, he could kill her without expending all his strength.

      Her heart fought with desperate fervor, the thoughts streaming through her brain, reminding her that he’d been nothing but gentle to her from the start. Too many years of abuse outweighed anything else. And those words were exactly what Trevor had said.

      “We have nothing to say to one another. I’m sorry for leading you on, but I think it best that we end this now.”

      “Bullshit. Who’s Trevor?”

      The menace in his tone scared her all over again. Biting the inside of her lip, the metallic and all too familiar taste of blood snapped her out of her frozen fear.

      “It doesn’t matter. If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. A business to run.”

      “I’m not letting this go, Smash. You mentioned his name right before you collapsed and I’m guessing it was the prick who was manhandling the woman beside him. Combining that with the statement the doc made about all your healed bones, I’m guessing that fuck beat you. Often.”

      Heart clenching, she worked to swallow and retain moisture in her throat.

      He exhaled slowly and stepped back farther. “I hope you know I’d never hurt you, Ellie. Ever. Not just you, any woman. I wasn’t raised that way. I know it’s not easy for you to hear or believe but it’s the God’s honest truth. I’d sooner eat a bullet than raise a hand to you.”

      Tears burned the back of her eyes and she furiously blinked them away. Heaven help her, it would be so easy to trust him.

      That’s what I thought of Trevor as well. Look how that turned out. Fuck. What if he found out I was here? What if he has come here to drag me back with him?

      Her breathing grew ragged and shallow. She struggled to get a decent lungful of oxygen but couldn’t manage. He stepped toward her and she scrambled back, not sure she could take him touching her. Because she couldn’t trust her body around him, it was weak. She had to stay strong.

      “Please,” she said, hating herself for begging but needing him to understand. “Leave me alone.”

      She backed out of the room, wiped angrily at her eyes, and slipped back behind the bar, a fake smile plastered on her face. Part of her expected him to barge behind the counter and drag her away. Trevor would have done so but Bennett didn’t. Instead he came out of the office and claimed a spot at the bar. In her section.

      He ordered a lemon-lime soda and sipped it throughout the night. Bennett never pushed her to talk but he never took his eyes off her. She felt their weight on her all night long.

      On her break, she slipped into the employee bathroom and pulled out the phone he’d returned to her. Putting it to her ear, she waited for it to be picked up on the other end.

      “What’s wrong?” Piper’s sleep laden voice was laced with concern.

      “Trevor is here.”

      “What the fuck is he doing there? He was going on vacation with his new wife. Oh shit. He went to Oahu and you ran into him. Did he say anything to you? Threaten you? What happened?”

      “He actually didn’t say a word to me. I saw him and her, bruising and all. Then I heard his voice and I panicked, Piper. I fainted. I want to come home.” The tears she’d struggled to hold back spilled forth.

      “What about Bennett?”

      “I broke it off with him. I can’t take the chance he would swing at me. He’s so much bigger and stronger than Trevor. I’d be killed.”

      Piper sighed, and Ellie waited for her to scold her for being a baby.

      “If you feel you need to come home, I’ll be there to pick you up at the airport. Let me know when your flight is. I love you, Ellie.” She was gone.

      Her nerves were killing her and she puked, heaved, and did it again. After washing out her mouth and making sure she looked presentable, at least passable, she went back out to work, snagging a mint from the office desk to suck on.

      Bennett remained on the same stool, eyes locked onto her the moment she came into his line of sight. He rose slightly but sank back when she shook her head at him, ever so slightly. The night picked up and it was a struggle for her not to jump each time a man raised his voice. It was a bar, for crying out loud, they got rowdy and loud.

      She took an extra break just to get her bearings. As she stood facing the back wall, the door closed behind her and she turned to find Mikeyla there.

      “Do you want to stay in here for the rest of the night? I can tell them you have massive amounts of paperwork to finish up.”

      She shook her head and kicked at the chair, wincing when it barely moved, but the spike of pain shafted right up her leg. “No. I…I…”

      Ellie bent at the waist, desperate to keep the bile down this time. Inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth. Or was it the other way around?

      It didn’t matter, neither way helped. Mikeyla walked up to her and guided her to the couch.

      “You’re safe here,” she said, pushing Ellie to sit on the leather covered cushion. “You do understand that, right?”

      Ellie’s lower jaw chattered against her upper, echoing in her head. She tried to nod, but it wouldn’t work. Mikeyla got down to her level and stared directly into her eyes. She couldn’t make out her features, it was all nothing more than a blurry blob floating before her.

      “I need a verbal answer from you, Ellie. I need you to confirm you know where you are and that you’re safe here.”

      The panic surrounding her didn’t want to release her. It clamored to close in closer, grow thicker and suffocate her. Mikeyla’s voice was that of the beacon of light from the lighthouse, shining a clear path through the stormy weather. Ellie latched onto it, scrambling and fighting not to lose it.

      Her palms burned as if they had been cut and torn in her struggle. But she made it and, ever so slowly, Mikeyla’s face came back into focus. Her brown eyes remained steady.

      “Head down, slow deep breaths.”

      Ellie knew the drill and put her head between her knees and waited for more clarity to sink in. When her heart had slowed along with her breathing, she sat back and rested along the couch, drawing her legs up with her.

      “Thank you.”

      “No need to thank me, but I do need an answer to my question.”

      “I know I’m safe here, yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mikeyla pulled up a chair and sat as opposed to claiming a spot beside her on the couch.

      Flames of shame raced up her cheeks and she touched them, warm and flushed. She lowered her gaze until Mikeyla cleared her throat.

      “You don’t get to be embarrassed by that. Panic attacks happen. My question to you is, will you stay in here for the rest of the night? They’re only going to get louder and rowdier.”

      “By that logic they need me.”

      “Your people can run the bar. I can run the till. I can’t make drinks, but I can wash, run the register, and help out in other ways. I know there’s paperwork to be done here so focus on that. And get it out of your head that you’re running from the problem. You don’t always have to face everything head on, at that very second.”

      She blinked and laced her fingers together. “And to think I thought you were a bitch when we first met.”

      A rare smile lifted Mikeyla’s lips, transforming her into a stunning woman. Amazing what a smile could and did do for a person.

      “Make no mistake, I still am, but I also have worked with enough battered women to recognize the signs, and in rare instances I shelve my bitchiness. This was one of those times, but don’t get used to it.” She patted Ellie’s knee and got to her feet. “I’ll get back out there and tell them some phone call came in and you had some paperwork to finish. They won’t ask me more than that since I don’t know the business and am just the boss’s niece.”

      Mikeyla went to the door and paused before opening it. “Buzz my phone if you need me.” Then she left Ellie alone with her thoughts and fears.

      

      Bennett waited for her to come back out. She didn’t. Mikeyla did and spoke with Larson, who nodded and guided her over to the register, explaining a few things, he supposed. He let her get settled into her new role as a cashier before he left his stool and went over there.

      “Bennett,” she said with a nod as she swiftly made change for one of the waitresses.

      “Where is she?”

      “Last I knew, Ellie received a phone call and mumbled something about paperwork. She was facing a few piles when she asked me if I could assist out here since she would be tied up back there for the rest of the night.”

      He mulled that over. It was possible, there had been nights where she’d gone to the back and did paperwork. Those nights he typically left early. He came to see her and if she was in the back there wasn’t any point to him hanging out. Mikeyla didn’t lower her gaze or act as if she were trying to hide anything from him.

      She’s a lawyer, she lies for a living.

      “What kind of paperwork?”

      She never missed a beat. “No clue, she just sat at the desk and pulled some things out before getting to work on them.”

      “Here, hon, two whiskeys straight.”

      Mikeyla again made change and handed it back.

      Bennett let it go. Short of kicking in the door and scaring the shit out of a woman who was already frightened made no sense to him, he had to wait. He didn’t want to, but he would. So he went back to his spot at the back of the bar, where he could see if and when she came back out.

      The staff didn’t act any different, no one continually popped back to check on her so perhaps that’s all it was. He still had his suspicions. By the end of the night Ellie still hadn’t made it back out and he had to leave with the rest.

      He slowed as Larson was rounding up the stragglers. The man stopped by him and looked pointedly between him and the door.

      “I need to see Ellie.”

      “We’re closed. Sorry, all I know is she’s doing paperwork and we don’t disturb her for that unless it’s an emergency, and her boyfriend wanting to see her doesn’t fall into that category. Call her and she will either come out or not, but I’m not going in to get her, nor am I letting you in.”

      That wasn’t just some man throwing around words either. Larson was a former PJ who’d had to stop jumping from an injury, much like him. The man was deadly in more ways that he ever wanted to count. And Bennett had no doubt the man meant every word he said. That would be a messy fight.

      Digging for his phone, he called her. He stared at the office while it rang but no one picked up. “Call me back, Ellie. This is insane that you’re so close to me and I have to talk to you on a voicemail.”

      “So that means you can go now.” Larson pointed to the door.

      He bristled but went. He wasn’t about to disrespect Dogfish or Ellie by starting a brawl inside Last Call. He stepped outside into the night—early morning—air. Glancing around, he remembered he’d yet to get his truck from the park. So, he flagged down a taxi and started on his way there. By the time he got to his truck and had slid behind the wheel, he had tried Ellie five more times. All to the same result.

      “I shouldn’t have left her.”

      He drove to her apartment complex and parked, waiting for her to come home. He woke up in the same place with a crick in his neck.

      Bennett swore as he climbed out of his truck and ambled to the entrance of her building. He moved to her door and knocked. Not too loud since it was early and he had no wish to wake anyone else. Ellie never answered the door.

      Unease grew in his gut and he wanted to pick this lock and let himself in just to make sure she was okay. Glancing at his watch, he swore once more. He had work that was coming due. Heavy steps took him away from her building.

      Back at his place, he showered and settled in to get his work done. Even so, his thoughts didn’t stray far from Ellie and he called her when he stopped for a short break.

      Still no answer.

      “Ellie, I know you’re getting these messages. Pick up the phone and call me back.”

      After work, he went surfing and stopped by his mother’s to drop some things off for her. Nodding to his uncles as he entered, he kissed her on the cheek.

      “How are you?” She cupped his cheek. “You are sad, what’s wrong, my son?”

      “I had to take Ellie to the hospital yesterday and found she’s running from a bad past. Now she’s not answering her phone nor is she home when I go see her.”

      It never dawned on him not to share with his mother. She’d been there for him his entire life and he’d never kept a secret from her. At least, not one that didn’t pertain to what he did in the military.

      She took his hand and walked him to the back porch, much as she’d done when he was a child. And like then, she had him sit beside her on the swing.

      “You love this woman, Bennett.”

      He didn’t answer for she wasn’t asking, she told him.

      “And you’re upset on her behalf for what she’s had to go through. But right now you’re angry because she’s avoiding you.”

      “I’ve never given her any indication I would hurt her. Ever. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.”

      “Look at it from her point of view, son. I’m sure the asshole who did this to her started off kind and caring as well. It’s when you’re in a certain position that it changes, and the true colors come out. She’s scared. You’re going to have to let her get through the fear.”

      He frowned. “How are we supposed to move forward if she doesn’t trust me?”

      “I don’t speak for her but my guess is she doesn’t trust herself.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. I don’t get it. At all. How can I show her this if she refuses to see or talk to me?”

      His mom didn’t say anything, and he turned to her. She stared out over the water her expression sad.

      “Mama?”

      “I can’t fix this for you, Bennett. You’re going to have to figure it out.” She met his gaze. “Just remember to be patient, understanding, and kind.”

      He wasn’t sure how much more of those he had to be. Holy fucking hell, he’d been all of them. Not making a scene at work. Or at her place. What more did he have to do to prove himself? Anger churned in his belly and, with a kiss for his mother, he got to his feet and left.

      This time he headed for the hospital to see Dogfish. Aware he had to get some sleep soon, he just wanted to check on the man. He strode down the hall to his room and peered inside to find a nurse making the bed.

      It was Bryn.

      “Morning, Nurse Bryn. Where’s the Marine?”

      She looked at him over her shoulder, a large smile spreading over her dark features. “Good morning, Mr. Harvey. He’s been discharged, his niece was here to pick him up.”

      “Thanks for taking such good care of him.”

      She waved at him before going back to her job at hand. He really wanted some sleep and so went home to crash. When he woke it was late enough the bar had already opened, so he headed over.

      Dogfish was in his usual corner and Bennett strode over there. The Marine looked at him and gave a small nod.

      “I see you’ve been sprung.”

      “Can’t keep an old dog down. Thanks for keeping an eye on Ellie and the place while I was laid up.”

      “No problem. Where is Ellie, I have to talk to her.”

      His bushy brows rose before he furrowed his brow. “She left. She said she told you.”

      “Left?” The banked anger bloomed up with fresh vigor.

      “Back to the mainland.”

      “Is she coming back?”

      “I don’t know, she said she wasn’t sure when she talked to me about it. Said she had some decisions to make. Did something happen between the two of you?”

      Bennett shook his head and departed the bar. He could have asked to find out where she went but he was a computer whiz. He could get this on his own and not have anyone feel bad for betraying a confidence. I’m not giving up without a fight, Ellie.
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      Ellie snuggled up to Max, digging her fingers into his plush coat and allowing her tears to be soaked up by him. He didn’t mind, in fact, she was pretty certain he’d fallen asleep. The mutt had saved Piper’s life as much as she’d saved his. He was a golden mix who’d been abandoned by the road. An elderly dog, no one wanted to adopt him and when Piper had gone back to see that he’d been adopted, she’d learned he was a day from being put down. So, she’d brought him home to live out the remainder of his days with her.

      It had been six years so far and he’d welcomed Ellie with a gentle tail wag and a tongue lick. Tears fell immediately and she lay on the couch with him. Max didn’t mind, he allowed her to do what she had to.

      She could hear Piper in the kitchen but she stayed where she was. Piper, true to her word had met her at the airport, hugged her, then hustled them out to the car. At her house, she’d put her to bed. Ellie had been awake for about fifteen minutes but didn’t feel much like talking so she’d curled up with Max.

      Piper was her best friend and would be ready to hear her when the time came to talk, but she wouldn’t force her to spill what the issue was. Ellie closed her eyes once more only to waken when the enticing scent of pulled pork tempted her from slumber.

      Yawning, she sat and smiled at Max who lay there, eyes open. He moved his look to her, thumped his tail twice, then got off the couch and ambled on into the kitchen. She loved that dog. He’d been awake, probably salivating at the scent, but didn’t disturb her.

      She moved slower than the old man, stopped off at the bathroom and took care of her most pressing needs, then headed to the kitchen. She rubbed her bare shoulder before tugging up her cutoff sweatshirt.

      “And a good afternoon to you.”

      “Hey,” she replied, voice a bit scratchy.

      Max was drinking from his paw-shaped water bowl, his tail still moving with that gentle wag.

      Piper turned from the counter where she fixed their plates and sighed. “You look like shit. You’re going back to bed after you eat something.”

      “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A day. Mom and Dad stopped by and I told them you were here for a visit, that’s all. They don’t know you’re considering returning home. I didn’t want to tell them because I think once you have some perspective, you’ll be returning back to Hawaii.”

      Ellie moved up beside Piper and reached out tug on the red braid hanging down her back. “What if I want to stay and don’t want to go back?”

      “Then you stay. I just didn’t want to tell Mom and Dad anything concrete, it’s not my place to make that decision.”

      “I do love you, Piper, you know that, right?”

      “Of course I do. What’s not to love? I’m absolutely adorable and a kickass pastry chef who has her own business. I’m a flipping catch.”

      “No argument here but I still don’t want you in that way.” She picked up the plates and carried them to the table. Piper was correct, she was a knockout.

      Some people may think she was too heavy and not the standard of beauty for this country but, in Ellie’s opinion, her friend beat those skinny sticks hands down. Sure, she had curves, but she carried herself like a queen. Her amber eyes were always sparkling and full of laughter. A good many of years, Ellie had envied her outlook on life and willingness to just accept all that came to her. That wasn’t to say that Piper hadn’t had her difficulties, but she was always upbeat. She was the happy friend. Ellie was the needy one.

      Piper brought over their drinks and sat across from her at the small rectangular table.

      They ate in silence for a while, but after they’d finished and Piper had brought over a dessert of caramel pecan rolls, she held Ellie’s gaze, eyebrow up.

      “This where I need to start talking?”

      “Not yet. I’m wanting an explanation but we’re going walking with Max later, we can talk then.”

      She ripped off a piece of her roll and ate it. Ellie followed suit and nearly purred. Damn, Piper could bake.

      Two hours later the women walked along the edge of town in one of the large fields. Max ran—well, ambled free around—swinging by occasionally to check on his human. They were arm in arm as they strolled. Piper was taller by an inch and Ellie walked with her head resting on Piper’s shoulder.

      “When does he come back?”

      Piper stopped and turned so they were face to face. “I don’t know. I’m not one of his favorite people. I didn’t side with him like so many in town when you divorced him and left town.”

      “Who married him?”

      “Some secretary he met while out of town. I’ve never met her.”

      “He’s doing the same to her that he did to me. I saw the bruises.” Her chest tightened and her lungs failed to provide adequate air. She stopped and bent at the waist, bracing her hands on her knees. “I shouldn’t have run. I should have fought. Now he’ll never be stopped.”

      “This isn’t your battle, Ellie. You got out. You got away and you did report him. This is on the law who fell for his money that he flashed to them. You filed your reports, you asked for help. There’s nothing that you have to feel guilty about. This is on the cops who turned a blind eye to the broken limbs, bruising, and all the medical reports.”

      “I’m damaged.”

      “No,” she barked. “You’re a survivor, don’t you dare think any less of what you went through just because that fuckwad paid people off to stay out of jail.”

      “Bennett isn’t ever going to want to see me again.”

      She snorted. “From what I’ve been told about this man by you, that’s not the truth at all. He’s going to want you back. Hell, I’ll place a bet with you that he’s coming after you.”

      “He called me close to fifteen times and I never picked up once.”

      They began walking until they found a large bale of hay that they crawled up on and sat. Max continued to do his own thing, coming around to make sure Piper was still near.

      “So, you get to apologize for being as ass and a bitch. But it’s understandable. You’d not seen Trevor for so long, it was a shock and you went into flight mode.”

      “You could have said this when I was home, why didn’t you?”

      Piper lay back. “Why would I do that? I’m selfish I missed my bestie and wanted you to come home for a visit. I think you needed a change of scenery. You know, get away from all that terrible tropical beauty and come back to this flat plain.”

      “I’m sensing a bit of sarcasm there.”

      “Only a bit? Perhaps I’m getting less subtle in my old age.”

      “Not likely.”

      “Let me tell you something, Ellie. I was pissed when you ran to Hawaii. I thought you were making the hugest mistake. Now, I think that mistake would be if you came back here.” Piper laced her fingers through Ellie’s. “Your home is no longer here in Kansas. You’ve found your Oz, Dorothy. Go back to it.”

      “I don’t know if I have anything to go back to.”

      “Why wouldn’t you? You didn’t quit your job. You didn’t get out of your lease. So stay for a few days then go home. Be here, keep me company. Help me out at the shop and we’ll see Mom and Dad. This isn’t the same place, Ellie. After being in Hawaii, I can’t imagine you’re going to enjoy it here. Especially when winter comes. And tornado season.”

      “How am I supposed to face him after what I did?”

      “I can’t answer that for you. I would, however, suggest something sexy and so very sincere. Look, you owe him an explanation, but your past is yours. You don’t have to share that with him if you don’t want to. I would because he is obviously into you.”

      Ellie stared up at the sky with the fat, fluffy clouds moving along. The sky was blue, but it wasn’t that same vibrant shade she’d gotten used to seeing in Hawaii. She ran over the pros and cons of staying here and returning there.

      There were serious decisions to be made and not ones to take lightly.

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      Bennett stood beneath the shower at the beach and washed off the saltwater from his skin and trunks. His mood had gone south, and he’d not been back to Last Call since he walked out after speaking with Dogfish. In fact, he’d gone to the big island for some extra work, needing to get to a place with memories that didn’t involve the woman who snared his heart only to rip it out and stomp it into the ground in tiny pieces.

      He had a small studio apartment and went to an actual office every day to do IT work. For downtime, he surfed. He’d even reduced the amount of times he spoke to his mother, and those few times he kept short.

      Love fucking sucked.

      He’d gotten her address and had flown to the mainland and followed her to Kansas. What a dismal place, in his estimation. No trees to speak of, no water, no place for him to stay.

      He saw her once, she sat beside a curvy redhead as they talked and laughed. This didn’t look at all like the sad woman who’d told him to leave her alone. Seeing her there, in that situation, had only furthered the nail into the coffin on their relationship. Obviously, whatever she’d needed had been there and not with him.

      Now, he did what he did and passed along in his day to day. Tugging on the chain, he turned off the water and shook his head, sending the droplets flying. Not bothering with a towel, he stepped off the wood and back onto the sand where the board sat, waiting.

      Hefting it, he headed back to his place. He would be back in the water before nightfall. It was his weekend and most of his time was spent on the board if he wasn’t at work. He’d just rested it against the wall and walked to his fridge for a beer when a harsh pounding came on the door.

      No clue who that should be. He pulled the door open and found his mother standing there with a look so fierce it took him back to childhood when he’d done something wrong and had about to catch her wrath.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      She shoved him out of her way, stomping past. “Don’t you ‘Hi Mom’ me. Are you kidding me right now? This is what you’ve done?”

      He drank some beer and waited for her to take a breath. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m working. What do you mean, this is what I’ve done?”

      “I thought you were going after her.”

      He snorted. “I did. She was happy there. Didn’t need me in her life. And since she can’t trust that I won’t hit her, why continue to torture myself?”

      His mother glared at him. “I thought we went over this when you were at my place. Apparently, you’ve forgotten what we talked about.”

      “No, Mom, I didn’t but it’s not your business. I don’t want to discuss it.”

      One plucked eyebrow rose and she stared down her nose at him, haughty and royal. “I didn’t ask if you wanted to discuss this.”

      “It’s my life,” he argued.

      “Then treat it like you deserve it.” Her words were low and harsh. “Look at you, standing here after running away. You love her and we both know she loves you. Yet you’re not with her.”

      “She made her cho—”

      “Don’t you interrupt me.”

      He snapped his mouth shut. He was a man who’d battled insurgents, fought terrorists, and didn’t hesitate. Having faced down death more than once, he never faltered in his mission. But his mother who came to his shoulder and weighed a buck ten wet snapped at him, he froze and listened.

      “I have something to say and you will damn well stand there and listen to it. I don’t want any words out of you until I’m finished. You don’t know what you’re wasting, well let me tell you. Time. You’re wasting time that could be spent with her. You could be creating memories with one another and yet here you are on another island, miserable and feeling sorry for yourself. You’re throwing away the best thing in your life.”

      His mother took a moment and dabbed at the corners of her eyes.

      “If your father had been alive. If here had been one small sliver of hope that he still lived, I would never have given up so easily. I would have gone wherever, done whatever I had to in order to reach his side, for that was where I belonged.”

      He opened his mouth but closed it once more with a look from her.

      “A relationship isn’t supposed to be easy all the time. Sometimes there is pain and hurt but if you can’t figure out how to weather the storm, how dare you believe you deserve the good times.”

      “I tried to talk to her.”

      “You accepted her reasons for not having time. And you left because she was laughing. Don’t you get it, son? There are many times when I laugh even though all I want to do is cry. You don’t have any clue as to what’s going on in her head and heart unless you face her and ask her.” She shook her head. “I’m ashamed of you. For giving up, letting her go when there are so many unanswered questions. That’s not love. That was lust, and the fact you can’t be bothered to fight for the one you claim to love.”

      She flattened her lips as tears shimmered in her eyes. “You people are just so into throwing things away when you have to work for it. Love is such a precious item, it’s not a throwaway one. You should know better. You should be better.”

      She walked out without another word and closed the door quietly behind her.

      Bennett waited for a moment, thinking perhaps she’d come back into the apartment. But once five minutes had passed, he realized that wasn’t going to happen. She’d gone. He hated it when she was disappointed in him. That wasn’t ever his goal. He loved his mother and always wanted her to be proud of him and what he did with his life.

      Right up to this moment, it had been something he’d accomplished. Now, he’d done the one thing he never wished to do. He jumped up on the kitchen counter and sat there thinking about what his mother had just schooled him on.

      Okay, so she was correct. This was a throwaway society. You didn’t want to put the work into it, you got rid of it. Didn’t work properly, throw it out.

      But is that how I saw my relationship with Ellie? He didn’t think so, but his mom’s words had him not positive on that any longer.

      He hadn’t gone up to her in Kansas to find out how she was doing. He’d seen the smile and heard the laughter before making an assumption.

      And I know what happens when I assume.

      He may have fucked this up for good. Sure, she’d ignored his calls and left the state, but he had an opportunity and didn’t take it. He had to make good on that.

      Placing his beer beside his thigh, he drummed his fingers on the countertop. He had intended to get some answers last time. This time, he was going to get the girl.
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      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Ellie called as she moved to the door of her apartment.

      She’d been back on the island for two weeks now. Bennett hadn’t been to the bar once, Mikeyla had returned to DC and her law practice, and Dogfish had reclaimed his stool to overlook his domain.

      Settling back into the routine hadn’t been as difficult as she’d thought it would be. What hurt was not seeing Bennett. But she understood, she’d pushed him away. One night she’d gone by his place but it was completely dark and his truck wasn’t in the drive.

      Drawing open the door, her breath left her in a whoosh. Standing there, arm braced along the door frame was the man she’d just been thinking about, hunky Bennett Harvey.

      “Bennett.”

      His name fell from her lips on a soft sigh. God, she’d missed him. Every fine ass inch of him. Her body responded instantly, for not even Big Blue had been able to fulfill the ache she craved Bennett with.

      His eyes were sleepy and hooded as he watched her. The tight blue shirt barely contained those guns he called arms, and his worn jeans didn’t help her lustful mind calm down and send peaceful thoughts through. Quite the opposite. More along the lines of dropping to her knees to undo them, peeling them down his strong legs. Drawing his thick, long cock into her mouth and sucking on it while he gripped her hair and pumped his hips into her.

      Her nipples drew painfully tight as she imagined him sucking them into his mouth, teeth grazing the points. And her clit throbbed with anticipation.

      “Hello, Smash. May I come in?”

      Smash. He was calling her Smash. A name he’d created for her. Was that a good thing or a bad one because he wasn’t using Ellie?

      Panic began sinking in as she didn’t know what to expect. Since words, coherent ones, wouldn’t come, she stepped back so he could move past her. She locked her stare in on his ass as he walked by.

      It wasn’t fair for him to have an ass like that. Not to everyone else in the world. No one wore jeans like this man.

      He cleared his throat and she snapped her gaze upward, aware she’d been caught staring. Only since he’d turned, it wasn’t his ass but his groin she’d fixated on.

      “You busy?”

      Yes, she was, but it wasn’t anything that couldn’t wait for a bit. She really missed him. “No.”

      “Good. Lock the door.”

      She glanced from the door to him and back again. “What?”

      “Lock the door. We’re not getting interrupted until we get this worked out.”

      She locked it and turned back, resting against the cool wood. Her eyes flicked to the impressive tattoos he had on arms. Her mind flashed her back to the night she licked chocolate syrup off them. And a few other things. It really got interesting when he began drawing them on her with whipped cream.

      “Is there really anything left to say?”

      “A fuck load. Are you really thinking that we drop all we’ve been through together because some ass from your past shows up? Couples face things together, Ellie. Not separately.”

      Her insides flipped a few times. “We’re not a couple.”

      “We should be. We kicked ass together, Smash. You know it and so do I. We can’t argue that point.”

      “So what, you want me to relive it all and tell you so you understand what’s going on in my head?”

      “I’d like you to share it with me but I won’t make you. I will need you to understand that I’m here for you. To be with you. To be your rock when you need one. Christ, Ellie, I’ve fallen in love with you. That hasn’t changed over this time you’ve been gone.”

      She wanted to believe him. So much.

      “There’s that look again. You don’t believe what I’m saying. You think it’s a line I use and then I’m going to hurt you.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time a man has done that.”

      “No, it wouldn’t be, but women do it too. I won’t and I trust that you won’t either.”

      “Why would you trust me?”

      “Because I love you. I’m in love with you.” He moved closer to her until he could touch her. His large hands settled upon her upper arms. “I want to marry you, Ellie Forrester. I want to raise a family with you.” He rested his head against hers, holding her stare.

      “I don’t know if I want children.”

      He barely blinked. “So, it’s something we talk about down the road. I’d like to spend some time with it just being us. Husband and wife.”

      She closed her eyes. Mrs. Ellie Harvey. Yes, she liked the sound of that.

      “I have demons.”

      “Of course you do, baby. You’ve lived. You’ve survived. We all have them to a degree.”

      “Piper says I’m a survivor. That I should be proud of that.”

      “Piper sounds very smart. And correct.”

      “She’s my best friend and she told me to come back.”

      “Like I said, smart.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight to him. She loved the lub-dub of his heart in her ear. A sound she’d missed while being away from him. So strong. So steady.

      “It was my ex-husband.” She fought the shiver as she spoke the words.

      He didn’t pull back and make her hold his gaze. Bennett allowed her to remain tucked where he couldn’t see her face.

      “He was the perfect gentleman when we first started. I had no indication of what he was truly like until after I was his wife.”

      Bennett’s warm breath along her ear, oddly comforting.

      “At first it was small shoves and smacks in the face. Nothing major, then came the apologies and gifts. He’s a wealthy man, it was nothing for him to buy me some diamond bauble.” She wound her hands in his shirt, taking the time to allow his clean masculine scent to flow over her. “Then came the bruising. The black eyes, marks on my arms, legs, and stomach. After that, the broken bones. While he got good at hurting, I got exceptional at lying. He even went so far as to buy horses to use as excuses for my arm breaks, or fingers.”

      Bennett stiffed against her but his hold on her never lessened. She was completely safe in the enclosure of his embrace. This was where she wanted to stay. Not even before Trevor turned into the abusive ass, or rather showed his true colors, had she felt this was with him. Not once.

      “Funny how money can make people look the other way. No one listened to me. Not the cops, not his parents, only Piper. She hates him and confronted him. Of course he denied everything but that night he beat me so bad he had to have a doctor come out and treat me at the house, knowing that someone in the hospital would report it to someone he couldn’t buy off.”

      Her body sagged and he held her up. “Piper helped me get here and filed the divorce paperwork. We sent it to him along with a note stating that if he contested the divorce we would show the x-rays and round up some of the doctors and nurses who had treated me. Either I wasn’t that important to him or he no longer wanted the hassle. There was no contestation from his camp.”

      “And you saw him the other day, which prompted all the memories to come back in a flood of panic.”

      “Yes. I thought he’d come for me after all those years, even though I saw him with another woman. It spiraled from there.”

      “You sound like you’re apologizing and you don’t have to. I wish you’d told me this, yes, but it is in the past. We don’t have to mention it anymore.”

      “Why aren’t you angrier?”

      “Trust me, Smash. I’m furious but not with you. With him. I hate fuckers like that and would enjoy showing him what it is like trying to hit someone who can and will fight back.”

      Bennett hefted her and carried her with him to the couch where he laid out, positioning her on top of him. The afternoon sun warm on her back, she burrowed closer to him, accepting the heat from both sides.

      “So, what happens now?”

      

      A good question. Bennett stared up at the ecru ceiling and held her to him. It was a good thing he’d not known about this when he’d seen the man there, for he surely would have killed him for daring to touch Ellie like that.

      “Are you staying here?”

      He held his breath while he waited for her to respond.

      “I think so. For now, at least. While I was back in Kansas I was reminded of why it’s not my favorite place in the world.”

      “Why is that?”

      “They’d just started tornado season and we had two while I was there. Piper reminded me about the winters with the snow and ice storms. Why the hell would I want to give all this up for cold and snow?”

      “We can go to the mountains if you’d like snow.”

      “No, I’m fine just looking from afar.”

      He chuckled at how fast she got that reply out. She pressed a kiss to his sternum.

      “For what it’s worth, Bennett, I’m sorry I didn’t explain things better.”

      Repositioning her so he could see her green-blue eyes, he ran his gaze over her features. “Don’t run without talking first.”

      She wriggled on him, shooting more blood to his cock. “Deal.”

      He cupped her ass and held her close to his dick. “God, I want to fuck you.”

      Her gaze darkened and she leaned in to kiss him. He stopped her.

      “We start this, we’re not stopping for a while and we have to talk first.”

      She swiped her tongue over her lips. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, yes I am.” Fuck no. I don’t want to talk.

      She sat up and drew off her shirt. “We can do both.”

      His brain short-circuited. He wasn’t going to survive this. “Both?” His voice sounded no clearer than a bullfrog croak.

      “Yes.” She inched back so he could sit. “We undress and talk at the same time, this way when we’re done with the talking we’re ready for the fucking.”

      He ripped his shirt off with one hand and dropped it to the floor with hers. Her turquoise bra cupped her breasts and pushed them up, much like an offering. One he wasn’t about to turn down.

      “I didn’t want you to know I had been weak enough to let a man beat me. And I was scared to let you in close, for fear you would turn on me like he had.”

      He smoothed his hands up her sides until he reached the bottom of her bra band. Moving inward, he skimmed his thumbs along the underside of her lacy temptation. The tips were pointed and pebbled. As he swiped his thumbpads over them, she moaned and lowered her head, allowing the dark hair to fall forward over one eye.

      “Bennett.” Her voice was more a beg than anything.

      Fuck talking. He slammed his mouth on her own and thrust his tongue deep as he made short work of her pants. Not much later, he moaned in contentment as he slid his length balls deep inside her pussy.

      Bennett stirred and drew the woman in his arms closer to him. Her back was to his chest and he held her around the midsection as he teased her sensitive breasts with his other hand. She made more small mewls in the back of her throat but didn’t waken.

      Right now, they lay on a mess of blankets and pillows in her bedroom on the floor. The sun had set and he didn’t want to get up, but he was hungry. She moaned his name and guided his hand down between her legs.

      Pushing two fingers into her slit, he sank them inside her, using the heel of his palm against her bundle of nerves that had lifted her to so many orgasms earlier. He sucked on her neck as he pumped his fingers inside her heat.

      She came with a low cry and her hips bucked, taking in all they could. She still didn’t wake and he withdrew from her and crawled out of the nest they’d made. Drawing on his pants, he cleaned up in the bathroom, went to her kitchen, and rooted around in the fridge.

      When a knock came, he walked to the peephole and stared out.

      “What do you need, Dogfish?” he asked, pulling the door open.

      “Wondered when you were getting back. How is she?”

      “Recovering. Something you needed?”

      “Nope, just doing my nightly check on her.”

      “We’ll be over later.”

      “See you then.” He left without another word.

      After eating, more sex, another shower, and more sex, they were finally dressed and on their way to the bar.

      “Have you ever been there when you’ve not been working?”

      “Nope.” She sat in the middle seat of his truck, head on his shoulder. “I’m not typically looking to head back to that place. I spend enough time there. And I do have to work tonight.”

      “Ellie,” he said. “I thought we were spending the night getting through this.”

      “I have to, Bennett. Dogfish isn’t fully healed yet and Mikeyla’s gone back home.”

      He got it but he didn’t like it.

      He held her hand as they walked into Last Call and the place broke into whistles and whooping n’ hollering.

      “When’s the big day?” Rachel asked as she hugged Ellie.

      Bennett held her gaze when she turned her questioning one to him. “I didn’t do this.”

      “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, placing a kiss on his cheek and moving behind the counter.

      Some of the local sailors glared at him then told Ellie how crushed they were she was taken. She joked with them as he made his way through the crowd of congratulations to his seat. Did they know something he didn’t? He’d mentioned it to her earlier but neither of them had done anything else in terms of discussing an upcoming marriage.

      Interesting. Something for them to talk about for sure on the way home.

      The night went fast and he enjoyed it, not as much as if he’d been alone with Ellie, but he still enjoyed himself.

      They walked out together after everything was finished.

      “Do you have any clue what they were talking about?” she asked as they rounded the first corner.

      “No. I thought you might.”

      “Not at all. I even checked my hand to see if I had any ring there I didn’t know about.”

      He spun her into a business wall and kissed her until her fingers gripped the front of his shirt and she damn near rode his hip.

      “Would you like one there?”

      “What?” She stared up at him, kiss swollen lips and wide eyes.

      “I’m asking you right now to marry me, Ellie. What do you say?”

      “Yes.”

      He whooped and kissed her once more. Now this was how you ended a night.
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      “I’m not letting you do this without me. I can’t believe you told me not to bother coming because you knew I didn’t like flying.”

      Ellie turned at the sharp voice that filled the doorway of Last Call. Piper stood there, suitcases in hand and fire in her eyes.

      “Piper? Oh my God, what are you doing here?” Ellie bolted from behind the counter to hug her friend. “I can’t believe you actually got on an airplane.”

      “You’re getting married, I’m not about to miss that. Besides, I think I flew drunk.”

      Bennett walked over and Ellie introduced them.

      “Piper, this is my Bennett. Bennett, my best friend in the entire world. Piper Austen.”

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

      “Holy fuck, Ellie, you didn’t tell me he was this good looking. You just said handsome and sexy. That’s like calling what I do a passable donut.”

      Bennett smiled and plucked her bags from Piper’s hand. “Let me put these in the office so you two lovely ladies can catch up.” He walked off with them.

      Ellie hugged her once more. “How the heck do you still smell like pastries after flying all the way from Kansas to Hawaii?”

      Piper kissed her cheek. “Trade secret. Now why the hell did you tell me not to come?”

      “I didn’t say that.” She guided her to a seat at the bar. “I said don’t feel bad about it because I know how much flying scares you.”

      “I would not miss your wedding for the world. And since I came, I’m also taking a vacation so I will be able to play tourist.”

      Ellie’s eyes burned with tears. “Thank you for coming. What about Max?”

      “He’s with Mom and Dad, who would be here if they could.”

      “I know.” She squeezed her hand. “I’m so glad you made it.”

      “Me too, we have a lot to do. I know you don’t care about these things, but you will.”

      “The wedding is in two days.”

      “I know, do you have to work the rest of the night or can we get to work?”

      “Go,” Dogfish said.

      Ellie introduced the two and was shocked when Piper kissed him on the cheek and he flushed. “We’ll be heading to my place then, and I forgot to tell you, Dogfish. You don’t have to worry about finding a date. I have one coming for you. Nurse Bryn.”

      She tugged Piper toward the door at the expression on the former Marine’s face. Somehow Bennett knew and met the women out front with his truck.

      The two days flew by for her and before she knew it, the wedding day had arrived. Piper was a force of nature and had everything on track and working like a well-oiled machine. While it wasn’t going to be a huge ceremony, Piper said she deserved the best and that’s what she was going to have.

      It was taking place at Bennett’s mom’s house, along the beach. There was a huge feast awaiting them afterward. Right now, she stood in the back of the house in a room with Piper. Her friend held her hands.

      “How are you doing?”

      “I’d be panicking if you weren’t here, Piper. Thank you for coming.” She blinked back tears, under threat of bodily harm from Piper if she ruined her makeup.

      “My best friend is getting married. Where else would I be?”

      “I’m sorry I won’t be able to take you around the island. It’s been crazy and all about me since you landed.”

      “It’s supposed to be about you, it’s your wedding.” She affixed the wedding veil comb and stood back. “And you’re beautiful.”

      Piper turned her to the mirror and Ellie stared at her reflection. The crystal-beaded satin A-line gown with its rounded sweetheart neckline fit her perfectly. The crystal beading was in a v-front design on the bust with asymmetric ruching. There was also crystal and sequin beading throughout the fitted bodice.

      She had no shoes and had no plans to wear any. Her toes had a French manicure, like her fingernails. Beside her, Piper was stunning in her ombre green convertible wrap dress, darker to lighter as you worked your way up. The chiffon with satin lining dress was the same for all the women but as it was a convertible wrap dress they each had picked their own wait to wear it.

      Piper had a single shoulder knot and some extra material hanging down over one arm, the other left bare. Also, no shoes.

      “Let’s go.”

      She squeezed her hand and nodded. This was it. She would walk out there, through that door and no longer be Ellie Forrester but Mrs. Ellie Harvey.

      

      Bennett stood by the preacher, sweat dripping down the back of his tuxedo. He was scared she wasn’t going to come out of his mom’s house. What if she’d changed her mind and ran?

      “She’s here,” Dogfish whispered to him.

      There were only two people missing. Piper and the bride. Piper walked into view, the breeze blowing around her, moving the deep red locks over her skin. Bennett kept his eyes where she’d entered from waiting to see Ellie.

      Piper smiled at him as she took her spot. His heart thundered in his chest. How he would get through this, he wasn’t sure. His mom sat in the first row of chairs, a smile on her face he never wanted her to lose.

      The music changed and began The Wedding March. There wasn’t anything there and then, just like that, there she was. Walking toward him. Before her, she held a bouquet of lilies, pincushion flowers, and others, he couldn’t name.

      Her steps were sure as she moved up the path and onto the sand to join him down on the water’s edge. The minister stood there with him and gave him an encouraging smile. Closer and closer she came, her short hair fluttering in the wind as did the dress and veil.

      She got to him and took his hand. The ceremony went by in a blur until the minister announced he could kiss the bride. Bennett bent and claimed her mouth.

      She sighed and pushed up onto her toes, wrapping her arms around him. Pictures were done and as everyone sat for the meal, he went with his uncles to get changed for the dance. He was going to perform with them and some friends of his mother’s in a celebration dance.

      “You’re nervous,” one uncle stated.

      “Of course I am. I’ve not done this for about fifteen years.”

      “Nothing to worry about, braddah. It’s in your blood.”

      “Easy for you to say, your new wife isn’t out there watching to see if you fall flat on your face and make an ass of yourself.”

      “True.”

      The outfit on, he stared down at himself in the grass skirt. There was a reason he stopped doing this. He was proud of his heritage but this, he just didn’t understand. His uncle placed a necklace around him before putting the crown on his head.

      “Let’s go.”

      He fell into step with the large men and walked to the edge. The women dancers joined them and they all lined up. The music began and he felt it beating deep in his chest. He knew his uncle was correct, it was in his blood, he wouldn’t be forgetting this.

      He rolled his shoulders and began to dance. Blood pumping, muscles straining, he stayed out there with his family and shared this side of his heritage with his wife and her friends. Eyes locked on her the entire time, she never glanced away from him. Pride filled him as awe streamed into her gaze.

      When it was over, he changed once more, this time into a pair of pants, nothing else, and padded back out into his mom’s backyard to find Ellie dancing with Dogfish.

      At the end of the song, he stepped in and claimed her.

      “I love you,” he whispered to her in Hawaiian.

      “I hope you said something nice to me.”

      “That’s all I’ll ever say to you. Nice things. I love you, Ellie.”

      She looped her arms around his neck and tugged him close for a brief kiss. “I love you too, Bennett.”

      He carried her out later and they were at his place when he reached for the back of her dress and lowered the zipper.

      “I’ve been waiting to do this all day, Mrs. Harvey.”

      Her smile made his toes curl with anticipation. “It was a dress, sometimes all you have to do is lift up.”

      His cock thickened in his pants. “Are you telling me you’re not wearing panties beneath this?”

      “Perhaps you should go find out for yourself.”

      He sank to his knees and lifted the front until it draped over him. She gave a little squeak when he nipped the inside of her thigh.

      Holy fuck. No panties. She was going commando. Good thing he’d not known about that dancing earlier or it would have become an entirely different show for everyone there. Nudging her legs a bit wider, he blew on her slit. Although his hearing was muffled because of the dress over his head, he still heard her whimper of pleasure.

      Bennett opened his mouth and began to lap at her pussy, indulging in what had been denied to him the few days leading up to the wedding. Her strong thighs gripped him and he didn’t move until she came hard on his tongue. Only then did he slip out from under the dress and push to his feet.

      “I love this dress on you, but if you want to keep it, get out of it. Now.”

      It took her less time to shed the dress than it did him to undo his pants. She stood before him, gloriously naked.

      Without any hesitation on his part, he scooped her up and hurried to his bed where he put them both on the mattress. Holding her gaze, he pushed into her.

      “I love you,” he muttered against her lips as she arched into him, taking him as deep as he could go.

      “Thank you for not giving up on me.”

      “Never.”

      Back and forth he moved. Slow, deep, long drugging strokes until she writhed and begged beneath him. Eyes locked on each other, he repositioned one leg over his shoulder and continued at the tortuous pace. He wanted faster, harder, deeper.

      But right now, this was right. So much more than a quick fuck and he didn’t want it to end.

      “It’s not the end, it’s the beginning.” Ellie’s words wound around him and he kissed her.

      Kissed his wife.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      There are more coming from the Last Call series. Piper’s story is next, you’ll get to see how her night on the island after the wedding went. Bourbon Brule, is this one’s title.

      In the meantime, if you do like stories about military men, I have a series about them, the Megalodon Team.

      Book 1 in the series is Kincade’s Rose.
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        Buy link: https://books2read.com/KincadesRose

      

      

      Can he make her understand they were meant to be together or will they be kept apart by circumstances surrounding them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading, Tequila Smash.

      The next one out is going to be Black Sand. This book is a romantic suspense and is connected to the Last Call series.

      Release date is 2 Aug 21.

      It is up for preorder at all retailers.
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        It was only one grain…

      

      

      Natasha Zion receives word from Officer Simone Vega that her best friend had died while in Hawaii. Immediately she hops a plane and heads out to claim the body and find out what happened. She’s not buying “accidental death” as she’s told. Backtracking her friend’s path, she meets on enigmatic man that makes her wonder if he’s as he appears or if there is something more lurking beneath his surfer boy looks.

      A city girl through and through, Natasha must face her past fears to track down the truth of what happened to her friend. However, now she’s in someone’s crosshairs. Who can she trust?
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        Aliyah Burke is an avid reader and is never far from pen and paper (or the computer). She loves to hear from her readers and can be reached here. She can also be found on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest.

        She is married to a career military man. They are owned by three Borzoi. She spends her days sharing time between work, writing, and dog training.

      

      

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading, Tequila Smash. If you could help others to find and enjoy this book as well, I would appreciate that act of kindness. You can do this by recommending it to your friends and/or reader’s groups. Also, by reviewing it to let others know you liked it—and why, even if it’s nothing more than a line or two. Every bit helps, makes all the difference and is absolutely appreciated.

        Thank you so much for your support!!
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