
  
    
      Healing Home

    

    
      
        J.M. Madden

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by J.M. Madden

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover by The Cover Collection

      Editing by Megedits.com

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For my readers… as always. I love that you follow where I lead and fall in love with my characters as thoroughly as I do myself. Thank you!

      Meg and Sandie, thank you so much for being amazing!

      For all my dog lovers…

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Wicked Healing

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Also by J.M. Madden

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Carolina cursed. This was not the best time for a visit from Detective Blackheart. Not that the man cared. He always seemed to show up at the most inopportune times possible. Whenever the shit hit the fan, the detective came knocking. Was there a neon sign outside that she wasn’t aware of? Business owner in need of cosmic slap, now!

      “Fine,” she sighed. “Show him in, Mel.”

      Carolina rocked back in her chair, straightening her white silk blouse. She glanced down at her body, aware that her heartbeat had picked up. Was that in trepidation of the coming meeting? Or because the dogged San Diego detective was the hottest thing she’d seen since Aquaman? No, he was more of a Ryan Reynolds Deadpool type.

      She didn’t have time for a man, though. It seemed like as soon as she got a grip on her life, and a direction, something went haywire. A man would definitely upset her life. Hannah, her younger sister, told her it was because she didn’t listen to her gut and follow through with her plans. Hmm, maybe she was right.

      No, fuck that. She was following her heart right now, no matter what anyone else said. Why couldn’t she just run her business and help people?

      She was extremely proud of the business she'd built over the past six years. Helping Hands, Healing Hearts was the realization of a dream. She, her four sisters and two brothers were Army brats. Both of their parents were career Army, both working project logistics. They’d all been around the world many times in their lives and by the time she’d walked out the door at eighteen, she’d moved more than thirty times. They’d lived a nomadic lifestyle to the extreme, and she knew exactly where the Army fell short in supporting its forces and their families.

      Then, when Hannah’s husband Oliver- a career Marine- was injured during combat a few years ago, she’d seen even more closely exactly how the government was falling short— with medical services and family support in particular. Carolina had pitched in to keep Hannah’s struggling young family going and she’d seen firsthand what was needed. That was when she’d come up with her business.

      Helping Hands, Healing Hearts was an all-inclusive concierge service. If a family needed something, they were there, either working through salary or donations. More often than not the company was hired by the service member’s family to do some task that they weren’t able or didn’t want to do. A contract was signed before the job was undertaken so that both sides knew exactly what was expected and for how long. Carolina was very proud of the fact that she had never broken a contract in the entire time she’d been in business, no matter how crazy the request or job.

      Her company did everything, except sexual services. If a task became more personal or more difficult, it was up to the concierge and the client to work out the details. There had been a few personal relationships develop, but not very many, and the primary task was always completed and the contract fulfilled.

      Detective Blackheart, though, believed there was something nefarious going on, and for the past few months he’d just been ‘dropping in’.

      There was a knock on her door, but the person didn’t wait for her to respond, just pushed into the room. Then there was six feet of delicious, determined cop blocking the view through her doorway.

      Haven Blackheart was one of the sexiest men Carolina had ever seen. It was obvious to her that he was former military. She had no clue which branch, but he still had the bearing of a career military man. His dark hair was cut close to his scalp, left a little longer on top, then fading down to skin on the back of his neck. Carolina wanted to run her hand down over his head to his neck, just to feel the texture of the close cut on her hand. She didn’t think Mr. By-the-book would appreciate that though. In his deep, dark eyes she was a criminal, and he was here to prove that her company was doing illegal things.

      That was the needed dash of sanity that Carolina needed. “How can I help you, Detective?”

      Without answering her, Blackheart came further into the room, sat on the chair in front of her desk and crossed an ankle over the opposite knee. The gray suit moved with his body, well fitted. He gave her a slight smile as if he knew how much his presence needled her. Carolina fought to keep her face expressionless. And she waited.

      “It’s pretty quiet around here today,” he observed finally.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “There are thirty-two military bases in California. People are out on jobs right now. It’s how things work.”

      He nodded his head, smiling at her joke. “True. Want to tell me what kinds of jobs they’re working on?”

      She sighed, crossing her legs as she rocked back in her chair. She was gratified to see his gaze flick to her legs, then away. Oh, ho, what have we here? Did he just check her out?

      “You keep stopping in here and you’ve never found anything incriminating, Detective. Why do you think today specifically is any different than any other day?”

      He glanced up at her, a thoughtful look on his face. “No particular reason other than I was curious about the brand new truck in the back parking lot of your building. Still has the tags in the window.”

      “Yes?” She said slowly. “I can’t buy a new vehicle?”

      His eyes widened a little and the smile spread his full lips. “You bought yourself a brand spanking new F-150? You seem more the sporty little BMW type.”

      That’s exactly what she was, but she wasn’t telling him what the truck was for. She had a right to keep her clients’ personal information exactly that— personal. A retired colonel had donated that truck in remembrance of his son who'd been killed in combat. It was to be used for a veteran in need, and that was exactly who it was going to, after it was modified and tricked out. “I don’t think you know me well enough to speculate about my,” she hesitated here deliberately, “driving preferences, Detective.”

      Haven Blackheart— who the hell had a name like that?— got a look in his eyes like he was imagining taking her out to dinner… or something. His lids lowered on his eyes and a slight smile curved his full lips. A shiver of awareness rippled through her body. Then something slammed down tight on his expression and he was all business again.

      Damn. She’s almost had him.

      “Sure you don’t want to tell me about the truck? And I thought I saw William Klingler pulling out of the lot.”

      Yes, he did, but William preferred to keep his donating anonymous. He was a pillar of the San Diego community and he was harangued almost constantly for donations to one cause or another. The poor man couldn’t step outside without people chasing him down. Only Carolina knew he had a soft spot in his heart for helping out military. His mother had been a war bride, and widowed young. His father had had some savings, but his whole platoon had pitched in to help the family out when they’d returned to the states.

      Carolina wouldn’t violate William’s trust. She kept a calm smile on her face, determined to wait him out.

      The detective pushed up from the chair. “You have me curious, Ms. Jones. I think you’re running a high-end call-girl service out of here, sending women all around the world. And you have rich old men dropping off cash and gifts in appreciation.”

      Carolina shook her head, laughing softly. “You’ve seen the documentation about my company detective. My company helps out the military and their families. Period. There’s no call-girl service here.”

      Blackheart frowned at her tired words.

      “If I could release details about my clients I would,” she said eventually, “but their privacy has to be sacrosanct. Some of the issues are extremely sensitive.”

      “You know I’ll find out eventually,” he warned.

      She laughed with frustration, shaking her head. ‘’I’m flattered that you think I’m this cunning Madam, running a call-girl service out of my building, but you’ve got it all wrong, Detective. My company and I are exactly as we’ve stated to you, many times before.”

      He stared at her a long moment, his eyes unfathomable, before he turned for the door. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Jones.”

      Then he was gone.

      Carolina sagged in her chair, both energized and defeated. The detective was a beautiful, sexy man, but obviously hard-headed as all get out. The man just couldn’t see what was right in front of him…

      “You okay, Carolina?”

      She looked up at Mel, hanging onto the door jamb. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just don’t understand why the man won’t leave my company alone.”

      Mel grinned and wiggled her dark brows. “I don’t think it’s the company he’s interested in,” she said before disappearing.

      Carolina sighed. Normally that would get her excited, but it was hard to get excited when her company was under threat. She wondered how long it would be before she saw the detective again.

      It didn’t matter, she told herself firmly. You have a business to run. And now you need to call your older sister and beg her to help out, so get your ass in gear.
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      BB reached for her cell phone absentmindedly, fumbling a little, then ignored the ringing when she didn’t find it. Whoever it was could wait because she needed to get this done. With a calculated rush she made a few swipes of the pen, finishing off the awkward shape of the cartoon. Sonya Sniddlebee was bent over tying her little nephew’s shoe, when her other nephew thought it would be a good idea to poke her in the ass crack. Sonya’s face was turned to the offender and the expression was a cross between horrified and shocked.

      Exactly what BB had been shooting for.

      She sat back in her chair, glad that she’d caught the essence of the incident that had occurred to her last night when she’d been at her brother’s house. Her wild nephews George and Harry, named after the royals, were shits. Plain and simple. There was nothing royal about the two little men, no matter how much her straight-laced brother Paul tried. Alexa, his wife, was at her wits’ end with the boys, but BB knew there would be more to come. Much more. The boys always found a way to shock and thrill her and they took particular joy when it riled their parents. They were endless material for her comic strip, The Mad Socialite, and they loved being a part of it. She knew they bragged to their friends at school and twice now she’d been invited in to speak to the student body about what she did. With Frankie, of course.

      She looked down at the French Bulldog snoring beneath her art table. “Look, Frankie, I got it!”

      Frankie rolled a dark eye her way, obviously hoping to hear the word ‘treat’ somewhere in the sentence, then maneuvered over onto her back, disinterested.

      Reaching for her phone BB snapped a picture of the cartoon. That was a good one. It would be picked up all across the country, she knew, because it would speak to people.

      She saved the pic in a file for her ‘toons then returned to the home screen to see who’d called. Ah, Carolina. Should have known. Her busy little sister always picked the most inopportune times to reach out.

      Even as she thought that, her phone rang in her hand.

      “I was just thinking that you never call when I’m not busy,” BB laughed.

      Carolina snorted. “That’s because you never stop doing stuff. What did I interrupt today?”

      “I was finishing a ’toon. I’ll send it to you in a minute. Pretty funny, actually.”

      “Cool. Hey, the reason why I called is, I need you to pick up a job for me. It’s… sensitive.”

      BB frowned, rocking back in her chair. “Okay,” she said warily. “Last time you recruited me for a job I ended up with dog shit in the back of my Mercedes. Do you have any idea how hard that was to clean?”

      “Yes,” Carolina laughed. “I paid the exorbitant detailing bill, remember?”

      “But they didn’t get it all. I’ve had it in for cleaning three more times, on my own dime, and I still smell shit.”

      Her sister chortled, a very unladylike sound. “I think it’s psychological,” she said.

      BB wasn’t sure. Maybe it was all in her head. She certainly wouldn’t agree with her little sister, though.

      “So, you’ll excuse me if I’m a little leery about these tasks.”

      “Well, this one has a little more depth than ferrying dogs around.”

      BB sighed, wondering what Carolina was going to get her into this time.

      Carolina had created a pretty ingenious concierge business for herself. Helping Hands, Healing Hearts sounded like a government agency, but it was exactly the opposite. It picked up where the government left off in supporting its servicemen and women. She served all branches of the military and had even taken on jobs for former military. More than thirty people worked at the Quad, as BB liked to call it, plus twice that many who worked on a per-job basis like she did. They did everything from walk a dog every day while a soldier was deployed to secure apartments on the other side of the world if there was a pending transfer. No job was too big or too small. As long as a family was willing to pay for a service, Carolina would find someone for the job.

      “I have a Navy SEAL coming in to Coronado in a week, and his buddies have pitched in to buy your exclusive attention for three days. They want you to welcome him home.”

      BB frowned. “That sounds like something his family should do.”

      “He doesn’t have family. At least none close. That’s the whole point. Everyone else in his team is settled with family and girlfriends, but this guy is divorced, no kids, and his family is up north. The woman that called me to set this up is one of the wives. They try to do for him what they can, including him in things, but at the end of the day he goes home alone, and just this once, they want to change that.”

      “Wow,” BB breathed, her heart aching for the unknown man. “That’s a lot to think about.”

      “I know it is, but they read your bio and you were the only one that would jive with him, even at your rates. He needs a light-hearted, pampered few days, and they think you can do that for him.”

      “No pressure, or anything,” BB murmured.

      “I know this is a big commitment on your part, but I thought it might be good to break you out of your routine as well.”

      “I like my routine,” BB said, though even she could hear the defensiveness in her voice.

      “I know you do, hon, but I think this guy needs you. And you’re welcome to take Frankie, they said. This guy loves dogs.”

      Frowning, she swiveled back and forth in the chair. “This seems kind of sketchy to me. Welcome him home like a wife then disappear after three days?”

      Carolina sighed as well. “I know. I thought about that, too, but it’s what they want.”

      BB sighed. “I don’t know, Carolina.”

      “Come on. I’ll put an addendum to the contract that you can leave at any time.”

      In the end she decided to do it, because every soldier deserved to come home to someone.

      “Do I have access to his place?”

      “They will overnight you the key. I just needed your agreement for the task.”

      She sighed heavily, wondering what she was letting herself in for. “Have them send it. I’ll head out the day before they arrive.”

      “Thanks, BB. I knew you’d be a good fit for this one.”

      Well, they’d see, she supposed.
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      The day before the client, Lincoln Bezel, was due to arrive, BB let herself into his small house just off base. It was a well-kept little bungalow, furnished in such a way that she knew a single man lived here. There were no frou-frou anythings around, not even a lot of pictures. There was sports equipment and electronic equipment. In the first bedroom there was a massive gun safe, but the bed was made and the majority of the laundry was done. She’d never thought about what she’d need to do to the house if she were to leave for weeks or months on end. Coming home to stacks of unwashed clothes would probably suck, something he’d apparently learned over his tours.

      BB looked into the fridge. Beer, of course, and bottled water. The cupboards held some packages of dry, flavored noodles and some spices, but that was it. Nothing else. She needed to stock everything.

      The mailbox was empty, so the post office must be holding everything for him.

      There was a second bedroom with a twin bed where she dropped her things and hung her clothes. It was tiny, but she would only be here for a few days. Walking back to the kitchen she looked for something to start making a grocery list on. As she looked around the compact, sterile little space, she could almost see the loneliness of the man.

      She would do what she could for him in the time they had.
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      Link looked out the grimy window of the plane. Far below him miles upon miles of sea stretched out before him. They had at least an hour before they saw the coastline. Then another half hour before they could land at Coronado.

      He wished he wanted to go home.

      Link rocked his head back against the thrumming metal of the plane, wondering who he needed to shoot to get them to turn it around. They’d been gone for three months, doing hard ops in Afghanistan and Iraq. Cleanup, mostly. Finding a few high-value targets.

      They hadn’t lost anyone, but they did have wounded. Black had gotten a bullet in the upper thigh as a fuck you goodbye from Afghanistan. He’d be fine eventually, but right now he was hurting. His family would be meeting him as soon as he was rolled off the plane.

      Actually, all of the guys would be meeting their families. Except him.

      If he was honest with himself, he hated coming home specifically for this reason. It depressed the fuck out of him. For years he’d watched his fellow operators be welcomed into open arms. Link had watched families grow and expand and his buddies father amazing kids. It seemed like every one of their marriages and relationships were solid.

      His had been the aberration.

      He'd tried marriage for a few years but he’d known even before he’d even walked down the aisle that it was a bad idea. Karen hadn’t jived with any of his buddies or their wives, and she’d been more interested in parading him in front of her snooty friends. His teammates had tried to tell him, but he’d been too hung up on the dream of being married.

      Link’s ears popped as the elevation began to change. They were heading in on approach. He glanced at Black, but the man was knocked out, head rocking on the gurney. Black’s wife, Mary, was going to be hella pissed at Link because he was supposed to keep Black’s ass out of trouble. The man was retiring in three weeks and this was supposed to be his last mission.

      There was nothing they could have done differently in the situation though. Black had plowed in, like he always did, and gotten them through the altercation. He was everything a leader should be and Link looked up to him probably more than he knew.

      Ryan had gotten injured too, but it was just minor burns on his hands. They would heal up within a few weeks and he would be ready to roll.

      Link looked through the window again and sighed. It was probably hotter than hell down there today on the asphalt. He’d steal away for some desperately needed beach time this week.

      The plane landed and the engines revved as they braked down the runway. In spite of himself he glanced out the window at the crowd waiting at their hangar. Yep, there they were. Kids were jumping in the air, women were rocking babies, signs were being held up. He was about to turn back in his seat when a sign with his name flashed briefly in his line of sight, then was gone. He strained, looking back toward the crowd, but he couldn’t see it again.

      One of his buddy’s families had made him a sign this time. That was really nice of them. Now he’d have to stop and thank whoever it was, delaying his escape, he thought with a sigh.

      The plane trundled back to the hangar and they unfastened their safety harnesses. A couple of corpsmen took the wounded off first, then the rest began to file off. Link hoisted his gear over his shoulder and followed along, not in a rush. If the guys got their first big hugs with their significant others out of the way, it was a little easier to wade through the crowds. He’d say hello when the first wave of reunion euphoria was ebbing.

      To that end, he paused long enough to retie one of his boots. As he walked down the ramp, the heat of the California coast hit him, and he drew it in. California had a very different scent from the Middle Eastern countries. More lush, with flowering plant aromas drifting on the breeze.

      He glanced up. All of his buddies had made it to their families. Mary was leaning over Justin’s gurney. The guy had roused and was lifting a hand to cup her cheek and wipe away tears. Ryan’s fiancée was leaning over his hands, looking at the white bandages like she could see the injury beneath. Swamp Man’s kids were tangled around his legs, demanding attention, but he was kissing his wife with a remarkable focus. Toro stood on the tarmac rocking his woman in his arms, whispering into her ear. All of his guys had found their pairs.

      Then a woman he didn’t recognize swept forward. She had curly light brown hair in a knot on top of her head, and stylish purple-framed glasses on the bridge of her nose. Pale green eyes alight with humor focused on him. Her mouth was spread in a brilliant smile as she walked toward him, the skirt of a blue dress swirling round her. Craziest of all, she carried a glittering, hand-made sign that said, ‘Welcome, home, Lincoln’.

      Link stopped in his tracks. For a split second he wondered when they’d gotten another teammate with the same name, and he looked around, but he knew that wasn’t right. The woman was looking right at him. He continued to stare as she walked forward, closing the distance between them.

      God, she was beautiful in a nerdy, cute way, and he couldn’t stop staring. Her smile spread even more, as if she knew he were poleaxed. “Lincoln, my name is BB. Welcome home.”

      Then she did the most amazing thing of all. Dropping the sign to the tarmac she stepped forward, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into the best hug he’d ever been given.

      Emotion suddenly clutched at his throat and he just stood there for a long moment, not sure what to do. There waqs no danger, but his heart was racing like there was. This was such a surreal moment. He almost pushed her away. Then the comfort she was offering began to edge in, easing his tension away. What the hell? Dropping his gear to the tarmac, he wrapped his arms around her. He had no idea who this woman was, or where he’d met her before. Surely he’d remember such a stunning woman? Wait, she’d introduced herself. They’d never met before.

      Her breasts were pushing at his chest and even through the vest and gear he wore, he could feel every inch of her. She wasn’t very big. His arms wrapped around her easily. But she was strong. The arms around his neck were not letting him go until she was ready.

      Link basked in the welcome, everything else fading away. For a moment he could imagine coming home to this every time. This was how it should be. This was how he’d seen his teammates welcomed time after time as he walked through the hangar alone, his chest aching.
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      BB had read somewhere that a twenty second hug was enough to release oxytocin, but she thought the hug needed to be between committed partners. As she absorbed the feel of Lincoln Bezel in her arms, his neck against her cheek, she also felt something settling into her heart. Contentment. As she breathed, she drew in the masculine, dusty scent of him and it did something to her, making her want to nestle in longer. She had thought the hug would be awkward if he brushed her off or pulled away, but it wasn’t. His arms were strong around her back, and he returned the same amount of pressure she used, which was perfect.

      Finally, though, she could feel people watching them. She drew back enough to look into his face, and was shocked at how handsome he was. It was hard to believe that this guy didn’t have a significant other.

      There was confusion in his expression, but also a strong sense of interest.

      “Do I know you?” he asked finally. His voice was deep and raspy.

      She shook her head. “No, you don’t. But I’m here to welcome you home. Your friends and family hired me to welcome you back to the states.”

      Link glanced up. Half a dozen of his men and their wives were looking at him and grinning.

      “What did you assholes do?” he asked, laughing.

      Toro’s wife Brittany made a motion to the group. “We thought it would be nice to have someone welcome you home the way you deserve to be. No, it’s not long-term, but we wanted to do something nice for you. Mary set it up, but she’s busy, obviously.” Brittany motioned to where Black was being loaded into a transport, his wife at his side. “You have BB for three days, then she heads back home. This contract does not include sexual services of any kind. We are obligated to make that clear to you.” She grinned and winked, and he had to wonder if she was telling the truth or not.

      He glanced at BB, but her smile stayed in place. This woman was not any kind of hooker, he would bet his life on that. She was too… refined, he supposed the word would be. Pale pink polish made her nails look slick, and her clothes seemed to be well made. He wasn’t up on current trends, but she seemed to be very well put together. Expensive. Out of his league. Maybe it was the dress.

      So why would she be doing this?

      “I acknowledge that no sexual services are inferred in any way,” he told Brittany, but his eyes stayed on BB. And he caught the slight burst of color in her fair cheeks.

      Damn. If she did offer those services, he didn’t think he’d be able to turn her down.

      A weird noise drew his gaze down and BB shifted until he could see a barrel-shaped dog hiding in her shadow. He thought she was a bulldog until her batwing ears popped up. “Is that a Frenchie?”

      BB smiled and nodded. “Lincoln Bezel, this is Fancy French Vanilla. Frankie, for short.”

      The dog was a distinctive fawn color, or maybe apricot, with black on her face and around her pretty, dark eyes. Right now, though, her little black nose was up in the air as she pointedly ignored him. Even when he held a hand out to her, she completely avoided looking at him. Most dogs liked him.

      “That’s curious,” BB said, planting her fists on her shapely hips. “Maybe she’s just put out that I made her walk on the hot concrete. I couldn’t hold her and the sign both.”

      The dog gave her mistress a look as if to disagree with the statement.

      “We can walk back to the hangar,” he suggested, “if that would make her more comfortable.”

      Link held a hand out to guide her and he swung his stuffed pack over his shoulder. BB bent over, picked up the hand-lettered, bedazzled sign and handed it to him, then bent over again and hoisted the odd creature into her arms. It looked like something she’d done many times before, otherwise he would have offered to carry the dog as well.

      Wait, was that a string of pearls around the dog’s neck?

      BB huffed as she arranged the dog and she gave him a sideways glance over the animal’s head. “She’s a diva. I’ve tried not to give into her but when I don’t she lets out this ear-piercing cry. Not what I want to listen to when I’m trying to make a good impression.”

      She smiled at him charmingly, and Link felt himself smiling back at her, enjoying the woman’s light-hearted personality. “That’s understandable.”

      They walked into the hangar side by side. Most of the team still loitered inside, watching the two of them. Obviously they were waiting for his response. “Enjoy your time off boys.”

      He gave them a thumbs-up behind his back as he guided BB out through the small door toward the parking lot, and he heard some chuckles. He wasn’t sure exactly what this three-day commitment entailed but he’d go along with the flow because he was already enjoying himself.
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      BB was very aware of the broad hand that touched her back as they left the big airplane hangar and the rest of Lincoln’s team. It took everything in her to not stare at him as they walked toward the cars, but that was dangerous. She had enough problems walking across a flat surface without trying to add in watching the distraction beside her and carry Frankie.

      Lincoln Bezel was fascinating in a hard, I can put you down, kind of way. Not the type of person she normally associated with. Tall and lean, he wore camouflage like nobody’s business, and he picked up that huge duffel like it didn’t weigh anything, even though the thing was almost as big as she was! His jaw was square, his chin firm, and covered with a faint brown stubble. He must have been in the air a long time if he hadn’t been able to shave.

      And those eyes… She sighed, wondering if he thought she would be even more odd if she told him she wanted to draw him. Cartoons were her passion and profession, but every once in a while she got the urge to do something more realistic. Lincoln was seriously giving her the urge, she thought with a shiver. Even under the shade of his… cap? Cover? She forgot the military term. Even under the bill of his cap she could feel him staring at her, and she wondered where he’d gotten the distinctive color of his eyes. Technically, they were probably listed as hazel, but there was a distinctive ring of dark cobalt blue around a pale green center, giving his gaze an electric, penetrating feel.

      Deep lines grooved his face, but at first impression they seemed to be from worry and fatigue rather than humor. There had been two men that had come off the plane injured—one of them had to be wheeled off on a gurney— and she wondered if he felt responsible for them or something. Maybe he was their boss or commander. She had no idea how SEAL teams were organized in terms of rank or specialty.  Maybe they were just friends and he was worried about them.

      BB bounced Frankie up into her arms a little better. “Will your friends be okay? The two that were injured?”

      Lincoln glanced down at her. “Yes. They both need rehab but the docs think they’ll be fine eventually.”

      “Were you hurt?”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. Black, the one on the gurney, led us through the crap, but he got shot in the thigh in the process. Then when he went down he knocked his head pretty good. And Ryan had an attack of dumbass and thought it was a good idea to grab a burning car door to get a kid out of the backseat. Not sure why he didn’t have his gloves on. He’ll be fine too, though.”

      BB knew her mouth was open, and she forced it closed. He talked about those incidents as if they happened every day. And maybe for him they did, but that kind of action was very different than her kind of action. She doubted he would be impressed with her job. She sketched in the morning while sipping her coffee, then, after lunch she edited. All interspersed with potty breaks for Frankie, of course, and herself. The most social interaction she’d had recently had been the female plumber working on the drip in her shower. It had been a two-day event because the plumber, Maria, needed to order parts.

      “And this was in Afghanistan?”

      He glanced at her and gave her a smile. “Somewhere around there.”

      Oh, yeah. He might not be able to talk about where he’d been or what he’d been doing. She didn't know just how the SEALs worked. She knew Seal Team 6 had gotten Bin Laden, but that was the most she’d ever seen about them. Oh, and that movie. The name of it escaped her right at that second.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I just can’t share details.”

      “Totally understandable,” she said, flicking her hand from beneath Frankie’s bottom.

      They paused at a black truck and BB looked around, suddenly realizing she’d been walking and talking and hadn’t bothered watching where she went. Her car was several rows back the way they’d come. Lincoln glanced at her as he unlocked his vehicle.

      “Do you need a ride?” he asked.

      BB felt her cheeks flush again and she shook her head. “Nope. Just making sure you made it to your vehicle safely.” She turned away, her dress swirling. “I’ll meet you at your house.”

      Lincoln chuckled behind her, and BB couldn’t help but grin. The man had her turned on her head and she’d just met him. She bopped a kiss to Frankie’s head and the dog snuffled at her. “Quit being a grump,” BB warned her, “or I’ll leave you at the Doggy Day Care next time.”

      Frankie didn’t backtalk anymore as BB loaded her into the car and started the engine. Cranking the AC, she waited for Lincoln to pull out of his spot as she pulled her seatbelt across herself. Then she heaved a huge breath, centering herself. Lincoln Bezel was a force of nature, and she’d never met anyone like him before.
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      Link pulled up into his driveway, a little surprised at how happy he was to be home. All the way from base he’d watched BB drive behind him. The sporty little silver-blue Mercedes suited the woman, and she drove competently, if a little fast.

      Curiosity nibbled at him, chasing away his fatigue as he slid from the cab of the truck. He wondered what she would do next. This whole situation was bizarre, but something kept him from firing her and making her move on down the road. There was an intrigue that he couldn’t deny. BB was everything he wasn’t, and he was completely mystified by her.

      When he pulled up to his house near the beach, he had to blink. There were flowers in the little pots that hung off his front windows. He’d never done anything with the things because it didn’t seem worthwhile. He wouldn’t be home to water them because he was deployed so often, and it wasn’t worth hiring someone to do it for him. That was a little too… he couldn’t think of a word. It felt like he was opening himself up too much relying on someone like that.

      The flowers looked good, though, against the white house, and he stopped on the walk as he waited for BB to join him.

      Frankie was grumbling as she walked on the lead toward Lincoln.

      “Is she always that noisy?”

      BB grinned, her bright teeth gleaming. “Oh, this isn’t noisy. She’s just letting me know how grumpy she is. You ought to hear her snore.”

      He shook his head, laughing softly to himself. “Thank you for the flowers. I never took the time to do anything with those planter things. I hope they don’t require a lot of water.”

      She gave him an odd look. “Well, I chose these specifically under the assumption that you wouldn’t be able to take care of them much.”

      Good. They would probably still die. He didn’t have much experience taking care of anything like that.

      Lincoln led her up the walk and up the steps. He unlocked the door, pushed it open and waved her inside. As she brushed by him he drew in the fragrance swirling around her. His groin tightened with need, and he wanted to grab her and just pull her to him to inhale. It had been a long time since he’d smelled anything that fresh, and inviting.

      But no. No sexual services at all, he reminded himself. He seriously doubted he would be her type anyway.

      Stepping into the house behind her, he slammed to a halt in the doorway. What was that smell? He drew a heavy breath. Damn, the neighbors must be cooking something.

      Then, as BB dropped Frankie’s leash and moved into the kitchen, he realized the scent was emanating from somewhere much closer. Like, his kitchen. Shoving the door shut he dropped his pack to the floor and followed BB. She had moved to an oblong crockpot sitting on the counter near the sink. She lifted the lid and fragrant steam wafted into the air. Link stepped close and leaned over to inhale the steam, his mouth watering.

      “Is that a roast? Like meat?”

      “Yes. I dropped the potatoes and carrots in before I left for the base so they should be nice and tender.”

      She moved to the silverware drawer like she’d lived here for weeks and he suddenly realized she’d been in his house.

      “When did you get here?”

      “Yesterday,” she said, stirring the juices he could see around the roast. “Mary Black overnighted your house key to me.”

      Lincoln blinked, wondering how he felt about having her in his house without him there. He supposed he didn’t really care. She didn’t seem the criminal type, so he doubted she’d do anything to what few things he had in here. The important stuff, his legal papers and weapons, were in the gun safe. There was no way she could get into that. He glanced through the living room, looking at his sparse furnishings. There was a burnt orange colored candle on his bare coffee table, as well as a stack of magazines on the corner of the end-table near his recliner.

      It looked like she’d added just a few things here and there to try to make his place a little more homey.

      “If you give me half an hour I’ll have fresh biscuits to go with it. You could go shower or something,” she suggested, giving him a smile.

      “I think I’ll do that.”

      She drew a chunk of meat out of the steam on the end of the fork and blew on it for a few seconds, then held it out to him.

      Lincoln blinked, shocked at the intimacy of the moment. He opened his mouth and took the meat inside, chewing without thought. Then the flavor hit him and he groaned. “Thirty minutes? You give me a bite like that then tell me I have to wait?”

      BB grinned, then gave a giggle that totally disarmed him.

      “You can wait. Go get clean,” she ordered, then turned away as if she expected him to listen. Well, if he wanted food he supposed he should do what she said. A little bemused, he left the kitchen, wondering at the surreal turn his life had taken in the past hour.

      As he walked through the house he saw other little touches she’d added. There was a rug on the floor of the hallway he’d never seen before, a stunning collage of colors that should have been too much for the generically neutral house, but it really wasn’t. When he entered his bedroom, he automatically glanced at his safe. It was secure, as always, but there was a new magnet on the front of it that made him grin. It was a donut with pale blue icing and sprinkles. The magnet held a note. In a world full of ugly muffins, be a pretty donut!

      Lincoln laughed, shaking his head. The woman had a sense of humor, that was for sure. He closed the bedroom door and crossed to the bed to take off his boots. He groaned as the heavy things fell to the floor, allowing his feet to breathe for the first time in almost twenty-four hours. Stripping the rest of his uniform off, he kicked it into the corner and headed for the attached bathroom.

      Lincoln soaked under the hot water for as long as he could, before his empty gut reminded him that there were other things he needed to do. Stepping out of the shower, he toweled off and padded out into the bedroom to dress. He pulled on boxers and a t-shirt, then a pair of nylon gym shorts. Comfortable.

      Five minutes later he stepped out into the hallway and his mouth watered. Damn, she was killing him with that scent.

      As soon as he entered the kitchen, BB handed him a steaming bowl of roast and vegetables, with two biscuits tucked into the sides.

      “Go ahead and sit down. What would you like to drink?”

      “Beer,” he said firmly as he moved toward the table.

      Grinning, she reached into the fridge, the line of her body stretching invitingly in the blue dress. Link bumped into the chair because he wasn’t watching where he was supposed to go. He set the steaming bowl down, then settled into the chair. Seconds later, BB set the bottle of beer in front of him and a cold bottle of water for herself. She walked to the kitchen to retrieve her own bowl of food, then returned to sit across from him at the table.

      BB’s eyes were a startling shade of pale green. They made him think of the green peridot stone in one of his mother’s favorite rings. His father had given it to her when they’d gotten engaged. She’d worn it for years before he’d passed, and it was one of the few things he had of hers. She’d taken it off when Dad had been killed and hadn’t seemed to want it near her. It was in Link's safe deposit box at his bank. When he realized he was staring at BB, he turned his attention to the food in front of him. “This looks amazing.”

      “It should be perfect. It’s been cooking since this morning.”

      Link speared a bite of the meat and put it into his mouth. It was scalding hot, but he breathed through his mouth as he waited for it to cool, then he chewed. Absolutely incredible. After months of MREs and cafeteria food, this was such a step up from what he was used to.

      Lincoln dipped the biscuit into the juices then lifted it to his mouth. He closed his eyes as he chewed. When he opened them for the next bite, BB was grinning at him, her brows lifted in question. Lincoln shook his head.

      “Best thing I’ve eaten in months. Literally. It’s even better than the beer,” he told her, nodding at the unopened bottle.

      Working his way through the entire bowl of food, he got up long enough to refill, then settled back at the table. The beer wasn’t opened until he finished the second bowl of food.

      Leaning back in the chair, he folded his hands over his belly. “I’m so full I could bust.”

      BB scraped the last bite from her own bowl and ate it, then sank back into a similar position. “I haven’t made that for a while. It was pretty tasty.”

      Lincoln looked at her curiously. “Is this your regular job? Welcoming guys home that you don’t know?”

      BB laughed lightly. “Of course not. My sister Carolina owns the company that your team hired and she was in a bit of a pinch. I only help occasionally. I’m self-employed.”

      Lincoln shook his head. “This is such a bizarre situation.”

      “It is,” she agreed. “And not something I’ve ever done before, I promise you.”

      He tilted his head. “What have you done, exactly? What services does your sister’s company do?”

      BB didn’t look offended by the question. She sat back in her chair and folded her forearms beneath the curve of her breasts. It was a struggle for Link to keep his eyes on her face.

      “Helping Hands does pretty much anything, but we work exclusively for military families. The company is approached by the family when the government services just aren’t getting it done.” She glanced around his living room. “So, like, moving across the country. Yes, the government will get your stuff there eventually, but there may be a gap of as much as a month. The family might hire us to go in and stock an apartment with rental furniture to cover the gap.” She made a motion to his own dining room table and kitchen, her eyes shining. “Recently we had a soldier come in for the birth of his baby. He was only allowed a few days leave before he had to go back out into the field. The family of the soldier hired our company to go in and give the mother support with the new baby. She was in Germany at the time and none of them could make it over.”

      Link nodded slowly. ”You’re extra hands.”

      “Yes,” she said, waggling a hand. “But we have specialized help. Nurses and assistants, childcare workers, animal handlers, interior designers. Most of us have a somewhat flexible job that allows us free time to devote to helping out soldiers or veterans.”

      He looked at her closely. “You said you were self-employed. What exactly do you do?”

      She grinned at him, nudging her glasses up her nose. “I’m a cartoonist.”

      His dark brows lifted in surprise. “Really? That’s interesting. Anything I know?”

      She blinked and gave him an odd smile. “I do the Sonya Sniddlebee comics.”

      BB waited for the startled look most people got on their faces when they realized what she did, but it didn’t come. He just looked at her, blank faced.

      BB’s ego twinged and she laughed at herself internally. After doing signings and TV interviews, sometimes it was nice to come across someone who had no idea who she was. She shrugged lightly. “It pays the bills.”

      “That’s awesome,” he told her. “It’s really nice if you can find something you love in life and get paid for it.”

      BB nodded. “Isn’t that the truth? Do you like what you do?”

      He got an odd look on his face. “I do, for the most part. I mean, there are always gripes, but it doesn’t do any good to even voice them because trying to get the military to change just isn’t going to happen.”

      BB snorted. “You’re right, I’m sure. What do you do for them, can I ask?”

      “I’m a special operator. I do the hard jobs no one else can do. Our SEAL team has a very high success rate, so we’re deployed a lot.”

      There was no ego in his voice, which was interesting.

      Then she frowned as the meaning of his words sunk in. “That doesn’t seem right. They work you harder because you’re doing a good job?”

      Lincoln smiled slightly. “Yes, in a way.”

      “Will you have a bit of a break, considering your teammates are wounded?”

      He shrugged lightly. “A bit, maybe. We’ll just be training while they’re recuperating.”

      She sighed, sinking back into her chair. “Seems like a thankless job.”

      “It is, a bit,” he agreed. “But we know we make a difference.”

      That was really something. BB loved getting the notes from people who seemed to live for everything she drew. After doing the Sonya series for the past several years, she’d gathered several long-time followers. She even had a social media platform, though she generally left that to her manager to run. Occasionally she would pop on and stir things up, but for the most part she left it to the experts.

      Lincoln was staring at his beer bottle. He looked tired, she realized. “Why don’t you go relax in your chair for a while? Or go take a nap in bed. You look like you’re about to fall asleep over your beer.”

      Lincoln grinned at her, bright teeth flashing. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had free time like this. I think my body is remembering to chill.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure the time change will affect you as well.”

      Heaving a great sigh, Lincoln stood, rubbing a hand over his face. “I think I might go stand in the shower for a while again. It’s been a long time since I had the luxury.”

      “Be decadent,” BB suggested. “Take a bath.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll drown in the tub if I do that,” he chuckled.

      BB grinned as well. She loved to see the humor in his expression. “Just a suggestion.”

      He paused before he left the room, looking around. “Will you…”

      “I’ll be here when you get up. I have work to do,” she told him truthfully.

      “Don’t let me sleep more than a few hours,” he told her as he left.

      BB watched his lean form head down the hallway. She could see the weariness in the slope of his shoulders and the drag of his feet. She might nudge him in a few hours but she doubted he would wake up.

      After she cleaned the kitchen and stored the rest of the roast and potatoes, she settled into the couch with her sketchpad and a container of her favorite pens. But she didn’t work on what she was supposed to work on, a half-finished Sonya panel. No, instead she found her pens flowing in different directions than they normally did. She sketched Lincoln as she’d first seen him, head down as he exited the plane, carrying a huge pack on his back. Lincoln’s teammates and their families were off to the side, reveling in being together, while he stood alone, trying not to be envious of their joy. Then she flipped the page and started another panel. In this one, Lincoln had a quizzical expression on his lean face as he realized she was there for him. But there was more in his eyes. Some haunting… loneliness.

      BB sat back in the chair and gazed down at the drawing. She could see the loneliness in his eyes because it was what her heart responded to.  More and more of late, she’d felt the same… awareness of passing through life alone. Yes, she had Frankie, but all around her people were expanding their families and building lives together. Her manager, Belle, had fallen in love this year, and after a whirlwind courtship, had eloped to the Smoky Mountains. She and her new husband had started baby-making immediately, and just had a little boy less than a month ago. BB could freely admit that she wanted that to happen to her.

      Rain, her neighbor down the hill, was in a hot and heavy relationship with another man she never could have imagined him with, but somehow they worked. Even her mail lady had gone on her honeymoon this week.

      It seemed like love was spreading like the flu, and no matter how many shopping cart handles she licked, she couldn’t catch it.

      Flipping the page, she starting sketching another guy that had been there. What had his name been? Swampman? He had a bunch of absolutely adorable little kids crowding around his dusty legs, waiting for attention. But the grizzly bear sized man had taken time to stare adoringly into his wife’s eyes and give her a lingering kiss before turning his attention to their offspring.

      Flipping again, she sketched out Black on the gurney. She could remember his name because it was so easy. Then she drew in the wife, tears tracking down the woman’s face as she leaned over the man she loved. That had been an especially poignant scene because Lincoln had said the man was retiring soon.

      It must be hard falling in love like that, then watching him fly away into danger you could do nothing about. BB wondered how long they’d been married.

      She went back to the Sonya panel and finished it, though she was a little distracted. Perhaps she would put it away for a few days before she came back to it. She didn’t think it was as funny as it needed to be.

      After Lincoln had been sleeping for four hours, she tapped on his bedroom door. When there was no response, she let herself inside and crossed to the bed. He lay on his side on the mattress, breathing deeply, his face lax. “Lincoln?”

      He didn’t even move. She reached out and wiggled his arm. No response.

      BB frowned. The man was exhausted. She had a very strong feeling that he would sleep through the night. She turned and left the bedroom, closing the door softly behind her.
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      Lincoln blinked into the darkness. He sighed, rubbing his cheek against the soft fabric of the pillow. It was softer than anything he’d ever felt when he was deployed before. Had the Navy invested in fabric softener? It took him a few seconds to realize he was in his own bed at home.

      Then something wonderful wafted through the room. What was that? Whatever it was it made his stomach grumble.

      Glancing at the clock on the bedside table, he gaped. It was after ten in the morning. He looked at the window. The blackout curtain had been pulled shut, but he could see a crack of light along one edge. Fuck!

      Then he remembered BB, her shining eyes bright with awareness as she welcomed him home.

      Link rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom. Had he seriously slept for fourteen hours? His bladder said yes, but otherwise he felt incredibly alert and rested. Had she tried to wake him up and been unable to? Exhaustion had been dogging him.

      After he cleaned up and scrubbed the gumminess from his teeth, he headed out into the house. Once again the scent of cooking food slammed into him.  BB stood at the stove, removing bacon from a pan and placing it on a paper towel lined plate. She looked up at him as smiled. “Hey, sleepyhead. I thought the bacon might work.”

      Lincoln had to stop in the doorway, caught in the moment. For a bare second his mind took off and he imagined that his life had grown to include this beautiful woman. He couldn’t imagine a more perfect fantasy. Granted, he didn’t know her well, but so far he hadn’t found fault with anything about her. Beautiful, kind, self-sufficient. And she had a damn bangin’ body, curvy and soft. He would give damn near anything to belong to a woman like her.

      But that wasn’t the arrangement they had going. In two days she would be gone, and he had a feeling he would be left reeling from her absence.

      Today her light brown curls were up in a bouncy ponytail, trailing down her neck. Her glasses were propped on her head. He wanted to reach out and pull the tie from her hair just so he could see what she looked like with her hair down. She wore a pretty, glittery pink t-shirt today with a dog on the front and a pair of jean shorts. Casual clothes, but she wore them like they were high-class debutante worthy. Her legs were lean and muscled.

      Lincoln dragged his gaze away from her delectable form before he grew hard enough for her to notice. Last night there had been a buzz of arousal in his veins, but today, rested and alert, it was even more pronounced. It had been months since he’d been stateside, and even longer since he’d been with a woman, and he was feeling that lack.

      But he was also feeling the lack of easy companionship. Just hanging with someone, people watching, sharing a meal, maybe watching a movie. Yeah, he could go hang with his teammates to watch a game here and there, but there was always the expectation that he would leave eventually. It wasn’t like he could move in and just hang. His buddies had their own separate lives, and he’d gotten used to cutting out gracefully.

      His ex-wife had not been the cuddling type. She’d let him touch her here and there, but she’d always pulled away when he’d wanted more. It wasn’t until later in the relationship that he realized she’d been in love with another man.

      Stop thinking about her, idiot. You have a beautiful woman standing right in front of you this second. Live in the moment.

      Crossing to the stove just so that he could be closer to her, he reached around her for a piece of bacon. She grinned as he stuffed the entire thing into his mouth and chewed. He grinned back at her, glad she could appreciate the immaturity of filching a piece just for fun.

      Frankie sat beside her mistress’s feet, staring up at him. It was obvious she loved bacon as well and was just waiting for a nibble. Lincoln looked at BB. “Can I give her a piece?”

      BB cocked a hand on her hip, frowning at him. “If you do she’ll never leave you alone. I’m warning you now, those big brown eyes of hers will get you every single time.”

      Grinning, he grabbed another piece from the plate. He could tell the dog still didn’t like him, but that wasn’t going to stop her from taking the treat from him. Tearing the strip into pieces, he made her work for it. Frankie ‘sat’ and ‘shook’ and ‘lay down’, staring at him hard until he gave her a piece every time she completed the task. Link laughed and tried to pet her once the bacon was gone, but she turned up her nose and walked away from him.

      “She’s tough, I’m telling you. Most stubborn dog I’ve ever trained.”

      Link watched Frankie continue to lick her chops. “We had a bulldog when I was a kid. He was harder than hell to train, too.”

      Grinning, BB nodded. “They definitely are their own person, so to speak.”

      She handed him a plate full of scrambled eggs with ham and cheese, bacon and a fruit salad. Then, turning off one of the burners, she followed him to the table with her own plate. She had a lot less food than he did.

      “I’m not going to fit in my uniform by the time you leave,” he grumbled.

      BB chuckled as she settled into the chair. “I think you can stand to gain a few pounds.”

      Yeah, she was probably right, actually. He tucked into the food, eating everything on his plate. They had scrambled eggs and bacon when they were deployed, but for some reason hers tasted so much better. Was it the care and attention she used to make the food that he tasted?

      What a fanciful thought. He was a little shocked at it. He knew he could definitely get used to the pampering.

      Link stared at BB as she finished her own food. She ate delicately, with no dropped food or fumbled utensils. When she’d first sat down he’d seen her drape a paper napkin over her bare legs like it was cloth. It was obvious she’d been raised well, politeness ingrained in her. It made him feel rough, and unpolished.

      “What does BB stand for?” he asked.

      Her lips quirked. “What do you think it stands for?”

      Link sat back in his chair. “Bryan Barcelona.”

      BB erupted into laughter, her green eyes dancing. “Um, no.” Then she grinned. “Close though.”

      Link gave her a hard stare. “Bucephalus Blue.”

      She giggled even harder, her eyes tearing. Gasping, she shook her head, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Blennerhasset Baker,” he said, forcing his ridiculous smile away.

      BB could only shake her head, laughter rolling through her.

      “Beatrice Beaumont.”

      For a second she stared at him, then began nodding her head.

      Link got a queasy feeling in his stomach. Oh, shit. He’d been trying to be ridiculous but had he actually guessed her name? “Beatrice?”

      She nodded again and took a breath, cleared her throat. “It’s an old family name. My mother wanted to honor my grandmothers, so my name is BrandiLynn, for my paternal grandmother Brenda Lynn, and Beatrice for my maternal grand, also of the same name. BrandiLynn Beatrice Jones.”

      He blinked. “That’s a mouthful. No wonder you go by BB.”

      She gave him a crooked smile. “Yeah, it was hell in school. My older sister actually started calling me BB first, and it stuck. I was very happy not to have to write the damn thing out all the time.”

      “How many siblings do you have?” He asked.

      BB grinned. “I have four sisters and two brothers. Carolina is one of the younger, though you can’t tell it with the way she bosses everyone around. Somehow we ended up being her pinch hitters. We started the business with her and ran all of the initial contracts until she built her employees up to handle the business. She’s booked months in advance for some things, but other contracts come in on an as-needed basis. That’s why she also has so many day contractors. If her schedule is packed like it is now, and she still needs something, she has a pool of reserve people. They usually have a regular day job but have committed to helping out active duty and veterans as much as they can. She also has a pool of higher level contractors that can be hired for more difficult, involved jobs.”

      Link had to shake his head. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

      “Carolina calls it a concierge service. It works. She’s been in business six years now.”

      Link was impressed. The entire premise was unique and he knew it would definitely serve a need.

      “And what about you?” She asked softly. “I know you don’t have a lot of family, but where are you from? What’s your background?”

      Link looked out the window for a moment to gather his thoughts, then back to her.

      “I’m from a small town in rural New Hampshire. I still have some cousins and an uncle there but it’s been several years since I saw them. My dad worked for the national forestry service and he was mauled by a bear over twenty years ago. Mom moved us back to her family's home in Idaho. She still lives there, actually, and we try to get together every year, but it’s hard sometimes. My job isn’t exactly conducive to strong connections, and her ranch doesn’t allow her to leave very often.”

      She nodded in understanding. “That’s a shame. No siblings?”

      His mouth twisted. “I had a brother but he took his own life about five years ago.”

      BB gasped. “I’m so sorry, Link. I had a cousin take her own life and it just leaves you shaking your head, trying to understand. Did you have any idea?”

      “Not exactly,” he said, voice flat. “He was a cop in Boise and had just gotten separated from his high school sweetheart. We think he probably didn’t mean for it to go as far as it did.”

      BB nodded, sympathy in her eyes, and he realized he hadn't told anyone about his brother other than his team when he’d needed time off for the funeral. It was nice to talk to someone that understood. “I never would have expected him to try something like that. He was a solid guy and he loved being a cop.”

      “I saw a statistic the other day that really surprised me,” she said softly. “There’ve been almost fifty police officers killed this year, but three times that many have committed suicide. The media just doesn’t cover those.”

      “Damn,” he sighed. “I got back stateside after he did it and I had a package waiting for me here. Mom sent me some of his things.”

      He motioned to a shelf on the far wall. BB left her chair and crossed the room to stand before it and he followed her.

      “Wow, you two looked so much alike,” she breathed, leaning close to look at the two of them grinning in the pic. He’d been about twelve then, and Matt had been nine. Both dark haired, just like their dad standing behind them. Actually, it was only a year or two before dad was killed. Mom stood to the side, leaning against his father, antagonism radiating off of her.

      BB’s arm slipped through his and he jerked. She smiled at him softly.

      “Why was she angry?”

      Had he been speaking and not even realized it? “Not sure. It changed day to day.”

      Lincoln loved having BB standing beside him like this, squeezing his arm. Just having someone to talk to was very strange for him, especially considering the subject. His mother was an angry woman, not someone pleasant to be around. His dad had seen something in her though.

      BB reached out and drew a finger down the face of the Boise PD shield. It had Matt’s name on the top and the PD on the bottom. Link had been surprised find it in the box. He figured it would've gone to Matt's widow. He wasn't complaining. He was glad to have the piece.

      Then BB reached for the Wile E. Coyote lunch box. Her green eyes flashed to him. “May I? This is a classic.”

      He hesitated, then nodded.

      She removed the box from the shelf and laid it horizontally in her hand, looking at the old cartoon. It was faded where the raised metal had rubbed for so many years. “It was mine first, and Matt adopted it.”

      “Can I look inside?”

      This time he hesitated a little longer. Obviously sensing his reluctance she moved to replace the box but he stilled her hand. “No, you can.”

      It had been a long time since he’d gone through it. Probably sometime after it had been delivered, years ago.

      BB stared at him for a moment, as if judging her timing. Finally, she repositioned the box and released the metal clasp on the front. The lid creaked open and he could see the treasures inside. There were a few Matchbox cars, as well as a homemade slingshot, the band long since degraded. They had whittled the thing together after they’d broken the first one. She pulled out each treasure to look at, before carefully returning it to the box. There was a magnifying glass from a Cracker Jack box, and old gold ring with a gaping orbit where a stone had been. They’d found it along the railroad tracks one day. She dug a little deeper and pulled out a postcard with a circus on the front.

      Link laughed, taking it from her hand. “We used to want to run away to the circus but neither one of us were especially skilled at anything. I think there’s an old lock blade knife in there we used to practice knife throwing with.” She pointed the item out and he nodded. “Mom and Dad would fight and we’d go out back. There was a set of train tracks about a mile behind our house, through the woods. We would go down to the line and dream.”

      His smile turned sad.

      “I’m sorry, Link. I was just curious.”

      He shrugged lightly, giving her a slight grin. “It’s okay. I don’t think about him as much anymore.”

      She dug a little deeper and pulled an old magazine page from the bottom. Before he could grab it and shove it away she’d flipped it open. It was a Playboy centerfold at least thirty years old. She chuckled, though he could feel his skin prickling uncomfortably. Grinning through it, he shrugged. “What do you expect? We were teenage boys. Our dad had a cherished stack of these in his closet and we found them one day. Oh, man,” he shook his head, remembering. “I think Mom knew about them but I’m surprised she let him keep them.”

      “I can understand why it’s in your treasure box. She’s very pretty.”

      Link looked at the woman on the paper. He didn’t recognize her name anymore and as BB stood in front of him, he decided that there were much prettier things to look at, like her. “She used to be.”

      BB glanced at him, smiling, then took a second look and locked gazes with him. She had to understand what he was trying to convey. Even as he watched a slight blush worked up through her pale skin and she dragged her gaze away, busying herself putting the things back in order in the box.

      Link loved that he could fluster her. It meant the attraction he was feeling might not be one-sided.
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      BB’s heart raced and she tried not to fumble getting the box back on the shelf, but with Link standing so close behind her shoulder, radiating heat, it was hard to stay focused. Had he meant what she thought he did just now? The thought flitted through her mind to turn and just lay a big wet one on him, but that would be so awkward if she’d misread the situation. ‘Oh, sorry about the tongue, thought you’d been ready for it.’

      Instead, she took a deep breath and carefully stepped to the side, then turned to face him. “I’m sorry if I dug up painful memories.”

      He shook his head, his vibrant eyes shadowed. “Don’t worry about it. It was nice to talk about my brother again. The guys on the team, well, we all know,” his voice drifted away. “Death is a part of life, but we prefer not to dwell on it.”

      Ah. She understood. “He was an important part of your life, though.”

      He shrugged his muscular shoulders and turned away.

      BB was disappointed. She’d wanted another hug, but obviously he needed some distance.

      Frankie plopped down in front of her, staring up at her.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Crossing to the front door she swung it open, letting in a swirl of heat. Frankie jogged through the opening, down the steps and into the grass where she began circling to find the perfect place to pee.

      “Would you like to walk down to the beach?”

      She glanced back at Link, standing in the doorway. Shading her eyes with her hand she grinned at him. “I'd love to! Let me run to my room for a minute.”

      She knew the water would be too chilly to swim in, but maybe she’d wade a little. And sunbathe.  She changed into her flowered one-piece, then dropped a pretty white sundress over top of it. It was short and flirty, hitting her knees and perfect for the beach. Grabbing her beach bag, she threw a towel inside, as well as a broad brimmed hat. No sunburn before she went home.

      Frankie didn’t appreciate being left behind but BB refused to carry her all the way down to the beach and back. So, making sure she had a treat bone with peanut butter inside, BB sailed out the door.

      Link was waiting for her with a small string sack in hand. As he tightened the strings he glanced up at her, and BB felt a rush roll through her. Lincoln looked at her like he’d been struck, his mouth open a little. His eyes flicked over her body and down her legs, and she saw him swallow as he turned away. A surge of heat settled in her belly as she realized he thought she was as appealing as she thought he was.

      He guided her out of the house and down the street, the bag over his shoulder.

      It was as she’d expected. Brisk and windy. BB doubted she’d even be able to keep the hat on when they got to the public beach. It was definitely exactly what she needed after the scorching look in the house.

      “Let’s go down this way.”

      Link motioned to a path through several bushes.

      “Isn’t this someone’s property?”

      “Yes, but I know the guy. He’s pretty laid back. I come through here when I want to work out. It’s a nice shortcut.”

      Link tried to hold the branches away from her but a few managed to drag across her skin. When they broke through the clearing, she was surprised to see a long expanse of open beach. Something about it felt more secluded, even though she could see it stretched only about half a mile. “What’s to keep the public from coming along this beach?”

      “Nothing, really. The houses are a little closer to the water here. Maybe they think it’s private because of that.”

      They headed down the beach to the water and she had to stop and stare. The Pacific was so vibrant, the blue water churning. It was a wild and treacherous and lovely place. “Is it high tide?”

      Link nodded his head, glancing at the black watch on his wrist. “It’s almost eleven, so yeah, high tide.” He looked at the water as if it were a friend, a slight smile curling his lips.

      For a moment she stared at him, caught by the similarities between the two of them. There was a power to him, an unseen force. Standing there with his arms crossed over his heavy chest, staring out at the water, legs planted, she could see how dangerous he was. And she could feel how dangerous he could be to her sanity. He’d glanced at her several times as he’d guided her to the beach.

      She started walking toward the water. Bending over she unfastened her sandals, dropping them into the bag.

      “It’s going to be chilly,” he warned.

      The sun was shining down on her head, making her warm. Surely the water was at least warm enough to wade in? The first splash that swirled around her feet proved otherwise. Then a second wave reached her thigh, shocking her. She gasped, dancing out of reach.

      “I warned you,” Link laughed, holding a hand out to her.

      Before he could withdraw the offer, she grabbed his hand, letting him tug her up the sand. Then she continued to hold it as they walked along. “Navy SEALs train in this water, right?”

      “Yes,” he agreed, “but that’s part of the struggle, the water temperature.”

      “It’s a damn polar plunge.”

      Link laughed and they danced away from an overly ambitious wash of water around their feet. “I’ve been in colder,” he told her.

      BB couldn’t imagine.

      They held hands as they walked down the beach and she eventually got used to the temperature of the water. A couple of times BB really appreciated Link’s strong support because the sand seemed to want to roll out from beneath her feet as she walked. Patiently, he helped her regain her footing, his hand a solid tug against hers.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve been to the beach like this.”

      He looked at her, head cocked back. “I don’t even know where you live.”

      “North of Bakersfield. About five hours from here. I live at the edge of the Sequoia National forest. This is not my normal scenery,” she laughed.

      Nodding like he knew where it was, they walked on. Miles of beach stretched before them and she was more than happy to just walk along with him, holding his fingers. It was easy to pretend that they were like the other couples walking along.

      They’d been walking for the better part of an hour when Link directed her to a fairly unpopulated area. “Let’s take a break and enjoy the sun for a bit.”

      “Sounds good to me,” she admitted. Digging in her bag she drew out the towel and stretched it on the sand, then sat, leaving him room beside her. Link left some space between them, but she let it go. “What a beautiful view.”

      “Yeah, I come down here as much as I can when I’m home.”

      “It’s a bit different from the Middle East, yes?”

      Lincoln laughed. “Hell, yes. The desert has its own beauty, but I grew up with water and trees and ocean. It’s what I prefer.”

      He stared out over the rolling waves and she could see how important it was to him. Even with sunglasses shielding his eyes she could tell he loved it. She turned to look as well, and for a long time they just shared space on the towel and allowed nature to replenish their souls. Eventually, Link moved enough to reach into his bag and dig out a couple of bottles of water. He handed her one.

      “Thank you.”

      Cracking the top from the bottle, he drank most of his down. BB did as well, and her attention was caught by a young couple with a child down the way. The parents held hands as they watched their little man, he couldn’t be more than three or four, race after the receding water. Then he would dash back to his parents, the waves chasing him in. He did it over and over again, giggling the entire time. The parents leaned in to kiss and it was very sweet. BB couldn’t help but watch the lovely scene.

      Then one of the waves moved faster than the boy did and he crashed into the water, the wave rolling over top of him silently. Before she could even open her mouth Link was racing down the beach and dragging the boy up out of the surf. Gasping and crying, the little boy had a shocked look on his face.

      The parents seemed shocked at what had happened, and thankful that Link had reacted as quickly as he had. They fawned over the coughing boy, making sure he was okay. Lincoln leaned down in front of him, saying a few words, and the child nodded. Then he walked back up the beach to her.

      BB realized she was on her feet as well, and she planted her hands on her hips as he reached her. “That was quick action. Well done, Mr. Bezel.”

      Link waved her words away. “I could tell it was just a matter of time. The sea will take you if you let her.”

      BB wondered how many of his own friends had been taken. He was a Navy SEAL. Surely he knew men who had been lost. It was too nice of a day to dwell on the dead, though, so she didn’t pursue. “What did you tell him at the end?”

      He flashed her a smile. “That he fought the sea and won.”

      That was so smart. Now, rather than being terrified of the water, the boy would hopefully remember Link’s words. Or the parents would. “You don’t have kids, right?”

      He shook his head, looking down at the sand. “No, I don’t.”

      “Speaking as an aunt several times over, that was a very smart thing to tell a child. You’d make a great dad, Lincoln.”

      She couldn’t see anything through his sunglasses when he lifted his head, but she could feel the weight of his gaze regardless. “Thanks, BB. I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Then she did what she’d been wanting to do all day. She leaned in for a hug.

      It took a moment or two for Link to wrap his arms around her, but when he did it was totally worth the wait. BB didn’t want him to think she was leading him on or anything, but she couldn’t quit touching him. The man was gorgeous, but his heart made her sad. For some reason when Carolina had said she was meeting a Navy SEAL she expected a bold, brash personality, not this low key, solid guy that didn’t seem to know what to do with her.

      They eventually drew back and he made a motion down the beach. “There’s a decent food truck down this way if you’re game.”

      “Sure,” she said, gathering up her things. She shook the sand out of the towel, rolled it up and put it back into the bag.

      They walked down the beach, side by side.

      The food truck was as good as Lincoln promised, tender strips of marinated meat on tortillas with cheese and veggies. She had a fondness for Mexican food anyway, and he spotted that quickly. Reaching across the picnic table with a napkin he swiped at her lips while she chewed.

      “You’re leaking salsa.”

      Giggling, she chewed as quickly as she could, swiping at her own mouth with the napkin. “At least I can wipe mine off,” she shrugged, giving him a pointed look. She nodded at his chest.

      Link looked down and groaned at the track of meat juice and stray cheese down the front of his t-shirt. “Aw, man…”

      Shrugging, he grinned at her and took another bite, unconcerned.

      BB reached into her bag and retrieved the sketchbook and roll of pens and pencils she took with her everywhere. With a few quick strokes she captured his nonchalant expression as food stained his shirt. Then in the next panel she drew him walking to the beach, a line of lettuce and other food in a trail behind him and seagulls swooping in to eat the food. In the last panel was a fat seagull laying on the beach. She smirked to herself and showed it to him. At first he seemed startled, then he laughed as he read the strip.

      BB started a panel to capture Link saving the little boy. This one couldn’t be as funny, but a little more thought provoking. She drew him dragging the little boy out of the grasping waves of the sea. Then she drew a superhero panel where he was hunkered down in front of the boy, talking to him, and his ephemeral cape blew behind him.

      A hero whether in uniform or not… she titled it.

      That one he looked at a little longer.

      “You’re very talented,” he told her softly. “Can I keep this?”

      BB shook her head. “When we get back to the house I’ll cut it out for you.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      Then he began to flip through the other pages. He stopped on one of the Sonya panels she’d been working on. “Wait, I know this one,” he said, looking up at her in shock. “You do these?”

      BB nodded, and he stared at her for a long moment, as if lining up thoughts in his head. “We had these things plastered across the FOB. One of the guys’ sisters sent them every week.”

      Grinning, she nodded, though she had no idea where anyone would plaster the strips on a base. “I’m syndicated, so I’m in a lot of different papers.”

      “Damn, girl,” he said softly, looking at her with new respect in his eyes.

      BB had seen it happen before. Unless you had a well-known, household name, you would fade into obscurity. This was a tough business. And most people, when she told them she was a cartoonist, couldn’t even imagine what she did. ‘Oh, do you work for Disney?’ Yeah, no.

      It was okay that people didn’t know who she was though. Kept her life simple.

      The syndication contracts kept her in nice pens and paper and she was happy.

      “How did you get started doing that?” He asked, leaning forward on his elbows on the table.

      She shrugged, running her fingernail over the texture of the picnic table. “I was always doodling when I was a kid. Coloring. I would get so mad if someone colored with me and strayed out of the lines. Even then I took it seriously.” She gave him a lopsided smile. “I started sketching things that went on in our crazy household, then one of my brothers got married to this rich chick he met in college. Suddenly they were this corporate power couple trying to be the perfect everything, and they had some glorious fails. Paul thought he had this beautiful story, and this beautiful love, but third-hand I could only hear the funny things. Luckily, they’re good sports because their relationship totally started my series.”

      “Did you go to school for this?”

      “I did,” she pushed some flyaway hair behind her ear. “Got a degree. Did my internship in New York. Worked on a few strips and made other people a lot of money when I realized what I had was just as good. So, I struck out on my own. Best thing I ever did.”

      He looked at her for a long moment. “I want to say good for you but I don’t want it to sound condescending.”

      BB laughed. “I understand.”

      “No significant other in the mix?” He asked cautiously.

      She shook her head. “Nah. There was an almost but Frankie said no.”

      He laughed with her and she took a second to just watch him. He was such a good-looking guy. Normally, she felt like she could hold her own when it came to looks, but he was very attractive. She’d caught several people, both male and female, checking him out as they’d walked down the beach. Though he’d been watchful as they’d gone down the beach, she didn’t think he’d been noticing their attention.

      Could he really be as humble as he appeared? If he was, he was an aberration. Seemed like every man she met wanted sex and ego-stroking. Link seemed to want to fly under the radar. He really did seem to be a good guy, the epitome of the quiet professional. She didn’t understand why he wasn’t attached.

      “No former Mrs.?”

      Link winced a little. “There was, but she was more concerned with showing me off than actually having a relationship. With me, at least. Her boyfriend at the time was apparently okay with the set-up.”

      BB winced along with him. “Ouch, damn. Sorry.”

      “SEALs get it a lot, though my unit has a pretty good group of solid marriages. Which is not the norm when it comes to Navy SEALs.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” he said, mouth twisting. “It takes a couple of very strong people to keep a marriage together when one half is gone most of the year. I’ve seen my buddies struggle.”

      “Hmm,” she agreed.

      It would definitely be hard being in a relationship like that. Hopefully the good times would outweigh the lonely times. “And the danger you’re subjected to has to take a toll on the women, too.”

      Link smiled grimly. “Navy SEAL wives are warriors in their own right, and I’m more scared of some of the women in our group than their men. I know Black’s wife is going to kick my ass next time I see her.”

      “Why?” She asked, laughing.

      He scrubbed a hand over his short dark hair. “Because I was supposed to keep her husband out of trouble, and I didn’t do that. He retires in three weeks, and now he’s dealing with an injury.”

      She waved a hand. “I’m sure you didn’t shove him into the path of a bullet, or whatever. Did you?”

      “No.”

      “And he’s probably old enough to take care of himself, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Link grinned at her and began gathering up their trash. BB helped him.

      “That was dangerously good. Do you, like, walk down here every day when you’re home? The guy knew your name.”

      It was hard to tell but she thought he looked a little guilty. “Of course not every day. That would be just ridiculous. Of course not. Unh uh.”

      But he wouldn’t look at her, and the way he said it, it was obvious he was playing, like he was embarrassed. It made her think he actually did come down every day. She stared at him, but he’d turned away and started walking toward the beach. BB picked up her cup of ice water, refilled her water bottle and slipped it into her bag as she followed along, her heart aching for the solitary man.
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      Lincoln waited for BB to join him, holding out a hand to guide her through the deep sand. It was crazy how quickly he'd gotten used to holding her hand. It had only taken a few hours. At first he hadn’t appreciated the contact. It was a little invasive, he thought, and not always smart tactically. If he had to reach for a weapon he was fucked. But he’d grown used to it quickly and did not want to let go anytime soon. Who would have thought?

      BB was… something. He glanced at her as he led her down the beach. The white dress thing she was wearing was short enough to expose the long length of her thighs, and he couldn’t look at her too long. She was stunning and quite honestly, he was too hard up. It had been an embarrassingly long time since he’d been with a woman.

      The wind gusted then, outlining the shape of her breasts. It looked like she wore a suit beneath her little white dress, and it cupped her breasts very nicely. He was glad he had sunglasses on because it gave him a little bit of freedom to look, but it would backfire. The shorts he was wearing were not very… restraining.

      Maybe he needed to take a dip in the drink.

      BB chatted about things easily. She was definitely more of a talker than he was, but she was interesting. She actually talked about things rather than herself or what she thought about the latest whatever trend. It was obvious that she was a well-read, intelligent woman and though he didn’t talk as much as she did, he enjoyed listening to her. And he realized that the things that she found interesting were very similar to his own. They had a sharp sense of humor, sometimes a little dark.

      “Do you find yourself curbing your creativity to suit the papers?”

      She glanced at him, giving him a lopsided smile. “Definitely. You have to walk the PC line and still be funny. Do I make people mad? I’m sure at some point I have. I’m not a political satirist, but I can appreciate the art. Not everyone does. And it’s hard to keep completely middle of the road. I’m sure if you looked at everything I’d created in the past two years you could see who I’d voted for and what was important to me as a citizen.” She shrugged lightly. “You’re never going to make everyone a hundred percent happy a hundred percent of the time.”

      “True,” he agreed. “Want to sit for a while?”

      “Please.”

      Guiding her to a spot up the beach a few yards, he spread her towel lengthwise for her, then sat on the sand. He hoped that if they stopped for a bit she’d take off her sundress to soak up the sun. With that goal in mind he pulled his t-shirt over his head and dropped it to the sand beside him.

      Her movements stilled and he grinned to himself. Yes, this awareness wasn’t just one-sided. He was cognizant of the hands off stipulation in her contract, but he thought if anyone could change that clause it would have to be her. The fact that she was reacting to him was stimulating.

      Making sure to flex everything he could, he lay back in the sand. He’d worked hard for this body. Propping his head on his folded arm, he rocked his head to look at her, smiling slightly.

      She seemed to be debating something because she was chewing the corner of her mouth thoughtfully. Then she seemed to come to some decision, because she reached for the hem of her dress, peeling it over her head in one not quite smooth movement. It got stuck on her hat, and she fought with it for a moment before flinging both to the ground with a huff.

      He grinned at her, glad to see neither one of them were as smooth as they wanted to be.

      Link realized how much he’d screwed up when he finally looked up the length of her body standing over him. Fuck, she was hot. Her long legs led to up to voluptuous hips, a softly rounded tummy and beautifully full breasts. He swallowed hard and quickly propped his knees up in the air, crossing one ankle over the knee. He’d gone rock hard somewhere around her hips and there was very little hiding it.

      BB sat and faced the sea, her hair down around her shoulders. Apparently the tangle with the hat and dress had dislodged her ponytail too. Finally, he could see her fully, hair down. Then he noticed the pinkness on her fair arms. “Do you have sunscreen? You’re going to be feeling the sun long after you leave if you’re not careful.”

      BB dug in her bag, taking a sip of water from her water bottle. Then she unsnapped the cap on a tube of cream, squeezed some into her hand and began smoothing it onto her long legs.

      Lincoln watched for a second, then realized what was happening and dropped his head to the sand, trying to get his breath. Then, unable to help himself, he had to look again. Her back was lean and strong, her arms sleek. It was obvious she got some kind of exercise because she had a very feminine strength to her. Lincoln lifted a hand, wondering if her skin was as soft as it looked.

      Then she turned and held the tube of cream out. “I know this is trite but can you get my back?”

      Fuck. He was going to have to sit up and he seriously doubted she would miss the tent he was pitching in his shorts.

      He rocked to a sitting position and planted his elbows on his knees, taking the tube with one hand. His only saving grace was that she turned away to look out at the churning Pacific, waiting for him to slick the cream on. Link cursed under his breath, looking at the long line of her back in front of him. Her skin was fair and she had a few freckles scattered across her shoulders, like she’d been sunburnt as a kid. The swimsuit left most of her back bare, clear down to her hips. He could count every divot in her spine, and the two little depressions where his thumbs could rest as he pushed into her from behind.

      Gritting his teeth he smoothed one hand over her back. She gasped, jerking away, and glanced at him with a smile. “Sorry, cold.”

      Link took a moment to warm the cream in his hands before he swiped them over her shoulders. Moving very carefully, he tried to get every inch of exposed skin. He felt bad that his hands were so rough.

      Fuck this was hard. How was he expected to stay in control with her delectable body literally in his hands? Pushing his fingers just below the edge of the suit, he swept across the width of her hips, then up the opposite side. Her skin had soaked up the cream so he squirted another dollop into his hand, warmed it, then began rubbing again.

      BB moaned, her head resting on top of her knees. He realized she was watching him with a slight smile on her lips. He also realized he’d been rubbing lotion into her back for a very long time.

      Dragging in a heavy breath, he pulled his hands away. “Sorry. I got a little lost there,” he admitted.

      BB blinked at him. “Did you see me protesting?” She grinned at him.

      He shook his head, trying to shield his erection from her by dropping an arm to his leg. BB followed the movement and he knew the moment she realized how strung up he was. Something in her expression became sharper, more aware, and her breathing picked up a little. If Link hadn’t been sitting next to her he probably wouldn’t have noticed the slight change.

      Or the way her mouth parted, as if she were waiting for a kiss.

      Clenching his jaw he looked out over the roiling sea. His insides felt just as churned up.

      “Can I lotion your back?”

      He started to shake his head when her words filtered into his mind. She hadn’t asked him if he wanted lotion. She’d asked him if she could put lotion on his back. Had she made that distinction consciously?

      Link rolled over carefully, erection finally hidden from her gaze. This had to be better than staring at her body and not being able to have her.

      Then her hands spanned across his shoulders, the cream making them glide across his muscles. He never wore sunscreen because his skin was already a little darker and he’d been in the desert for the past three months, which meant he’d mostly been covered. But the feel of her rubbing the cream across his skin was fantastic. Lincoln could have died right then and he would have been happy.

      Touch was what he missed most on his long deployments. Even though he and Karen hadn’t gotten along very well, at the beginning of their relationship they’d touched a lot. Eventually he’d realized how fake she was, but even then he hadn’t been able to completely stop touching her. It was a controlled addiction, that desire for connection. As BB ran her strong hands down his lats, then around his ribs and back up, he realized he was just as hard as ever.

      Then she went up on her knees behind him to get leverage to really rub his muscles and Link could have cried. She was killing him with pleasure. Up and down her hands glided, fingers digging into the tense muscles along his spine. He hadn’t realized he’d been sore, but apparently he had been. Goosebumps pimpled his flesh, it felt so good.

      Then he got a sharp visual of her leaning over him, her breasts swaying forward as she rode him, her long thighs flexing.

      The erection that had been receding surged back, but there was no way he was going to tell her to stop. He was going to let the pleasure and pain fight, and pray the pleasure eventually won out. He would survive it.
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      BB could tell by the groan he sighed out that he was enjoying the rub, so she kept going. They’d already used most of the tube of lotion, but she would use every bit of it if he wanted. Leaning up, she kneaded the muscles around his neck, then his actual neck. He’d gone boneless, sinking into the sand, and she appreciated that he was relaxing with her this way. As a SEAL she doubted he let down his guard very often.

      Several scars marred the skin of his back and she ran her fingertips over them carefully, trying to read his history. It had been painful, she knew that much, and so very different from her own life.

      Squeezing more sunscreen into her hand, she reached for the arm closest to her, massaging the triceps muscle, then lifting his arm so she could rub the bicep and tri at the same time. Link groaned as she manipulated his arm so that she could pinch the muscles.

      “You’re killing me,” he told her, voice rough.

      “No, I’m welcoming you home.”

      As she looked down the long expanse of his body, she decided that she was getting too much enjoyment out of this assignment to be paid. Lincoln had the hard, corded body of a man constantly on the move, fighting. And she had a feeling he would love just as hard.

      The thought of taking him into her body tantalized her. She’d seen the evidence of his own interest, though he’d tried to hide it. Looking at her body had excited him, and in turn it had excited her even more.

      They were on the beach, in public, but her body was slick with arousal. She’d enjoyed talking with him and looking at him, but she absolutely loved touching him and she had a feeling that he would be an exquisite lover.

      Just the thought of laying with him sent a frisson of pleasure through her. Her nipples went hard and her breath quickened. They’d only been together a few hours— less than a whole day— but she felt like being with him would be the right thing.

      Feeling a little daring, she allowed her hands to drift down his back and over his ass to his legs. Link jerked, as if this area of skin was super-sensitized. BB began rubbing her fingers into the muscles of his thighs, then down to his calves and finally his feet. She supposed it was a little odd to rub a stranger’s feet, but she didn’t linger. She worked her way back up his legs to focus on the heavy hamstring muscles on the backs of his thighs. If her fingers scraped a little high on one side, or a little deep, he didn’t say anything, but she could feel the tension humming in his body. It was humming in hers too.

      “I’m going to have to cry uncle,” he said, face turned to her side.

      She jerked her hands away. “I’m sorry. Am I hurting you?”

      He barked out a laugh. “You’re killing me.”

      BB watched as he shifted on the sand, but he didn’t roll over. Instead, he reached beneath himself and adjusted. BB felt her cheeks flame in the heat of the day, but she grinned. It made her happy that he was affected by what she was doing.

      But, he’d been gone a long time. Maybe any female would do for him. She didn’t know what kind of life he led, or how promiscuous he was in his off time. She knew he’d had a marriage dissolve and maybe he’d contributed to that.

      There was no way to know. The one thing she did know, in her heart, was that she wanted to sleep with him. Her body was humming, and needy.

      “Maybe…” he stopped, then lifted up on his elbows. He looked at her, the glasses showing her reflection. “Maybe you should head back to the house.”

      BB cocked her head, wondering what he was thinking. “Okay,” she said slowly. “Why?”

      He sighed, his head hanging. “I’m very aware of your contract, BB, and I’m not going to jeopardize it. But I’ll be honest. You are a fucking beautiful woman and I’m not strong enough right now to not react to you. I’m hard as a board and I’m really trying to be a good guy and not freak you out.”

      His jaw clenched and she felt bad for antagonizing him. “Roll over,” she told him softly.

      Link shook his head like he didn’t believe what she was saying.

      “Roll over, Lincoln.”

      He did as she told him, muscles straining and flexing as he flipped onto his back. Her eyes were immediately drawn to the erection straining the front of his nylon shorts. Her breath stalled in her throat. “You don’t have to hide that from me.”

      Gathering her courage, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. Immediately Lincoln gripped her head in his broad hand and pulled her tight to his mouth. As he settled back to the sand, it just seemed natural to lay against him, across his chest, as she explored his mouth. It was as she expected. Lincoln Bezel was a very good kisser. And what she had seen and could now feel down below was going to please her very much.

      BB planted her hands to his sides, centering her mouth over his own. His hands cupped her ribs, then moved down to her hips. When his hands tightened on her hips, she expected him to grind up into her. She hadn’t expected how much it would affect her though. Shock ran through her veins and heavy, liquid heat settled low. Instinctively she straddled his hips, needing to be closer. He groaned and rocked up into her.

      In the back of her mind, BB knew they were getting a little out of hand, but it wasn’t until she heard someone giggle that she pulled back. Link didn’t want to let her go, but she was insistent. She sat back harder on his hips, feeling the length of him align between her thighs. Damn, he felt so good.

      When he reached up to cup her breasts she grabbed his hands, laughing, and pushed them down to his belly. There was a dazed expression in his eyes, like he was focused only on touching, loving her.

      “Link, we’re causing a scene.”

      Blinking, he rocked his head in the sand, looking down the beach, then back at her. Finally, he grinned, his bright teeth flashing. “I’m okay with it. They’re walking away.”

      She gasped, playfully smacking his chest. “I’m not, damn it.”

      Bracing herself on his chest she ignored his grunt and pushed to her feet, stepping away. Then she turned back to him and held out a hand to help him up. She thought he would wave her away, but instead he took her hand and pulled. BB had to brace against his weight as he came to his feet, but she appreciated that he’d taken her help. Most men wouldn’t have.

      But then he used her hand to tug her into his body, and she understood why he’d held on. His mouth settled against hers again and she completely forgot why they’d stopped. Oh, yeah, they were on a public beach.

      “Come on,” she said, twirling away. She snatched up her dress and managed to get it over her head before he caught her, dragging her into a kiss. Well, he didn’t really drag her. If she were honest, she kind of fell against him as she tried to get her head through the armhole of her dress without dislodging her glasses. And he held her steady as she figured out where she needed to go. BB wished she could be like these perfectly perfect little romance heroines that could do no wrong. It seemed like as smooth as she imagined herself doing everything in her head, it never turned out that way in real life.

      It was great for her cartoon strip. She always had material for Sonya. But it was comical in her own life. Actually, she’d been grinding on Link pretty hard. Maybe she better make sure she hadn’t hurt him.

      She glanced south as he took her hand and began to lead her back to his house. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      With a frowning look, he shook his head. “Not at all. Well, I’m about to explode, but that’s my issue not yours. You’re right, though, it was time to stop. I’m sorry about that. I kind of lost myself.”

      BB pulled him to a stop and waited for him to look at her. “No, it’s our issue. We both just participated in that kiss and if I’m honest, I instigated it.”

      He scowled, but didn’t deny her words.

      Deliberately, she lifted his hand to her face and kissed his knuckles, then she turned and started leading him up the beach toward the gap in the bushes he’d led them through earlier. He had to guide her a little bit, but they eventually made it back to the house.

      Frankie acted as if she’d been left alone for days rather than a few hours, circling them in a fury, then prancing in front of the door waiting to be let out. With an apologetic smile to Link, she took the dog outside.

      It gave her a minute to gather her thoughts and wonder if what she was doing was right. The two of them only had another day and a half together. The thought caught her up, because shouldn’t she be looking at it the other way? They’d only been together a day and a half, and she was already thinking about sleeping with him, which was totally out of the norm for her. She could count the number of sexual partners she’d had on one hand, and none of them had ever made it into her bed this quickly. Most had taken weeks of dating for the relationship to get where she and Lincoln were now, but there was something special about the man that appealed to her. Something about his quiet confidence and humble personality. He’d been burned before and she could see the reluctance in him to jump into anything big.

      They both knew this was a temporary interlude. If they went into it with their eyes open, why couldn’t they enjoy themselves? They were both grown ass adults.

      Carolina would skin her alive though. Just the thought of even broaching the subject with her sister gave BB a shiver of fear. Carolina was fanatical about following the rules and if BB slept with Link, that would most definitely be breaking the rules. Well, if she didn't accept any payment for this job and voided the contract herself, that would be okay, wouldn't it?

      She kinda didn’t care if it wasn't, though. Her body was still thrumming with awareness, and she wanted to go back in and straddle his thighs just like she had a little while ago. But this time she wanted to ride them both to pleasure.
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      Lincoln watched BB through the window, hands planted on his hips, and wanted more sharply than he’d ever wanted anything before in his life. She’d wrecked his emotions today by playing with him the way he’d wanted to play with a significant other. The ocean was a huge part of his life and he knew he’d have to be close to some large body of water even after he left the Navy, just to feed his soul. And BB appeared to be okay with that.

      Not that this was going anywhere or anything, but it made him hope that someday he’d find someone that could merge into his life the way she had.

      Forcing himself to turn away, he looked for something to do. He could go out into the garage and work out, he supposed. He had to do something with this surplus of sexual energy. BB was probably going to take this time to distance herself from him, because it was a no-win situation for her. He knew women were more emotional than men when it came to sexual relationships, and he was honest enough with himself to know that he wasn’t a good bet, relationship wise. His buddies on the team were apparently aberrations. Or maybe he just hadn’t found the right heart to match his own.

      Link ended up in the kitchen, rinsing dishes before he loaded them into the dishwasher. That only took him a few minutes. So he wandered into the bedroom and began going through his equipment. He should have done it yesterday but he hadn’t even thought about it. Too many other things going on. He’d just put a load of laundry into the washer when BB and Frankie came back into the house. Link looked down the hallway, his eyes connecting with hers, and there was some… connection. Somehow he knew that she would walk toward him and his life would change.

      BB gave Frankie a dog treat, then began walking toward him. Just as he opened his mouth to say something, she lifted the little white dress over her head, revealing the swimsuit. In his mind he heard some kind of snap, like the shell on his heart had just cracked. BB had a great body, solid but slim, and his own body reacted rather predictably. He hadn’t completely cooled from the beach interlude anyway, he’d just been doing busywork trying to get his mind to focus on something else.

      The lid slammed on the washer, but they didn’t even notice. As she walked toward him down the hallway, he tried to remind himself that this was a short term interlude, but it was harder than hell to remember that.

      BB stopped in front of him, her big green eyes looking up into his, and his breath caught as she gave him a level look. “I'm voiding the contract and release you from the no-sex stipulation.”

      Grinning, Link reached out to run the back of his finger across the swell of her right breast, over the nylon fabric of the suit. There was a flower positioned rather provocatively over her breast, and he began to trace it. “Oh, really. Are you sure?”

      She nodded, reaching out to brush her own hand over his chest. “Positive. I’m not tying you to me in any way, but I think we will enjoy each other.”

      “I’ll make damn sure you enjoy yourself,” he promised.

      That was all the warning he gave her before he took her mouth in a demanding kiss, sinking his tongue deep, like he’d been imagining all day. She moaned, fingernails dragging over his shoulders and up his neck into his short hair. Link shivered, loving her touch. His body curled into hers instinctively as he brought their hips together. He pressed himself against her and she gasped, a shudder rippling through her. Good, that was exactly how he wanted her to react.

      His entire hand cupped her breast through the suit now, but it wasn’t enough. He drew back enough to slide the strap down over her shoulder. That gave the fabric enough room that he could push it beneath her breast.

      “Oh, baby, you have such pretty nipples.”

      BB had beautiful, very pale skin. He was glad he put suntan lotion on her back because she could have burned very easily.

      Brushing a finger over the turgid peak of her breast, then circling it, he watched the darker tan skin pucker. In the light of the sun, he could see the baby fine hairs across her skin, glinting pale gold. She breathed out a raspy moan, and he caught it with his mouth, working his lips over hers. Leaning into him, she kissed him back with just as much enthusiasm.

      Then she began pushing him and it took him way too long to realize she was pushing him toward the bedroom. Grinning, he let her tug him to the room, kicking the door shut behind them. Then she did this little shimmy and started rolling her bathing suit down her body and over her hips.

      Lincoln’s mouth went dry and he took a minute to look as she kicked the fabric away. Fuck she had a beautiful body. Full breasts and a nice hourglass shape to her hips, dark patch of hair at the juncture of her thighs… damn! His body was already hard, but just looking at her was about to push him over the edge. The tip of his cock tingled and he fisted himself, trying to choke the release away. In desperation he turned away from her and panted harshly, trying to re-oxygenate his brain.

      In his mind’s eye he began breaking down one of his HK sidearms, just to give himself a momentary breather.

      It would have worked if she hadn’t stepped up behind him, her breasts against his back and her hands going to cup his ass. Oh, shit. The elastic of his shorts tightened as she began pushing them down over his hips, and he felt her palms against the skin. Reaching around, she brushed his own palm away and cupped his cock in her hand, squeezing tentatively.

      Lincoln knew something needed to change before he embarrassed them both, but her touch felt so damn good. It had been such long time.

      Lifting one arm, he turned in her grip, grinning when she refused to release him. She grinned as well, quirking a brow. She looked down at his cock, and ran her fingers around the head. Then she stroked her thumb up through his slit, and something about the way she did it almost set him off. BB had an expressive face, and she could see exactly what she was doing, but she didn’t seem to mind twisting him in knots.

      Carefully he began bumping her back toward the bed. In a show of helping her, he cupped her breasts in his hands and she giggled. The bed bumped the back of her knees and she melted to the mattress, her arms going seductively over her head and her thighs separating to welcome him.

      With a growl, Link fumbled in the bedside drawer for a condom and rolled it on as quick as he could. Then he lowered himself into her open arms, his body aligning with hers as if they’d been made for each other. The head of his cock seemed to know exactly where to go, and it only took a light push to find the path into her body. She was soaked with moisture, the muscles of her body rippling around him as he pushed deep.

      “Oh,” she breathed, her knees going wide. “You feel so damn good, Lincoln.”

      Fingernails dug into his ass even as she lifted her mouth for his kiss, and it was all he could do to stop long enough to give her the kiss she deserved. She arched up into him, encouraging him to move. He could tell by the way her body was reacting to his that she seemed to be driving toward orgasm and he had to give her that. Concentrating, he moved, surging and retreating deliberately, adjusting as he heard her breath hitch in her throat. Kissing her, hips pumping, he concentrated on her release and not his own.

      After an interminable few minutes, her breath caught in her throat and the most amazing rippling feeling dragged up and down his cock. BB ripped her mouth from his and cried out, her body contracting and releasing.

      Lincoln had held his own orgasm off as long as he could, but the sound and feel of her pleasure triggered his own. Slowing his movements, he let the tight rein on his body go. His vision went dark and he thought he was going to lose consciousness as the most incredible orgasm he’d ever experienced hit him straight in the solar plexus. His spine actually cracked as he pounded into her, unable to get close enough.

      But the most euphoric feeling came when she wrapped her arms around him and cradled him between her thighs. Bracing his arms to the side, he allowed his head to rest against her shoulder as he caught his breath. He kissed her neck and ear, but that was all he could manage at that moment.

      Until someone slammed against the door of the bedroom.

      Fight or flight kicked in. Lincoln leapt from the bed and BB’s arms and lunged for the safe. Why didn’t he have a gun out?

      Then he heard laughing as there was another bang at the door. He looked at BB like she’d lost her mind, then looked at the door. It wasn’t someone trying to break in. Well, not exactly.

      Lincoln opened the bedroom door with a scowl. “Seriously?”

      Frankie sauntered in like she owned the place, walked to the bed and looked longingly up at it. BB was giggling on the mattress in the middle of the bed, her knees drawn up, her bright eyes full of laughter. Lincoln grimaced, realizing he had to look like a maniac jumping out of bed like that, dick swinging. He shook his head, a reluctant smile tugging at his lips. He cupped himself and headed to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. When he returned Frankie was in the same place.

      “Will she let me pick her up?”

      “Yes,” BB snorted. “If you’re working for her, she’s okay with being handled.”

      Lincoln walked up behind the dog and leaned over to pick her up, hands around her solid barrel belly. He grunted when he realized how heavy she was. “Why the fuck do you carry her? She weighs a ton.”

      As if she heard and understood his words, Frankie gave him a dirty look. After saying hello to her mistress, she went to his favorite pillow and sat her ass on it, tongue lolling from her mouth as she grinned at him. Lincoln didn’t know whether to curse or fall in love, so he just shook his head. “So, how many relationships has she vetted for you?”

      BB laughed and sat up on the bed, curling one arm around a knee. Lincoln watched her lovely breasts jiggle and totally wanted to climb back in bed with her, but not with an audience watching from a foot away.

      “Well,” she admitted, “she definitely has a way of letting her preferences be known, doesn’t she?”

      Lincoln loved that BB wasn’t rushing to get dressed. She had such a beautiful body. He could stare at it all day. “You are a vision,” he told her softly.

      BB’s face pinkened slightly, but she grinned at him. “You’re not so bad yourself, sailor.”

      Incredibly, a slow roll of heat went down through his body and he felt himself getting hard again.  BB noticed too, because her eyes drifted down to settle on his erection.

      She licked her lips and it about killed him.

      “How many more of those condoms do you have?” She asked, her voice breathless.

      “A few,” he promised, moving to the drawer.
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      BB lost track of the orgasms she'd had. Lincoln had gotten her in the bed twice, and in spite of what he’d said, Frankie’s innocent eyes may have seen more than she wanted to. Then they moved to the shower where he’d given her the best orgasm with his mouth, kneeling on the tile in front of her. The water began to chill, but at that point nothing could cool her pleasure.

      Lincoln was built like a guy used to doing Iron Man competitions, and he had the stamina to prove it, as well as the finesse.

      Eventually they did get dressed long enough to take the dog out into the back yard to wander around for a few minutes. Lincoln led her into his garage shop and showed her the 1938 Chevy truck he was slowly restoring.

      “Wow” she breathed. “How long have you been working on this?”

      His handsome face turned thoughtful. “At least five years. Seems like I never have the time,” he shrugged.

      It did look like he’d been working on it a long time. There were parts all across the floor against one wall, as if he’d laid them out in order of how they came off the truck. The engine sat in the corner draped with a tarp. One of the doors leaned against the far wall.

      “Where did you find the truck?”

      He looked at her for a long moment before moving to lean against the front fender. “It actually belonged to my dad. He worked on it for years, got the engine ready. But he never seemed to have the time either. Then Nate took it and worked on it for a while.”

      “Well, maybe it’ll be something you pass on to your son,” she said softly.

      Link looked startled at her words, then grimaced, shaking his head. “Nah. I wouldn’t do that to a kid. Too much sad history here.”

      BB didn’t like the look in Lincoln’s eyes, like he knew what it was like to be saddled with an emotional project like this. She wondered if he would ever finish it, or keep it alive as some way to honor his father and brother. “You never know,” she said eventually.

      Once he was involved with someone long term and had support, maybe his thoughts would change. Maybe once he had a child, his own child, his heart would allow him to see things differently. His father’s legacy could change from one of pain to pride as he worked on it with his son. BB could almost see the child in her mind’s eye, looking up at Lincoln with worship in his eyes.

      She swallowed heavily, turning away, shook at the thought of Lincoln giving some faceless woman a dark-haired baby that looked like him.

      “Hey, you okay?” he asked, hand on her shoulder.

      BB nodded, smiling for him. “I think you would be a great dad,” she told him softly.

      Lincoln’s hand fell away and his face closed down. “I’m not holding my breath. Kind of need a relationship to do that.”

      Yes, true. BB didn’t pursue the subject. It wasn’t her place. She was here for one more day, then gone, heading back up the road with her dog. Back to her quiet cabin on the edge of Sequoia National park. She had work deadlines and responsibilities, and nieces and nephews to pamper.

      Her heart just ached a little… okay, a lot, at the thought of leaving Link behind.

      Leaving him alone.
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      Lincoln didn’t like thinking about his mom and dad and their fucked up relationship. Over the years he’d kind of just pushed it to the back of his mind. He attributed at least part of his relationship issues to them. In all the years they’d been together, he’d never seen them actually work out a problem by talking to each other. There had always been ultimatums and threats, and storming through the house. They had been the perfect example of what not to do during an argument. More often than not his dad would walk out the door, even in negative temperatures, to get away from his anxiety-ridden mother. His dad had been a quiet, stalwart kind of guy, willing to hike into dangerous temperatures to save stranded hikers, but personal confrontation always put him off. Link remembered him going out the door with his big brown pack and broad brimmed hat on more than one occasion. Only much later did he realize that his dad would rather camp in the cold than stay in the house with their mother.

      He’d asked his father once why she was so angry. Dad had gotten this guilty, sad look in his eyes. “Well, your mother thought I would work in Idaho with her when I got out of college, but when New Hampshire received several conservation grants that opened up hiring, I had to go where the job was. It was as simple as that. We’d just found out she was pregnant with you and we had to have a way to support our family. So, we moved, two young kids taking on the world.”

      Dad had shrugged, and Link could vividly remember the shine of love in his father’s expression. It had been so… heartfelt. Then it had dimmed. “Your mother didn’t settle in as easily as I expected though. She was homesick all the time and it only eased after she had you and something else to focus on.”

      There’d been a guy that had washed out of BUD/s for homesickness. Link remembered him crying into the night in his bunk for weeks before the guy had finally gone home. It had put some of his mother’s behaviors into perspective.

      After high school, it had seemed like a natural step to join the military. There was nothing else to do in their small town and Lincoln was desperately anxious to get the fuck away from his mother’s irrational ramblings. College didn’t appeal to him. By that time his dad was gone and Nate was in high school. Lincoln assumed he felt bad when he left Nate behind, but at the time he was too focused on his own dreams to give him much thought.

      Getting through BUD/s and establishing himself on a team took all of his attention for a long time. He and Nate talked, but they hadn’t been close. His teammates became more like brothers to him than his own blood relation. And through them he’d learned more about relationships than from anyone else. Link's lieutenant, Justin Black, and his wife had been together for more than twenty years, longer than Link could even imagine being with one person. Through all the deployments, Mary Black had stayed strong, raising three kids alone for the most part.

      That reminded him; he needed to call and check in on his buddy. With BB here he’d been a little distracted.

      Looking through the garage window, he watched her sitting on his back porch with her dog. Frankie lapped up the attention, almost literally, and looked up at her mistress adoringly.

      Did he look at her like that? If his buddies were here, or, God forbid, some of the wives, they would absolutely tell him he was mooning over the woman. And he had no defense.

      Lincoln looked at the truck he’d inherited. There was a lot of bad juju around it, but maybe if he thought about only the good parts…well, that would take a while to sort out.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket.

      Where the fuck are you?

      Snorting, he shook his head as he typed in a response to Black. Home. Where are you?

      Mary just sprung me from Balboa and I’m heading home. She can baby me better than they can. Why don’t you come over? Cook meat.

      Normally, he would have jumped at the offer but… BB is still here.

      I know that brainiac. Bring her over! I want to meet her.

      She’s not staying, LT.

      Doesn’t matter. We can show her hospitality while she’s here. Get your ass over here.

      Link sighed. There was no detouring him when he got like this. Why aren’t you fucked up on pain meds or something?

      I’m good to go. See you in an hour.

      Laughing, Link shook his head. Maybe.

      Did he really want to take BB over there to be confronted by all his crazy friends? BB seemed surprised when he asked her later, but totally willing. “Of course! Do I have time to make something?”

      Link looked at the watch on his wrist. “Not really. If you want we can stop at the store on the way over.”

      “Definitely,” she breathed. “Let me get changed.”

      “It’s casual,” he told her as she disappeared down the hallway.

      Link wanted to follow along and watch her change. Technically, he probably needed to change clothes himself. With that excuse in mind he walked into the bedroom, just in time for her to bend over in front of him. In her panties. Thong panties.

      Link’s brain shorted out as all the blood rushed to his cock. Hoping she didn’t slap him or anything, he walked forward and gripped her hips in his hands, pulling her tight against his erection. BB gasped and looked at him over her shoulder, her curly hair swinging. Rather that cuss at him, though, she gave him a grin. “Oh, really? What time did we need to be over there?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he growled, running a finger under her to stroke her folds through the fabric.

      BB gasped, bracing her hands on the edge of the mattress, but she arched her back so that he could reach her easier. “You’re incorrigible,” she gasped.

      “Not normally,” he told her truthfully, “but something about you…”

      He stroked her with his finger, fascinated as she shifted her hips, almost guiding his finger where she wanted it. Using two fingers, he tapped against her, exploring as the fabric grew wet. Every time he’d entered her she’d been wet and ready and he loved that she reacted to him that way. Fucking Karen had been like fucking sandpaper.

      Immediately he felt guilty thinking the other woman’s name right this second. The bitch had no business even taking up space in his brain anymore. Focusing back on BB, he realized she was saying something. He leaned over her back. “What baby?”

      “I want you in me, now.”

      Link had one last brain cell that reminded him to get a damn rubber on, then he was right back behind her, shifting the crotch of her soaked panties out of the way so that he could slam himself into her. There was no hesitation this time, just a hard driving need. BB cried out as he began thrusting into her, but it was a moaning keen. Reaching around her hip he found her wet slit and slid a finger inside just a bit, just enough to barely stroke her clit. BB cried out and her body began to shudder. Wrapping his hand around her hips he held her upright as her legs seemed to give out. Link walked her forward enough to prop her knees on the mattress, but he was too greedy to let her go any further. Her body felt amazing propped up, grasping his, and he wanted to finish this way.

      BB could obviously tell what he wanted because she found the energy to firm her stance, even rocking back into his surges, their bodies slapping. Link gripped her harder, then let up, afraid he was going to bruise her. She was so much smaller than he was.

      “No, hold me,” she gasped, squeezing his hand against her.

      There was a throbbing heat building, moving up his spine. Loosening his hips, he let the pleasure guide his movements, and his hands. One reached beneath them and cupped her breast through her bra. Pushing it out of the way, he rolled her nipple between his fingertips, and cupped the weight of it in his hand. Then, his legs going weak, the orgasm slammed into him. Link froze, letting the first hard edge hit, then began moving again to keep it rolling. BB held way too much of his weight on her back as his orgasm played out but he was beyond caring.

      Eventually she rocked them forward to collapse onto the bed. Link held her tight, though, and they landed as one, still connected. She giggled beneath him, and he grinned as well. “I came in here to change my clothes,” he said eventually. “I can’t believe you backed onto my cock like that.”

      She gasped and twisted her shoulders in his arms. “What? Me? Just how do you figure that? I was putting lotion on my legs!”

      “Oh, is that what you were going?” He laughed.

      She smacked him on the shoulder, laughing. “Just because your Lincoln Log is ruling your brain…”

      He howled in laughter. “Lincoln Log. Oh, shit…Please don’t use that in your comic.”

      Bb was grinning, one brow quirked at him. “You’re a sex machine.”

      He lifted a brow at the description. “A sex machine? Really?” He thought for a moment. “Well, with you I am.”

      Her expression softening, BB pressed a kiss to his lips, then pulled out of his arms. “Do I have time for a shower?”

      “Yes. We both do.”

      Instead of leaving him behind, she held out a hand. “I’ll scrub your back if you scrub mine.”

      “Deal.”

      They took way too long in the shower, but neither one of them cared. There was a clock winding down in their minds, and they were very aware of how little time they had left together.
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      They arrived at Mary and Justin Black’s house almost two hours later than expected, and when he walked in Lincoln was immediately heckled by every man in the backyard. BB’s eyes widened at the cacophony of noise, then she smiled. There was a lot of good natured ribbing going on and even knowing that it was coming, she had to blush a little. In spite of the shower, she was still slick between her legs, her body ready for the next round of pleasure. Link had shoved her libido into overdrive.

      So it made it a little hard to keep the blush off her fair skin. They didn’t hold hands or anything when they walked in, but she would have if he’d wanted to.

      No, maybe she wouldn’t have. No sense in giving anyone the impression she was staying any longer than tomorrow.

      After they’d gotten done with the shower she’d dressed in another sun dress, this one a little more demure. It was in shades of sunset, which she thought was perfect for an evening barbecue. Lincoln had smiled at her softly, nodding. “You’re beautiful.”

      Frankie had plopped down in front of him, as if she wanted attention as well. Lincoln had hunkered down and fondled the dog’s ears, sending her into orgasmic groans. The dog fell dramatically to the floor, big eyes begging Lincoln for belly rubs. “Oh, you’ve done it now,” BB warned. “She only does that when she really, really likes someone.”

      BB leaned against the wall and just looked at the two of them. She wanted to grab her sketchbook, but she settled for snapping a picture with her phone. She had a feeling she was going to need it later.

      Mary waved her over to a shaded patio. The Blacks’ house was beautiful, a long, low stucco structure big enough for the family Link said they had. They had walked around the back of the house, though, to the pool area, which was beautifully landscaped.

      “I hope you don’t mind I brought Frankie.”

      “Of course not!” Mary waved a hand, smiling broadly. “We have a Lab wandering around somewhere. Probably trailing after the kids. Oh, great, you brought another fruit salad. Thank you for that. The kids really go through the fruit on these hot days.”

      Mary took the big plastic grocery store container from her hands and turned toward an outdoor kitchen area. There were two long, sagging tables set up against the wall, already loaded with food. There had to be about thirty people here, separated into groups here and there, but the area was big enough to be broken into little seating arrangements. It was mostly women here in the shade, and it looked like there was some kind of pavilion area on the far side for the guys. It was a fabulous setup for a backyard get together.

      “I wasn’t sure what you needed,” BB said.

      Mary placed the bowl on the table and turned to her with a smile. “This is perfect, really. You didn’t actually have to bring anything.”

      BB appreciated the kindness in Mary’s expression, but she could also see tiredness there. “I was a little surprised when Link told me Black was home.”

      Mary’s expression turned exasperated. “Once Justin makes up his mind there is no changing it. The wound had been treated in Afghanistan and there were no serious complications. The medical personnel on the FOBs are excellent with dealing with traumas like gunshot wounds. Lord knows they see enough of them. Once he was seen here, there was no keeping him from heading for home and the kids. He heals best here.”

      She turned to look out over the pool. Even from this far away BB could see Justin, his leg propped up in a recliner out under the pavilion. He wore a ball cap over his graying hair, but she could see him laughing through his thick beard.

      “Two of the kids carried his favorite chair out,” Mary laughed.

      And Black was holding court from his throne. BB watched the men milling around him, careful not to bump into the chair or anything. It looked like Black was nursing a big glass of iced tea, though most of the others were drinking bottles of beer. Link leaned over a cooler, digging down into the ice. He pulled out a brown bottle and twisted the cap off, tossing it into the oversized trash can in the corner. The group made room for him as he dragged a chair in, and he sank down into it with a grin. Obviously he was being teased for being late.

      BB glanced away, back to Mary. “I bet your husband is excited to retire.”

      Mary appeared to be several years older than BB, but there was a strength to her that BB didn’t think came just from age. The woman had been through a lot and as she pondered BB’s question, she got an odd look on her attractive face. “I don’t know. In a way he is, but he feels like he’s letting the team down. I can see it in his eyes. He’s got arthritis in his knees and back from parachute jumps, and he’s been shot half a dozen times. He’s been on eighteen deployments since I’ve been with him and he’s one of the most intelligent men I’ve ever met, but he broods over these men worse than their own wives. He may retire, but I don’t think he’ll ever lose contact with any one of them. He’s godfather to several of the kids, and I’m godmother, so I know we’ll have contact with everyone later, but I think he’s feeling… like he’s going to be left behind.”

      Yeah, she could understand that. There would also be a danger aspect he was leaving behind, though.

      “Whether he knows it or not, Link will probably be promoted to take Black’s place.”

      She glanced at Mary. “Really?”

      “Yes. The men all look up to him, and he’s one of the more senior team members. He would be the perfect replacement.”

      It made BB happy that the men looked up to him like that. She could tell he was a good guy, but it meant even more that he was appreciated by his peers like that. Being a Navy SEAL had to be an incredibly hard job.

      “Are you excited to have him home?”

      Mary’s pretty blue eyes turned luminous. “Very much so. The kids are getting older and if he doesn’t get some time with them now I think he’ll regret it. Don’t get me wrong, he loves the kids and dotes on them, but by necessity his job has taken him away a large part of their childhoods.”

      BB nodded, adjusting her stance as Frankie leaned against her leg. “I’m sure. And your marriage, as well.”

      She smiled a little sadly. “Yes. It’s going to be an adjustment having him home now.”

      “You’ll just have to lay down the law and tell him how things operate. Tell him it’s boot camp all over again.”

      Mary laughed and nodded. “Gonna have to give him jobs just to keep him from being underfoot. Come on. I’ll introduce you to the girls.”

      A group of kids ran through the food area, circling the group of women once, then disappearing around the pool.

      “Don’t fall in,” one of the mothers called.

      Mary introduced her to the women sitting in a circle around a glass table. BB had seen most of them yesterday, but there hadn’t really been time to connect or talk. Mary introduced them all and connected wives to husbands and kids. There was no way BB would remember them all, but she would try. Most of the women seemed welcoming but there were a few that were more reserved. That was fine. She was an unknown quantity mingling with their families. They had a right to be.

      Mary handed her a glass of chilled wine and nudged a veggie tray toward her. She took a carrot, munching absently. She shook her head slightly, loving the scene. It was all so normal, just like her family. But the difference was, there was an underlying… awareness that it could all change in a second. These men were warriors. She could see it in their ever-roving eyes and the way they shifted their bodies. They were on the lookout for danger, even here at a friend’s home.

      For some reason her eyes connected with Link’s. Neither of them moved for a long second, then he smiled slowly.

      BB’s body was already over sensitized, but literally, every time he gave her that seductive, half-grinning look, her body drenched itself for him. She’d never reacted to any man the way she did with Link. There was a… she hated to say comfort because it seemed to diminish the situation, but that was how she felt with him. Comfortable. She’d walked around naked, something she rarely did, and felt free to talk to him about anything. They steered clear of the specifics of his job, but that was okay. She knew there were things he couldn’t talk to her about.

      She loved that even in the midst of the chaos around them, he could catch her eyes and they had a connection.

      “Hello,” Mary singsonged, laughing softly.

      BB dragged her gaze away from Link and back to the woman talking to her. “Sorry.”

      Mary was staring at her thoughtfully. “You know, can you help me with something inside?”

      “Of course,” BB said, following her into the house, Frankie at her heels.

      It wasn’t nearly as loud inside. Mary led her through the wood-floored family room and into the massive kitchen. “Your home is beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” Mary said moving to the fridge. “We bought it about five years ago, before our youngest son was born.”

      BB watched her lean into the depths of the fridge. “Can I help you with something?”

      Mary appeared holding a beautifully decorated cake.

      “Black tries to make me skip his birthday every year, but I won’t do it. Every single one is precious to me, so we celebrate them.”

      “I think that’s incredibly sweet.”

      Mary set the plate on the island and began trying to get off the clear plastic lid. It popped free, clearing the icing. “Wow, that’s beautiful. In a very military way,” she laughed.

      The cake had been painted camo colors. It should have seemed harsh, but it was actually very pretty.

      “We have a local lady that does them for us. She’s the wife of a fellow sailor and she’s trying to make a go of her bakery business.”

      “That’s wonderful. What a way to support her.”

      Mary nodded, leaning against the island. “We try to do that. All of those women and kids out there are my family just as much as Justin and the boys. As completely as the boys rely on each other in Afghanistan or Iraq or wherever they are, the wives sometimes have to do the same. We all pitch in for carpooling or child care. Pet care. We’ll shop for groceries if someone is running short.”

      “That’s such a community thing to do,” BB told her. “I wish I had people around me like that. I was an Army brat so I was used to having people around us all the time growing up, but when I got out of college I got a job in New York. It took a while to get used to having so many people around unwilling to do anything for you. I mean, I’ve seen crowds of people watch a man get hit on the streets then lay there. Once I got my own career going I knew I wanted solitude, because I’d never had it before. But I remember how supportive people could be when you needed them on base.”

      Mary nodded, a slight smile curling her lips. “Army brat, huh? I thought you might have had some kind of military in you.”

      “Both of my parents, and later one of my brothers.”

      The other woman nodded, looking out the window. She started to say something, then stopped, changing direction. “Link looks happy. Happier than I’ve seen him in a long time.”

      BB wondered if that were true. He appeared to be happy, but…

      “Well,” she said carefully, “good food and comfortable company can do that, I suppose.”

      “And good loving,” Mary said softly.

      BB laughed uncomfortably. “Mmm.”

      “Don’t deny it. I can see how the two of you look at each other. If I can say anything, you have my complete support. Lincoln is a total sweetheart, but he’s had it hard for a long time. His ex really did a number on him.”

      BB hated being curious, but she was. “Why do you say that?”

      Mary looked out the window over the sink to the back yard. “She was just very self-centered. And she was very adept at manipulating men. It was how she’d gotten through her first twenty-four, twenty-five years. She latched her little claws into Link and said everything right, did everything right, but there was something in her eyes… none of the wives liked her and we couldn’t pinpoint why. It was like she was too perfect. If we even mentioned needing to do something she would be right there. We eventually realized she was doing stuff for us so that she could report back to Link that she was so helpful and everyone loved her.” Mary sighed. “They came back from deployment in fifteen and she hit him hard. I think she told him she was pregnant, but I’m not sure. But Link was hooked. Within a couple weeks they were planning a little wedding.”

      “She sounds like a manipulative little twit,” BB said at one point, then snapped her mouth shut. Damn, that was a bit harsh.

      “She was,” Mary agreed, giving her a look. “Unfortunately Link didn’t figure that out until he came back from another deployment early and found her living with another man. She gave him the same sob story I’ve heard so many times from women. ‘Oh, baby, you were gone so long and I was so lonely’. It’s such bullshit. If you love someone you wait for them. Period. Or you go to them. Period.”

      BB totally agreed with what Mary was saying. Her heart ached for Link. With what she knew of his background it sounded like he’d just wanted someone of his own to come home to, and he’d taken what little support was offered.

      He was so big and strong. It was odd to think of him as vulnerable to a predatory woman like that.

      “So, they divorced?”

      “Yes,” Mary sighed. “She took half of everything he had. We only found out later that she’d been married two other times, to other military.”

      “Damn,” BB breathed.

      “He hasn’t been willing to go on blind dates or anything, but we thought if we hired a service it would be different. I think you’re more awesome than he expected, though.”

      “He’s more awesome than I expected,” BB admitted before she could think better of it.

      Mary’s brows lifted. “Think there’s a chance you could stay longer? Or…”

      BB shook her head. “I’m not going to commit to anything, but I will say that I enjoy being with Lincoln very much.”

      “Well, I just want you to know that I like you and I haven’t seen Lincoln look this relaxed, this settled, in a long time. So thank you for whatever comfort you’ve given him.”

      BB was a little uncomfortable taking the praise because she was doing what her heart told her to do, and she was getting just as much satisfaction out of it.

      They returned to the covered patio and Mary gathered the rest of the women with a nod to troop around the pool to sing happy birthday to Justin Black. There was a lot of laughing and off-tune voices, but BB could feel the love swirling around her. She sang just as loudly and off-key as anyone and Link wrapped his arm around her waist, drawing her close.

      Justin looked smug, but loving, as his beautiful wife guided almost thirty people through the song. The love between them was so apparent. No wonder Link had been looking for something like this.

      BB wished she could be the one for him.
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      Black’s birthday party was one of the most surreal days of his life. It was a day to pretend, he decided. For a few hours they could all pretend that all was good in the team, pretend that changes weren’t coming like a slow moving train. And for a few hours he could pretend that BB was there for him, not because she’d been hired to but because she wanted to be.

      They all seemed to be having fun, but he worried that BB felt obligated to do anything in order to fit in. Right now she was sketching kids in the shade of the patio. Had she offered to do that? He hoped so.

      “You know,” Swamp Man said, cradling his sleeping two-year old, Andrea. “She’s a good fit.”

      Link glanced at his buddy. Over the past few months he’d gotten woolier and woolier, living up to his Swamp Man name, but his wife had already cleaned him up. Jodi had trimmed Stephen’s crazy beard into submission and his hair was back above his collar now. It reminded Link that he needed a cut as well.

      He glanced over at BB as he took the last swallow of beer from his bottle. “Yeah, I know she does.”

      “Where’s she from? Is she local?”

      Link shook his head. “North of Bakersfield somewhere.”

      “Hell, that’s not that far away,” Stephen said, smoothing down little Andrea’s hair. The little girl slept like a rock against Stephen’s chest, just like every other child they’d had. Link had watched all four go through this phase. Before long Andrea would be running around with the rest of the older kids.

      Stephen was right. Maybe they could meet up for a few dates or something. He knew for a fact he’d brought her pleasure, so maybe that would be enough to bring her back into his arms.

      Fuck, but that sounded pathetic. Was he really that lonely that he would accept whatever crumbs she’d be willing to drop him? It wasn’t like she was a woman scrambling to find her way in life. No, she had her path and she was very successful at what she did.  Men should be falling all over themselves to be with her. He wasn’t exactly sure why she’d even taken the contract.

      He glanced across the pool at her again, and his blood chilled. One of the younger guys in the group, Logan Neal, aka, Rocket, had dared to cross into the woman’s territory to talk to BB. Leaning against the back of one of the chairs, he grinned down at her, arms flexed in his too-tight t-shirt. Lincoln had seen the move, or one similar, many times before and he had to shake his head. It did show off the kid’s biceps pretty well.

      “Was I that obvious when I first joined the team?” he asked Swamp Man.

      “Nah,” the other man said, “You weren’t even that good.”

      They both laughed and watched as Neal very obviously hit on BB. Neal probably thought the smile on her pretty face was a come on, but Link could see the humor and derision in her expression. She thought being hit on by this kid was funny. It was obvious he was finagling for his own picture, so, once she was done with the little boy she was doing, she waved Logan into the chair in front of her.

      Rocket obviously took it as a win because something about his look changed. His expression turned more smug. BB nodded as he continued to talk, her hand flying over the sketch pad in her hands. She seemed to get done with this one quicker, and as she handed the paper over, Neal’s face lost its enthusiasm. Then it completely shut down and Link could see anger creeping in.

      “Uh, oh,” Swamp Man said. “Better get over there, Link.”

      Lincoln was crossing the pool deck within seconds, his gaze connecting with BB. He stepped up behind Neal and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s see the masterpiece, Rocket.”

      It took everything in Link not to burst out laughing. In just a few easy strokes BB had captured the overblown ego of the man in front of her. The little boy she’d depicted wore military gear many sizes too big for him, and he carried a long gun but couldn’t seem to get the muzzle up out of the dirt. He wore a helmet, but it was cocked over one eye like it wouldn’t stay centered. The best part was the flyaway rocket trying to drag the boy backwards. It was a mess, but it was beautiful at the same time.

      “It looks just like you, Neal,” Link laughed. “How did she know you were the baby of the team?”

      Neal looked a little startled, and maybe just a bit less offended. “Not sure. Thank you for the picture, ma’am.”

      “You’re welcome, Rocket.”

      The young SEAL stalked away and BB’s gaze connected with Link’s. He wanted to laugh out loud, but Rocket would take it as an insult and Link didn’t feel like fighting today. He was all about loving.

      A couple of the kids crowded around him to show him their cartoons, and they were all fabulous. Link had no idea how she managed to catch the essence of every child, but she did. There was true talent in her soul.

      He settled into the chair Rocket had occupied moments ago. One of the smaller boys asked to be held, so Link picked him up and began looking at the toy truck in the boy’s hand.

      “Just hold him there, please,” BB murmured. “He’s been too flighty to settle down, but if you occupy him I can catch a quick sketch of him.”

      Link talked to baby Ethan, responding to his gibberish like he understood completely. Link had a feeling she was doing his picture as well as the baby’s, but he was okay with that. So, he talked to Ethan like he always did. Man, the boy had grown in just the few months they’d been gone, though. Holy crap. The weight on his knee had changed by at least a few pounds and he was starting to look like a little boy rather than a toddler.

      Eventually, BB nodded and turned the sketch pad to him. Ethan wasn’t interested, so he took off to find his mother. Link stared, though, his admiration for her growing. Rather than a cartoon, she’d done a quick portrait of the baby. With him holding Ethan securely in his big hands. Lincoln wasn’t sure he was as good-looking as she portrayed, but she was the artist. She had license to do as she wanted.

      He loved the picture, though. He’d been partial to Ethan as soon as the baby had been born and Hannah and Grant had made him godfather of the boy which was a huge deal to him.

      The portrait that BB had done so quickly and beautifully would be framed and hung.

      “Thank you,” he told her softly.

      “You are very welcome,” she said, just as softly, as if she knew how important it was to him.

      The party wound down soon after. The guest of honor had to go inside for a good night's sleep. Justin grumbled but Mary was implacable. It was actually pretty cute to watch them bicker, because he knew it was with love. Everything they did was with love.

      Damn. He was so mushy and emotional today. What the actual fuck?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      BB hated to leave the gathering, but everyone was wrapping things up. Justin was still recovering, and he needed rest now that the team had seen he was okay. She got up with the rest of the women and started cleaning things up so that Mary wouldn’t have to worry about it.

      She asked about the other injured man and was told that he was fighting an infection. That was why they hadn’t come today. BB hoped he would be okay.

      The thought of Link being injured, and having no one here for him, terrified her. And saddened her. When Mary returned from settling Justin, she asked her for a minute of her time.

      “I know this isn’t my place, but if Link ever gets injured, can you let me know? I’d like to be here for him.”

      Mary looked at her for a long moment before giving her a single nod. “I’ll have to check with him first, if possible, but yes, I will let you know.”

      Mary already had her number because she had been the main contact for the contract. “I appreciate that, Mary.”

      “I like you, BB. I hope you’ll come down and see us without Link being hurt.”

      She smiled sadly. “I like you too, Mary. Thank you so much for your hospitality and friendship. Maybe next time you have a party I can slide down.”

      BB didn’t know what she was saying. She really did like all of these people and there was a communal draw that surprised her a little. Even Rocket had been kinda cute in his misguided way. Military families were strong and a bit clannish, she was flattered that they’d taken her in the way they had.

      Lincoln sighed as they climbed into his truck. “I hope that didn’t get too tedious for you. I know you probably get asked to sketch people a lot.”

      “I do sometimes, but I enjoyed doing it here. No one asked other than Rocket. I offered.”

      The evening was nice so they left the windows down. Frankie hung her head out the window, making BB worry. She ended up rolling the window up part way and wrapping a hand around the dog's chest.

      When Link reached out and gripped her spare hand, she didn’t say anything, just held his fingers all the way home.

      They pulled up in front of his house and Link rolled up the windows. “Hold on a minute and I’ll help you.”

      BB appreciated that. Normally, she could walk pretty well, but sliding out of a taller truck wearing a dress and wedge heels, carrying a thirty pound dog made it a little more difficult. When he opened the door she let Link take Frankie from her. The dog grunted but didn’t protest. Then he held out a hand to help her to the curb.

      BB got her feet and straightened, leaning up to kiss his strong chin. “Thank you.”

      Rather than move out of the way, he leaned down and kissed her lingeringly. As if she wasn’t excited enough, BB thought. The tiniest looks and touches thrilled her, and it wasn’t just because she hadn’t been dating for a while. It was most definitely Link.

      When he finally pulled away, she was ready to strip down in the street and fuck him on the front lawn.

      BB cleared her throat and stepped away. “I think we need to head into the house.”

      Lincoln grinned in the darkness. She could see the flash of his bright teeth. “I think you’re right.”

      The porch light was on next to the front door. Lincoln put his key in the front door lock and paused long enough to reach out and stroke a finger down the leaves of the flower in the flower box. “I really like these. I’ve never bothered putting anything in here because of my schedule. I thought they would die.”

      BB snorted. “These ones will never die. I promise.”

      He gave her an appreciative look, and BB felt guilt prick her conscience. “Lincoln, they’re fake.”

      He paused on the threshold. “What?”

      “They’re fake. You don’t have to worry about them dying because they’re not alive.”

      Link dropped Frankie to the ground and stepped back out to finger the leaves again, harder. “Are you serious? Here I thought you went to all this trouble to plant flowers for me.”

      BB snorted. “No. I know you’re not here enough to care for something like that.”

      Lincoln laughed, shaking his head, then pulled her close so that he could press a kiss to her forehead. “I’m glad you told me. I would have felt stupid later.”

      He led her into the house, closing the door softly behind her. “You looked beautiful today. Not sure if I told you before we left.”

      BB smiled, flushing a little. “Thank you.”

      “And you seemed to get along with the women like you’d known them for a long time.”

      She shrugged, dropping her purse to the kitchen table. “I grew up around women like them. They’re nice women. And very protective of you.”

      Incredibly, she thought his cheeks went a little pink, but it was hard to see in the dim room. “Really? Did they tell you why?”

      She leaned against one of the chair backs. “A bit. Mary said even she got sucked in a bit.”

      Lincoln sighed, dropping down into the chair beside the one she was leaning on. “Karen was a chameleon. She changed to suit whatever situation she was in. At first I thought she was just adaptable, you know? It took me a long time to see how manipulative she was.”

      “She didn’t want you to see it. That’s the point.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” he agreed eventually.

      BB knew it was hard to be fooled like that. You began to second guess every decision made.  “I don’t think you should grade your decision making skills on Karen. She was a practiced manipulator. Mary said she’d been married two other times?”

      “Yes,” he said darkly, leaning his elbows on the table.

      BB sat down beside him. “Then she learned early to milk a situation and make it work for her.”

      He sighed heavily. “Yes, she did.” He stared across the kitchen for a long minute before glancing back at her. “I’m sorry to talk to you about this.”

      “Why on earth are you sorry?” She asked, hand going to his arm. “Don’t be. I’m not passing judgement on you or anything. Hell, my ex fed me a line of shit for months before he finally asked for a divorce. And then he tried to take part of my creative property, too, a move I hope his lawyer put him up to. Alex had never been cruel but when we separated he became a completely different man.”

      “Why did you split?”

      BB sighed. She’d wondered that herself many nights. “I’m not even sure. I think it eventually came down to jealousy. We’d known each other from college. He was an artist, with a capital A. Did these huge mixed-media panels on social issues. He had an agent at one time and several big shows, but nothing really ever came of them. He would sell a few pictures, but never as many as he wanted. Then I landed a syndication deal with the Post. Which is huge. He pretended to be happy for me, but he wasn’t. Not really. Alex always had this inflated belief that his work was more important than what I did, even though I made most of the money in the marriage.” She shrugged lightly. “I kept my head down and kept working. When he did eventually leave, I didn’t even notice for a couple of days. But, in my defense he was known for disappearing into the woods for days at a time.”

      BB doodled on the tabletop with her fingernail. “Eventually I was served divorce papers in the mail. And because I had used Alex’s ‘form’ in a couple of my strips, his lawyer thought he deserved half of my income from those strips. I hired an intellectual property lawyer from LA and he straightened them out quickly. My sister, being the know-it-all that she is, had insisted we sign a prenup before we got married. Best thing I ever did. We each left with what we came with and we sold the house, splitting it evenly. Overall it wasn’t a bad divorce, but not something I plan on doing again.”

      “I don’t blame you. Damn.”

      BB grinned at him. “You’re not the only one allowed to fuck up.”

      He grinned with her and nodded slowly. “I appreciate that.”

      Taking one of her hands in his, he lifted it to kiss her knuckles. BB thought it was a very sweet gesture.

      “I really like you, BrandiLynn Beatrice Jones,” he told her, holding her gaze. “You make me hope…” his voice trailed away.

      BB leaned in, stroking a finger down his lean cheek. Her heartbeat was racing. “What do you hope, Lincoln?”

      His jaw firmed and he cupped her hand. “It’s not important.”

      He began to pull away, but she stopped him. “I hope I will find love, someday. I’m not sure what Alex and I had counted.”

      Blinking, Link nodded. “Yes, I hope I find love someday as well.”

      But his eyes lingered on her hard, as if he was trying to tell her something. Or trying to decide if she was actually the one.

      BB didn’t have the courage to tell him she thought she could fall in love with him. She’d already seen what a great guy he was, both with his friends and with her. And if she was honest with herself, it was probably almost definite. The thought of leaving him tomorrow was heartbreaking, but she would serve out her contract and if he wanted her to stay longer, maybe he would ask her.

      God, the pleasure… just thinking about not having him with her made her more determined to have him now.

      “So, since this is our last night, what would you like to do?” She asked, smiling suggestively.

      Something lit in his eyes, some awareness, and he sat back in the chair. “Well, I’m sure we can come up with something to do.”

      BB stood up from her chair and moved toward Link. He moved to get up as well, but she stopped him. “Turn your chair my way.”

      He did as she asked, no hesitation, his knees spread in a truly masculine, inviting pose. BB grinned. Yup, that’s what she wanted. Planting her feet, she gave a little wiggle as she reached beneath the sun dress to slip off her panties. Lincoln’s eyes lit with arousal as he watched the scrap of fabric disappear across the room. BB reached out to rest a hand on one shoulder, then straddled his hips. Immediately, Lincoln’s strong hands gripped her butt cheeks in his hands, pulling her tight against the front of him. BB held back, though, reaching down to unfasten the tan cargo shorts. He wore silky black athletic underwear beneath, and she could see his heavy erection already straining the fabric. It had only been seconds, but their bodies were revved and ready. As she eased the elastic down over his erection he lifted both of them up to give the fabric room to move.

      BB loved the sultry look in his eyes. He knew he was about to get fucked and he was all about it. She was too for that matter. All day today her body had been aware of his.

      “Can we take this off?”

      He tugged at her dress. BB ripped it over her head, tossing it and the lacy bra away. Then she tugged at his t-shirt. Link didn’t even hesitate as he shucked his shirt, then pulled her tight against him. Again, though, she pulled back. Stepping away from him she tugged on the shorts. He lifted his ass enough that she could pull them off, but she didn’t straddle him again. Instead, she went to her knees between his spread thighs.

      The floor had to be uncomfortable but she didn’t feel it as she rested her arms over his thighs and leaned in to press a kiss to the swollen head of his cock. There was a glimmer of moisture there, his body betraying its readiness. BB leaned in and licked up his shaft, focusing on that tiny pearl of excitement. Link gasped, his hands going to her head.

      Flavor burst on her tongue, and she took a second to absorb it. Then she leaned in again, wrapping her lips around the head so that she could swirl her tongue around it. Lincoln gasped, and BB grinned as she pulled up. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” he said in a rush, as if he didn’t want her to stop.

      Laughing, BB lowered her mouth again, this time sliding deeper. There was no way she could take his entire penis into her mouth, he was too big for that, but she could make up the difference with her hands. As she licked and squeezed with her lips, her right hand squeezed down, finding the thick base and the groove up the center. She rubbed her thumb there in deep circles and his hips began to shift. The fingers in her hair tightened and she could tell that he wanted her to go deeper with her mouth, so she did.

      It had been a long time since she’d done this, but her technique was apparently working. She looked up Link’s body. His teeth were gritted but he was staring down at her with a hard intensity, his face slack with pleasure. “You’re going to have to stop—soon. I can’t take much more. You don’t want me to come this way.”

      There was no fucking way she was stopping. BB focused back on her task, licking and swallowing, her fisted hand moving in time now with her mouth. Link’s movements began to take on a desperation, and the grip in her hair tightened. BB didn’t mind, though. His desperation was feeding her own excitement.

      Then his rasping breaths caught and he strained against her. BB could feel his orgasm coming. Just a few more seconds… Lincoln cried out and his release filled her mouth. BB kept moving, even as his movements tried to pull away from her, dragging every bit of pleasure from him she could.

      Eventually his grip on her hair loosened. Grabbing a dishtowel from the oven door, BB wiped her hand and mouth, tossing the rag to the floor where her clothes were. Then, straightening, she leaned in and wrapped her arms around Lincoln’s middle, resting her head on his chest. His heart was in a mad gallop and she smiled as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” he rumbled. “Do you have any idea what that does to a man? I feel like I’m going to stroke out or something. You made my toes tingle.”

      BB laughed softly. “So, you don’t want me to do it again.”

      “That is not what I said,” he responded quickly.

      She giggled again, loving the feel of his skin on hers. Her knees were going to be bruised if she didn’t get up off this floor though.

      As if he heard her thoughts, Link’s arms tightened around her, pulling her up to stand before him. Before she could say a word one of his hands were between her thighs and a long finger ran along her slit.

      “Oh, fuck, baby. Feel how wet you are. Even your thighs are wet.”

      BB closed her eyes, her head rocking back on her shoulders as Link explored her. Yes, she’d known she was wet. Her body was still humming with excitement and arousal at what they’d done. Link had had a release, but she hadn’t yet.

      She didn’t understand when Link pushed her to take a step back. Then she felt the table at her butt cheeks. “Rock back, baby.”

      BB sat on the table, her legs out to the side. Lincoln moved between her thighs and helped her lie down on the cold surface. “Let me look at you,” he whispered.

      It was hard to be so open with someone like this, but there was an easiness between them. She did as he told her, propping her feet on the table and letting her knees rock out. Almost immediately a finger ran the length of her slit, making her shiver. She was swollen and ready, her body aching to be filled. The blow job had been fun, but she’d kind of screwed herself in that now he couldn’t fill her the way she wanted. At least not for a few hours.

      Then two of his fingers plunged deep into her body and her brain shorted out. Yeah, okay, umm…

      “Too much?” He asked.

      “No,” she breathed, shifting her hips to accommodate.

      “Then I’m not doing it right,” he said softly.

      His hand began to move inside her and a soft, wet heat burrowed in from the top. Was that his tongue? Oh, damn…

      Lincoln had talents she’d never imagined…

      Lightning struck her body as the tip of his tongue swirled around her clitoris. Then again and again. Lincoln seemed to read her body and know exactly what she needed, and the orgasm she’d been craving finally washed over her, bowing her back off the table. Every muscle in her body contracted and she twisted away from his mouth, but he followed her. He gave her a second for the pleasure to peak, then started tonguing her again. BB cried out, her body quivering. Link removed his hand from her body but wrapped both arms beneath her thighs, pulling her tight to his mouth. Then he kissed her again, prolonging that sweet agony.

      BB lost track of what he did, only that incredible surges of pleasure washed over her again and again. At some point he carried her to bed, but she was barely aware. There was a deep, satisfied flutter of satisfaction throughout her body, sapping her energy. The last thing she felt was Lincoln curling up behind her, his arm going possessively over her hips as he spooned her from behind. This was exactly how it should be.
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      Lincoln was jolted from a dead sleep less than two hours after he’d carried BB to bed. The alarm on his phone tightened his gut. That was a team notification.

      Trying not to wake BB, he stepped out of bed and picked up his phone. The message was short and to the point. Get your ass to base. Emergency Response.

      Fuck…

      Lincoln looked at the woman in his bed.

      She’d sat up and in the light from the bathroom he could see her eyes were wide with fright.

      “I’m sorry, baby, but I have to go. That was our emergency call in, and it must be something big if they’re tapping us. We’re supposed to be on leave this week.”

      She left the bed and crossed the room to him, snatching up a t-shirt and a pair of panties from her bag. “What do you need me to do?”

      More than anything, that one sentence tightened his throat with appreciation. She could have bitched or moaned— he’d expected both— but instead she was asking him what he needed. He cleared his throat. “I think there’s a load of underwear in the dryer, still. Can you get those for me?”

      As he began gather his gear he watched her walk out of the room. For the first time in years, he regretted having the job he did. If he had his choice he would rather stay with her.

      There was so much they hadn’t said to each other. There was so much he hadn’t learned about her.

      But, maybe this was good. Rather than a lingering goodbye, it would be quick and precise. Neither one of them had said anything about the future, so even though he felt like they could build something, maybe it was better she see exactly how life was in the Navy. The deployments and the uncertainty. He had no idea where he was going or what he was doing, but he knew he would be in danger.

      When she came back she had a stack of folded underwear in her arms and all of his socks had been paired. He stared at the items for a long moment. No one had ever done that for him. Normally, he just shoved everything in the bag and dug out what he needed as he needed it.

      “Thank you,” he told her, voice rough.

      Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he tugged her to him for a kiss. “I’m sorry I have to go now. I want to thank you for everything you’ve done. It’s been the best homecoming I’ve ever had.”

      “I’ve enjoyed every minute of it,” she told him, her own voice sounding tight. In the light of the bedside lamp he thought he could see tears in her eyes.

      There was a ticking clock in his head. He needed to get to base, but he was seriously dragging ass. How much worse it must be for the guys with actual families; kids and wives. Trying to explain to a child why daddy had to leave again had to be one of the hardest things imaginable.

      Crossing to the gun safe he keyed in the code and drew out what he needed. He check the clip in his sidearm and made sure he had all his mags. Then he shoved several knives into sheaths positioned across his body.

      BB seemed daunted when he stood before her completely kitted out, but she still stepped forward to lean up on tiptoe and press a kiss to his lips. “I want you to be safe, Lincoln Bezel.”

      His breath stalled in his lungs as he waited for more, but she just stopped there. “I will, BB. You be safe going home, okay? Thank you so much for being here for me this week.”

      “It was my pleasure,” she said, tears filling her eyes again. Then, in spite of everything he wore she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a fierce hug, just like she had when he’d first met her. Lincoln held her as long as he dared before he pulled away. “I have to go.”

      Frankie plopped down in front of him, blocking his way, and he took a second to lean down and pet her. “You take care of your mama, now, Frankie.” He scratched her ear exactly where he'd learned she liked, then stood and headed for the door.

      Walking away from BB was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do, but he made himself move his legs. By sheer strength of will he forced himself away from her and walked to the truck. But when he looked into his rearview mirror as he drove away and saw her last wave, tears actually filled his eyes.
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      Frankie’s head was cocked and she let out a little whine, like she couldn’t believe Link had just walked away from them. “I know, sweetie,” BB murmured, kneeling down to hold her. Tears were rolling down her cheeks as well, and her heart was legit breaking. The thought of him walking or running into danger terrified her. How had Mary survived twenty years of this?

      BB went back into the house and began to wander through the rooms. Then she headed back into his bedroom and crawled back into bed. There was no way she was going to sleep, but maybe if she closed her eyes she could imagine that the warmth in the bed was Lincoln behind her.

      When she didn’t hear from him for eight hours, she assumed he was gone. Flying somewhere dangerous. She hadn’t been able to sleep last night worrying about what he was doing.

      Then she’d turned on the TV. That had been the exact wrong thing to do.

      There was a hostage situation in Afghanistan. Normally, that was an everyday occurrence, but this time the Taliban had carried out a synchronized assault, kidnapping almost seventy-five officials, their families and military leaders all across the country. Ten had already been murdered and left in the streets. BB thought that the hostages were involved in peace talks with the Afghanistan government and US forces, but obviously something had completely broken down.

      As she looked at the footage on the news, the reality of what Lincoln did hit her hard. It was so far out of her normal, day to day life that it was hard to fully understand that there was this kind of danger so close to someone she cared about.

      That was her biggest regret. Not telling Lincoln how much she cared about him. The man was a true hero, never asking anyone for anything, but constantly putting his life on the line for people he didn’t know and who didn’t care about him. She should have told him she loved him.

      Or would that have made everything just awkward? They’d had such a nice couple of days. Would those words have ruined what they’d shared? Because she had no idea what he felt. Maybe he was glad to have been deployed. Now he didn’t have to extricate himself and do the awkward goodbye at the end of the contract.

      Hell, she didn’t know.

      When Mary called her that next morning, asking her if she was okay, tears started in her eyes again. Mary was an amazing woman and now that BB had felt the pain of Lincoln leaving, she had so much more respect for her.

      “Yes. I’m fine. Just packing up my stuff. How’s Justin taking the team’s deployment?”

      “I’m about to sedate his ass,” Mary said, danger in her voice. “He’s being a total bear.”

      “I’m sorry I asked.”

      “Not your fault, sweetie. He’ll calm down eventually. Are you okay? I know I asked once, but I thought you might need a comforting ear.”

      BB breathed through her pain. “I guess I didn’t realize how hard it is to watch them walk away. I mean, what Link and I had can’t compare to your marriage, but I felt like we had a real connection. It’s hard to cut that short.”

      Mary sighed on the other end. “I thought you had a beautiful connection, and I hope you’ll think about coming down again.”

      “I will,” she promised. “Take care of your family, Mary. I’ll drop Lincoln’s key by your house before I leave.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Keep it. You know, just in case.”

      BB didn’t think she would need it, but after she’d cleaned everything she could, she walked out the door, locked the cottage up and dropped the key into her purse.

      Just in case.
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      The hostage situation in Afghanistan dragged on for days, then a week.

      BB returned to her life and got back into her work rhythm, but she made time to watch the news every day, something she never used to do. There was too much political negativity on the airwaves and she didn't want to watch people just shout at each other all the time. She preferred her goofy Sonya world.

      But needing to know what was happening became like an addiction. She watched the assaults that were made on the Taliban kidnappers and the failed attempts at peace talks. And she kept a tally of the Americans killed. None of them appeared to be Navy SEALs, but she wasn’t even sure if they would announce that if they were.

      If anything happened to Link she would hope that Mary would let her know. Assuming she was told.

      Carolina called her a couple of weeks after she’d returned home. BB didn’t really want to talk to her, but she’d already avoided one of her calls. She answered.

      “Hey, Carolina.”

      “Finally!” Her sister said. “Where the heck have you been?”

      BB grimaced, hating being scolded. “I’ve been here, working. Why?”

      “Because I wanted to check on you. When I called you after you got back from Coronado, you said you were fine, but you’ve basically disappeared. No one has talked to you or seen you since you’ve been back. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, feeling guilty. “I’m just… I got a little connected to the guy, is all. He’s in Afghanistan right now.”

      “No way,” Carolina breathed. “He was a SEAL, right? Is he on that hostage thing?”

      “Yes,” BB said, voice low. “At least I think so. He had to leave suddenly.”

      “I’m so sorry, honey. I had no idea. Now I feel like an ass, sending you down there.”

      “No, don’t feel bad. I really did enjoy my time and he did as well.”

      There was rustling on the other end of the line and tapping keys. “Well, I want you to know that the woman that hired our company left you a glowing review, even though you cancelled the contract and had me return the money.”

      After returning home, BB had known that there was no way she could charge the team for the ‘work’ she’d done. It had stopped being work the first moment she’d wrapped her arms around Link’s broad shoulders. Besides, technically, she hadn’t been able to serve out the entire contract. Lincoln left hours before it was to have been done.

      BB smiled sadly. “Yes, I saw it. Mary is a sweetheart.”

      “Why don’t you come down for dinner one of these days? We could get the family together. We haven’t done that for a while.”

      Though it held little appeal for her right now, BB agreed. Maybe it would be good to see her sisters. “Call me next week or text me a time and I’ll be there.”

      “Okay. Love you, sis.”

      “Love you too, Carolina.”

      Frankie seemed to sense her mood because she got to her feet and came over to lean against BB’s leg. She leaned down to pet her dog. “Thanks, girl. I appreciate you walking all the way across the room to comfort me. That shows real canine loyalty.”

      She smiled slightly, rubbing Frankie’s ears. The dog leaned into her touch happily.

      BB looked around. The house was a mess. She needed to clean. Slipping off her chair, she arched her back, bones popping. Man, how long had she been sitting?

      She'd kind of gone into auto-pilot mode since leaving Coronado. Yes, she was getting her work done and still managing to find irony and humor in her life, but much of it had kind of lost its shine. Even going over to see George and Harry hadn’t lifted her spirits the way it usually did, though she did get some good Sonya material. For some reason poop and fart jokes rolled out of the little boys like water, thrilling them endlessly, and frustrating their uptight parents. BB jotted a few notes on her phone, laughing, and headed home.

      Mary texted her not long after she got home, asking how she was doing. BB told her 'Oh, I'm fine,' but she thought they both knew that was a big fat lie. Mary texted her back a big heart.

      Yeah, that was about right. BB never considered herself especially emotional, but in the time since Link had been gone, her emotions had been in a whirl. Nothing satisfied her, and the strangest things made her teary eyed. There was an Old Spice commercial that absolutely gutted her because the main character reminded her of Link, tall and strong, walking on the beach. Her bed suddenly seemed especially cold and she had to buy a heated blanket, which was ridiculous because it was summer. She also bought a body pillow to curl up with.

      None of those things made her miss him any less though. If anything, they highlighted what was missing. Link. She’d fallen for him.

      Was it possible to fall in love in two days? She'd never have thought so, but all indicators were there saying otherwise. Maybe it wasn’t the quantity of time you spent with a person, but the quality.

      Once she realized she was in love with him, things became a little easier to deal with. She went through her sketchbook and redid a few of the funny panels. She’d left the one Link had wanted on his kitchen table, as well as the one with baby Ethan, but she had other portraits of him that he hadn’t seen. She worked on those and it made her feel close to him.

      Did he feel the same way, though? He hadn’t said anything about love or permanence or anything before he’d left. Then an errant thought struck her. Maybe he couldn’t.

      BB had been hired to come in and welcome him home for three days. The three days hadn’t quite been up before he’d left. Maybe he thought she was only there because she felt obliged to be there.

      That made her heart hurt. She should have told him how much she enjoyed him, and their time together. She should have told him that she voided the contract and was there on her own time, by her own choice. If he felt like he was an obligation there was a chance he would never say anything to her.

      Before she could think better of it, she grabbed her phone. Let me know when they’re coming back, please. I want to be there for Lincoln.

      Will do, Mary promised.
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      Link sighed as their assault was aborted again. They’d readied themselves six times now for this final surge, and every time something fell through; oh, there was a weather system moving in, or their CI didn’t show up, or some other bullshit excuse. The Teams were chomping at the bit to get this done.

      They’d been deployed to half a dozen villages and cities. Every place where the Taliban had decided to show their asses and kidnap innocent people, their teams had shown up. Three of the groups had been rescued already, but there were another three sites more heavily fortified than the first three had been. Two SEALs had been wounded in the initial assault, so that was a bit of a downer on morale, but they were ready. It was just getting command to commit.

      Normally they were more than happy to throw them into the line of fire, but this op had been different. They were trying to solve it peacefully, because before long American forces were going to have to pull out of Afghanistan and the Afghan people were going to have to deal with the Taliban directly. It would be the best case scenario if the Americans could leave on good terms.

      There was only so much you could reason with terrorists, though.

      As his squad headed back through the city to their base, they stayed on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary. The city was deserted for the most part. The civilians knew that everything could go to shit if the peace talks didn’t work and they’d gotten out of the area to protect themselves. Well, most had. There were a few stragglers that had nowhere to go. They had no food or money and they were living off what they could find in the streets.

      There was nothing funny here to sketch.

      As always, his thoughts returned to BB. It had been weeks since he’d been deployed. Had she taken another contract? He should have asked her more about that. How many contracts had she taken to help her sister out? Would she even remember him if he sent her a text when he returned? Surely she would. Right?

      It was useless trying to guess at all that. Yes, he thought they’d connected perfectly, but they’d had so little time together. Two days was not enough to know if you could spend the rest of your life with that person.

      No, he wasn’t sure he agreed with that anymore. BB was perfect for him. Her humor had made him laugh and he hadn’t gotten tired of talking to her, or listening to her. And the sex, well, he’d been dreaming of it ever since he got here. Not sex in general. Sex with her in particular.

      Fuck, thinking back he realized it had been her hug that had done it for him. Strong and sure, she hadn’t hesitated to wrap her arms around him and hold on, even as dirty and travel-swampy as he’d been. It had been one of the most magical, surreal moments in his life.

      Just thinking about the comfort he got from being with her was enough to drown out all the discomfort he was experiencing. There was a fold in his sock or something that was rubbing a sore spot on his right arch. As he’d fallen-in this morning with the rest of the platoon he’d gashed his upper arm on a piece of metal sticking out of a bombed-out building. The current LT had asked him if he needed a medic but Link had waved it away. Now he was thinking he should have gotten it checked out because it was really bothering him. If he closed his eyes, though, just for a second, he could imagine the feel of BB’s arms pulling him to her, and it was the sweetest feeling. Made him forget everything else.

      Damn, he missed her.

      They got back to camp and he tried to join in with the talk. His regular platoon had been re-deployed, just without Ryan and Black. Two new guys had taken their place and they seemed to be melding fine. He’d gone through BUD/s with Earnestine but Favore was a couple of classes older, more experienced. He’d taken over Black’s position, though Link had been notified that he was next up in the promotion rotation. That should have excited him, but he was just kind of ‘meh’. Maybe it would make it easier on Black to retire if he knew Link was taking over.

      When they hit camp he headed to the medic tent. The young man looked at him reproachfully. “You should have cleaned this out before you left. Now it’s infected and it’s too old for stitches.” He pointed at the deeper end of the cut. “I’m going to give you a tetanus shot and you should take antibiotics for a few days, just to make sure nothing nasty starts growing there. We may be too late already.”

      Link craned his arm, looking down the length of the cut, but he couldn’t see where it ended on the back side of his arm. The medic held a small mirror for him and Link could finally see the cut. Damn, it was a good bit deeper on that back side. If he’d known it was that bad he would have come here immediately. There were a lot of nasty bugs floating around the area.

      The medic bandaged his arm and gave him a packet of pills. “You need to take these until they’re gone. No pain pills. I have a feeling you wouldn’t take them anyway. But seriously, you need to finish these to make sure you kick the infection.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Link headed back to his rack, feeling like he needed to sleep. He stretched out on the cot that had been assigned to him without even taking off his boots. Just a few hours…

      The clang of the alarm was loud in the night, but it took his brain a precious few seconds to kick into gear. His bones ached from sleeping in one position for so long, and his arm positively throbbed. The medic had wrapped a bandage around the cut before he left and Link could tell now that his arm was swollen, and hot to the touch. Well, shit.

      One of the guys stopped to yell something in his face and Link it took a minute for him to understand. His head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. He winced as he pushed to his feet and swayed. His knees felt rubbery and he looked around.

      Night had fallen, and it was now illuminated by fighting. He tried to remember when he’d crashed. It had been hours ago. They’d gone out in the early morning, returning a couple of hours later. It had been before noon when he’d gone to the medic. He glanced at the watch on his wrist. 1822. Had he seriously slept almost six hours? Grabbing his rifle and head gear, he left the tent and found his team, struggling through the logy feeling like he was wading through cement. It felt like he’d been taking sleeping pills or something, but he knew it had to be the infection. And though it had to be ninety degrees out here, chills wracked his body.

      “You good, Link?” Swamp Man stopped in front of him and gripped his vest, giving him solid eye contact.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” he lied.

      Link pushed the illness aside and focused on what was going on around them. There was gunfire to the south, the direction of the Taliban. “Sounds like it all went to hell.”

      Swamp Man laughed. “Totally. We’re rolling out in five minutes. Are you good to go?”

      Link nodded. “Hell, yeah.”

      Whether he was or not he would be going in to back up his team. Period.

      The fight ended up being one of the craziest of his military career. The Taliban had pulled in support somehow and were trying to fight their way out of the city— with the prisoners in tow. Link’s platoon and two others encircled the building where they’d been entrenched, forcing them back inside. Snipers were picking off the terrorists as quickly as they could and Link saw a few civilians go down as well, unfortunately. The platoon they were backing up headed to the west to cut off some escapees, but Link heard an explosion, then people were yelling over the radio. Their K9 team had hit an IED.

      Fuck, that was bad.

      Then a group broke away from the building and headed to the east— directly toward his squad.

      There was so much radio traffic he couldn’t get a word in edgewise, but he waved at Favore and caught his attention. The LT nodded and motioned for Link to head off to meet the group head on.

      Link took off running, weapon to his shoulder as he engaged the enemy. Toro was directly behind him and to the right, firing constantly. Two of the terrorists went down in the initial assault and three hostages ran toward the platoon, but one got shot in the back. Link took great pleasure in taking that terrorist shooter out.

      The other two hostages reached their position and Link started moving them back, using cover as much as possible. He thought he’d gotten them clear until another terrorist revealed himself. The dark-skinned man reared back his arm to throw something toward them, and Link thought it was a little strange for a Taliban insurgent to have grenades. He shot the man center mass, but not before he released the grenade. Link knew it was going to be bad. He had a split second to see the grenade flying through the air on a direct path toward their position. He lunged toward the prisoners, hoping that he could protect them at least a little before he died.

      The feel of BB’s hug slammed through his mind, and he imagined landing in her arms. He should have told her how much he appreciated what she’d done for him.

      The world exploded with heat as he hit the ground.
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      BB felt off for some reason. Physically she felt fine, but something was just … wrong in her world. But she couldn’t see or feel what. It was a beautiful day outside, windy, but the sun was shining gloriously. Frankie ran around in the back yard like she’d been cooped up for days, but it had only actually been an hour since she’d been out. Frustrated with work, BB kept leaving her desk looking for distractions. Frankie was always ready to be the center of attention.

      So, she played tug of war with a rope bone and tried to pinpoint what it was that was bugging her.

      There was a deadline looming but she was well on her way to being done with the project— just a few more small tweaks. She was making good money and all of the family seemed to be doing okay. When Carolina had asked her to take another contract, though, BB had declined. It was too soon after Lincoln. As soon as she’d hung up with her sister, she’d wondered if she was crazy. Her life had pretty much crawled to a stop as she waited to hear that Lincoln had made it home safely.

      She was imagining what he would think of her place when her phone rang in her pocket. Her heart began to race as she saw Mary’s name on the display.

      “Hey, Mary!”

      “I don’t want you to freak out,” were her opening words and BB’s blood ran cold. “He’s okay, but a bit beat up.”

      “What happened?” she asked, already planning her drive south to Coronado.

      “They got most of the prisoners out, where Link was, but when they engaged with the Taliban the shit hit the fan. There was a massive fight. Several of the platoon were injured. Lincoln was escorting two civilians to safety when a grenade landed behind him. He protected the civilians, but his back took serious damage, and his thighs. He had to have surgery to pull several dozen pieces of shrapnel from his skin, but it’s not as bad as it could have been. They’re flying the team back now and he’s expected to make a full recovery, but he’s going to be out of commission for a few weeks. They’ll be landing in about six hours. Black just found out. Lincoln will have to be in the hospital for a few days. Apparently he was fighting a fever and infection when he went into battle, so they’re dealing with that too.”

      “Where do I go?” Her mind was spinning, so she grabbed a pen and paper as she went into the house.

      “If I were you I would go straight to the hospital. He’s drugged, Justin says, so he won’t know you didn’t come to the airfield to meet him.”

      “Okay.”

      She wrote down what Mary told her to, dropping to her couch.

      “I wasn’t sure how you would feel about this.”

      “Oh, I’m glad you called. Believe me. I’ll be down as soon as I can make arrangements and find someone to watch Frankie.”

      “Bring her here,” Mary said quickly. “Then she won’t have to be away from you for long.”

      Tears filled BB’s eyes as she thought about Lincoln being hurt and she managed to clamp her jaw and whisper fiercely into the phone to Mary, “You swear to me he’s going to be okay?”

      “I do,” Mary told her firmly. “Swamp Man says he’s not a hundred percent, but he’s okay.”

      “Thank you, Mary. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      BB didn’t wait for Mary to respond, just hung up. There was so much to do. She had to pack a bag for her and one for Frankie. The drive was going to be interminable.

      It was good, though, that she finally realized what was bothering her.
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      Lincoln roused as they were carrying him off the plane. He wanted to move, but they had him strapped down on his belly. Yes, he could sleep on his belly, and did a lot, but being in the same position for the past two days was really beginning to infuriate him.

      Even more infuriating, though, was coming off the plane being carried like a damn invalid. His world spun as they turned toward the hangar and he had to close his eyes as dizziness swamped him and he choked back nausea. Okay, maybe it was better they drove this time.

      When the dizziness passed, he cracked his eyes open to look around. There was a group of women moving toward the group, but none of the kids. Several of his platoon had been injured and were coming off the plane the same way he was, so the big brass had suggested this was a spouses-only meet.

      In spite of himself he looked across the group of women, looking for light brown curls and a smiling face. And a dress. Then he cursed himself when she wasn’t there. The contract was over with, her obligation fulfilled. BB had no business, no desire, to be here.

      One of the wives stopped beside his cot, resting a hand on his wrist. “Welcome home, Lincoln.”

      Yeah, whatever.

      He closed his eyes and hoped the ambulance crashed on the way to the hospital.
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      BB was about to scream. No matter how much she explained, cajoled or wheedled, the woman at the desk would not let her through the doors. She had called Mary twice but Black’s wife wasn’t answering, and she didn’t have the numbers to any of the other women she'd met at the party. BB was left to pace the waiting room of the medical center and hope that someone called her back.

      If she was a wife or a fiancée it would be no big deal, but a ‘friend’ just didn’t cut it. Pacing down the hallway, she stepped outside to get a breath of fresh air and looked inside the window just in time to see a woman walk up to the receptionist, looking frazzled. The receptionist smiled tightly, like she was aggravated, and began packing up her personal items.

      Ah. Maybe she’d been grumpy because her relief was late. BB watched the woman who had denied her access leave, and the second woman settle into the chair. She didn’t think they’d talked enough for the second woman to be aware of BB trying to get in, so, taking a deep breath, she marched in through the front doors of the emergency wing like she owned the place.

      “BB Jones to see Lincoln Bezel. I was told he was brought in about two hours ago.”

      The young woman smiled and looked at her computer, tapping quickly on the keyboard.  “Yes, ma’am. He’s in bay three. I’ll let you through.”

      BB opened her mouth to say yes, she was related, then realized that the woman hadn’t even asked. Well, hell. She managed to smile and thank the receptionist before she strode through the doors and into the super-bright emergency department. Trying to stay out of everyone’s way, she headed down the central hallway, past a bustling nurse’s station. It was obvious that they’d suddenly gotten a lot of wounded and were scrambling to care for them all.

      The curtains didn’t have numbers on them so she had to peer inside each one to see if she could see Lincoln’s dark hair. Finally, she found him way down at the end of the corridor, face down on a gurney. His back was draped with a light sheet and his eyes were closed, but he seemed to sense her looking at him because his bright, electric eyes flicked open. Something vulnerable flickered across his face. She thought it was disbelief, and he closed his eyes again, frowning. When he opened them again she’d moved closer.

      “BB. What are you doing here?” He whispered, voice rough like he’d been screaming.

      She smiled for him. “I had to come.” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “Is it okay that I’m here?”

      He stared at her for a long moment, then took a long blink. “I don’t know. Did Mary hire you again?”

      She shook her head, kneeling on the hard tile floor. “No, Mary did not hire me. She did let me know you were here, though.”

      BB waited. Lincoln seemed to be under the influence of some type of sedative, because he kept drifting off, then rousing again. At one point he moved his right arm and winced, but didn’t stop until his hand was within reach of hers. BB met his touch, enfolding his fingers in hers. Pulling a chair up close she sat down and just held his hand. If this was all she could do for him she would do it.

      She rubbed his beat up fingers with her thumb, then traced a finger down his lean cheek, which was still dirty from wherever he’d been. He didn’t rouse.

      BB sat with Lincoln for almost an hour before a nurse rushed in and began doing things. She seemed startled to see BB with him, but she smiled and nodded as she went about logging vitals. Then she circled the bed to BB. “He’s doing good,” she said. “I’ll have the doctor come in and talk to you about when you can expect him to wake.”

      “He was already awake.”

      The nurse frowned and looked at Lincoln, shaking her head. “He shouldn’t have been. There’s enough sedatives in his bloodstream to keep an elephant in Lalaland.”

      “He was awake and talking to me,” BB reiterated.

      The nurse left soon after that, then returned about ten minutes later with a syringe in hand. She injected it into the IV. “We’re going to make sure he stays down for a while. When he does wake up, these wounds are going to be extremely painful and we want to get a bit of a head start on the healing.”

      Smiling brightly, she left through the curtain.

      Half an hour later a uniformed doctor came through the curtain. His name tag said Coffey. He smiled at BB when he saw her, but it seemed tired. “Ma’am, I hear Lt. Bezel has been talking.”

      BB gave him the gist of the conversation and he basically told her exactly what the nurse had. They were going to be keeping an eye on Lincoln and keeping him sedated, because the wounds he’d received were extremely painful. One piece of shrapnel had come incredibly close to puncturing a lung and another had been just to the side of his spine. And just as Mary had said, the doctor told her about the infected wound on his arm they were dealing with as well.

      “Not sure yet what that’s from, but we’re going to be loading his system with antibiotics to combat it and whatever might have been on the metal in the grenade.”

      BB thanked the doctor, feeling a little faint. She moved to the chair and sank down. It hit her that there was a very real possibility she could have lost Lincoln. They’d had so little time together but somehow she knew if he had been killed, it would have wrecked her.

      Her gaze drifted down his forehead to his closed eyes. His ridiculously long lashes rested on his cheeks, still. She assumed that when they got him to a room they would bathe him and get some of the grime from him. If there was a bathroom here she would wipe off his face herself, but she didn’t really see anything to help do that. She dug around in her purse, looking for... Yup, there they were. Baby wipes. Very gently she cleaned his face of dust and blood. If she thought she wouldn’t get yelled at she would go further. Maybe when they got him into a room they’d be able to clean him up.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Did you make it through?

      Yes. Finally. In with him now.

      Ok, good. Tell me when he’s assigned a room.

      Will do.

      A woman started sobbing down the corridor and BB wondered what was going on, or if it was part of Lincoln’s team. It sounded like someone had gotten terrible news. As she listened to the woman break down, her own eyes filled with sympathetic tears, then overflowed. For just a moment, she allowed the situation to overwhelm her.

      “Why are you crying?” A deep voice rasped.

      Her gaze jerked to Lincoln. His eyes were just barely open and she shook her head in exasperation. “You need to go to sleep,” she said, her voice tight with tears.

      “Why are you crying?” he asked again, hand tightening around hers. “You don’t have to be here. If this is too much just go.”

      He tried to pull his hand away, but she didn’t let him. “Quit it, Lincoln. I just got a little overwhelmed for a minute. This is a lot to take in, you know? But I’m okay. As long as you’re okay I’ll be okay.”

      He closed his eyes for a minute and she thought he’d gone back to sleep. “I’ll be okay,” he whispered. “I'm glad you're here. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

      BB blinked, wondering if she’d head him correctly. Then, as she thought about the pain he had to have gone through, her eyes filled with tears again and she tightened her hand on his. “Same, Link. I’m glad you made it back. Now go to sleep.”

      His lips tilted up in a lopsided smile and his breathing deepened.

      They moved him into a room an hour later. BB tried to stay out of the way, but she was afraid to lose sight of him just in case she had to justify her presence in his room. Maybe if she stayed with him they would just assume she was supposed to be there. She did have to step to the side when they changed the bandages on his back, but she caught a glimpse of his injuries, and it twisted her stomach to even think about it. His poor back had been shredded, cuts and scrapes going every which way. There were several that were obviously deeper, held together with sutures. She stepped closer and looked at the nurse settling him. “How many stitches did he get?”

      The woman looked down at his back and shook her head. “A hundred, maybe? I’ll check the chart in a minute and see if it says exactly.”

      BB watched what the woman did for Lincoln. All of the cuts were cleaned and the deeper ones were re-bandaged, but the smaller ones were left just with a sheet draped over them. His thighs and the bottom edge of his buttocks looked the same, though his back had taken the brunt of the damage. He’d been wearing armor, but obviously it hadn’t been strong enough to stop everything. The nurse cleaned the wounds then draped him in another sheet. Then she cleaned up her mess and gathered up his chart. “Looks like he got a hundred and thirty-seven stitches.”

      The woman left the room and BB headed to her chair, feeling faint again. Damn. She cracked open a bottle of water and drank. It settled her tummy and let her think more clearly.

      Mary came to the room as soon as she texted her the number. Her face looked haggard, alarming BB. “Are you okay?” She asked.

      Mary shook her head and drew close enough to rest a hand on Lincoln’s arm. Her eyes filled with tears and she wiped them away. “One of the guys isn’t doing well. He’s in surgery now and they’re not sure he’s going to make it.”

      BB sagged in her chair, then stood to give Mary a hug. “Give him a chance. These guys are all incredibly strong. Lincoln keeps waking up even though the nurse said they’ve given him enough sedatives to keep an elephant down."

      The other woman nodded, smiling. “He’s not going to like being on his front for very long. Justin had an injury like that once and it about drove him nuts.”

      “Is he doing okay?” BB motioned to a spare chair and Mary sat down.

      “Yes, he’s doing okay. I’m going to have to go home soon to report otherwise he’ll be in here. He’s already hobbling around the house and he’s not supposed to be.”

      BB shook her head. “Does anything keep them down?”

      For the first time, Mary grinned. “No, not much.” She leaned over and gave BB a hard hug. “Let me know if anything changes with him. Or if they have an expected release day.”

      “I will, definitely.”

      Mary stood and moved to the door, then turned back. “Oh, I know a couple of the nurses here and I had them add you to Link’s call list as his fiancée.” She grinned wickedly as BB gasped. With a wave she was gone.

      BB shook her head, but she appreciated what Mary had done. It would make it easier for her to get in and out of his room now.
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      Lincoln woke up slowly at some point, feeling like he’d been run over by a tank. His head was muddled and his mouth dry. It was dark in the room, which he appreciated. There was a bank of lights somewhere, but they weren’t bright. It gave him just enough light to see BB sleeping in the armchair beside his bed, head propped on her hand.

      Her light brown hair curled down over her arm and he wanted to reach out and touch it, but as soon as he moved his arm he knew he wouldn’t be able to reach her. She was too far away.

      What the hell was she doing here?

      Moving tentatively he pushed up against the bed a little. Scorching pain roared across his back and he gasped. Immediately BB was there, her hand on his. “Don’t Lincoln. They said they were going to ease you off the sedation but you can’t move yet.”

      Lowering himself back to the mattress he looked at her. She’d popped out of sleep like she’d been waiting for him to wake up. “What day is it?” he rasped.

      “It’s, um,” she scrubbed her face, looking at the clock on the wall. “Tuesday, now. You came home on Friday.”

      Yeah, his body had that numb feeling like he’d been drugged for a long time. “Is everyone okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes. There was one guy, Carmichael, who was kind of touch and go for a long time. They ended up having to take his leg, but he’s doing okay now.”

      Link blinked. Luca Carmichael was the K9 handler attached to his team. It sucked that he was injured. He wondered what had happened to Wicked, his war dog. “Anyone else?”

      “Swamp Man had a couple of wounds, but he’s doing well too. I think they’re releasing him tomorrow. “

      Lincoln drew in a deep breath, tentatively stretching his back. He thought if he moved very carefully he could swing his legs around. “What are my injuries?” he asked her, watching her eyes carefully.

      BB glanced down his body. “You have a lot of cuts across your back and thighs, but overall I think you’re doing pretty well. They’re fairly superficial and you’ve done a lot of healing in the past few days. The infected wound in your arm is much better and healing up nicely. But I think if you try to move, you’re going to hurt your thighs when you sit up. You should wait for the nurses to help guide you.”

      Link blinked in frustration. His body had that tired feeling like he’d been in one position way too long and he wanted to move, even if it did hurt. With the side rails up on the bed he felt claustrophobic and a little desperate. His breathing must have changed because BB was suddenly leaning down toward him. She did something on the bed and the side rail moved out of the way.

      “Hey,” she said firmly, leaning down close to his face so that she could get good eye contact. Her hand began to stroke back through his hair along his temple, and he thought he remembered her doing that a lot. “Look at me. You’re going to be fine. They expect you to walk out of here in just a couple days. I know this has to be uncomfortable but you have to stay here and wait until they help you. Okay, Link?”

      He blinked at her, seeing the tears in her eyes she was trying to blink away. The sight of her distress took his mind off his own. “Why are you here, BB? Did Mary hire you again?”

      He thought he had asked her that once, but he wasn’t sure. She shook her head.

      “No, Mary did not hire me again and we returned the money from the first time anyway. I’m here because…” she paused, her hand still stroking his head. “I’m here,” she said firmly, “because I was worried and wanted to be here for you.”

      Anger stirred. “I don’t need your pity.”

      He shifted away from her hand, but she followed him. “I know you don’t, damn it. I thought it would freak you out if I told you I’d fallen in love with you, though.”

      Lincoln stilled beneath her hand, his breathing rasping as he looked at her, trying to see the subterfuge. Was she telling him the truth?

      “We were together two days,” he said harshly. “How the fuck could you have fallen in love with me in two days?”

      A wild hope had exploded in his chest at her words, but he was afraid to trust what she said. Another woman had done the same thing, appealing to his need.

      She shrugged lightly, her mouth crooked in a smile. “I have no idea, but I did, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

      Lincoln closed his eyes, afraid to hope. His heart was racing. If he could have he would have gotten up from the bed and pulled her into his arms.

      “Why are you telling me this now, when I can’t do anything about it?” He whispered.

      BB laughed, lightly, leaning down to kiss him. “You are my captive audience now. I’m going to convince you that I love you enough to be the one for you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, grinning.

      A nurse came in a few minutes later to check on him, and BB moved back.

      “I need to get vertical,” Lincoln growled at the woman, suddenly highly motivated. “Get whoever you need to get to help me out of bed and on my feet. You have two minutes or I’m doing it myself.”

      The nurse spun on her heel and bustled out of the room, returning quickly with a tall, lanky orderly and another nurse. Within just a couple of minutes they’d maneuvered his IV around the bed and were helping him out of the bed. Lincoln’s thighs quivered as they had to take his weight for the first time in almost a week, but he braced himself against the tall orderly. After a few minutes he felt solid enough to stand on his own. He motioned BB up out of her chair and toward him. Her brows rose in surprise and she smiled as she walked toward him. Then, cupping his face, she leaned up and kissed him.

      “I love you too, BB Jones. I had to be on my feet to tell you that.”

      BB laughed but he could tell the he’d caught her off guard. “Do you really?” she whispered.

      He nodded. “I do. More than I ever would have thought possible. I’ve thought about you and longed for you for weeks.”

      He burrowed his nose into her hair. “I want you to be part of my life. While I was over there I thought of so many things I wanted to do with you. I want to go grocery shopping with you, and drive you to the dentist, and plant fake flowers.” She giggled, pressing a kiss to his neck, but he continued. “And I want to have puppies with you. Is Frankie fixed?”

      BB chuckled. “Yes, she is. I might have to be the one having puppies.”

      He pulled back and looked down into her eyes, feeling the bottom fall out of his stomach. He didn’t like the vulnerable feeling the thought provoked. “Would you be okay with that? Having babies with me?”

      She nodded, her eyes filling with tears while her smile grew broader. He leaned down and kissed her. “Don’t cry, baby.”

      But she did anyway. And there might have been some snuffling from the nurses behind him as well.

      “Are you sure, Lincoln?” She searched his eyes and face. “I know it’s quick but I love everything about you. You’ve got some spankin’ week-old bad breath and your Lincoln Log is hanging out, but I still can’t get close enough to you.”

      Lincoln choked on laughter, pulling her tight into his arms, feeling self-conscious for the first time. The nurses and orderly snickered as well, but he shrugged it all away. “I love you, BrandiLynn Beatrice Jones. You might as well get used to hearing it, because I’m going to be telling you a lot. Every minute I can.”

      They stood and swayed for several minutes, until Link’s energy began to wane. “I’m gonna have to lay down, baby,” he admitted. “I love you.”

      BB smiled at the words, already loving hearing them.

      Still smiling broadly, the nurses moved in and maneuvered him onto the bed, this time laying on his left side. Lincoln didn’t even notice when he slipped into sleep, BB’s hand stroking along his head.
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      BB maneuvered the car into the pick-up lane and left it running to keep the air on. Frankie was in the backseat and seemed to sense that something big was going on, trying to peer over the window, but she was too short.

      “Back in a minute, Frankie,” BB murmured.

      Then she circled the hood of the car, watching the front doors anxiously. An orderly pushed Lincoln through. He was in a wheelchair and she knew it was pissing him off. There was a ball cap pulled low over his eyes and he was wearing lightweight clothing that wouldn’t irritate the healing wounds on his back and thighs. It had been four days since he’d told her he loved her, and he’d gotten more and more strength every day. The stitches would have to stay in another week, at least, and he was ordered to seriously chill. No working out, no swimming, no sex.

      The doctor’s eyes had twinkled when he’d said it so she thought he might have been messing with Link, but she was going to take it very easy with him.

      When he saw her, Link’s expression lightened and he planted his hands like he was going to jump up out of the chair, but the orderly stopped him with a word. Then the man flipped the brakes on the chair and nodded that Link could move.

      He still moved a little tentatively, BB noted, but he was doing so much better. Just the fact that he was walking out of the hospital upright and under his own steam was more than she ever would have expected. It was more than some of his teammates had done yet. They’d visited one of his teammates before they left. Luca Carmichael, the K9 handler, had lost a leg in the same firefight Link had been in, and they’d just woken him from a medically induced coma. Even more distressing to Luca was the fact that the dog was gone. As she’d looked into his vacant eyes, BB had worried about his actual physical safety. His parents were there with him, but she had a feeling the hospital staff would be keeping a very sharp eye on him for the foreseeable future.

      As Link climbed into the car, Frankie went nuts. Lincoln laughed, trying to calm her down without hurting himself.

      Once settled into the car, with Frankie on his lap, he grinned at her. “Get us the fuck out of here, baby.”

      “Gladly,” BB said, shifting into gear.

      It took less than half an hour to get back to Lincoln’s beach house. She parked on the street and circled the car to open the door for him. Frankie jumped from his lap and went to the grass to use the bathroom, and BB held a hand down to him to help Link out. Again, he surprised her by taking it, but he pulled her to him for a kiss when he was vertical. “Thanks, baby.”

      Inside the house he walked to the kitchen, sitting down gingerly.

      Moving to the fridge, BB grabbed a couple of bottles of water, setting them on the table. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just. Little woozy. They gave me pain pills right before I left.”

      “Maybe you should go ahead and go to bed then?”

      He shook his head. “I just want to feel normal for a bit. I’ll go to bed in a while. I am kinda hungry,” he said sheepishly.

      Grinning, BB jumped back to her feet, glad to have something productive to do. “I have just the thing.”

      She removed several plastic containers, popping the lid on one and putting it into the microwave to warm. “I know you like Mexican food.”

      Lincoln grinned. “Oh, damn, girl. I already told you I loved you. What else do you want from me?”

      BB stopped in front of him and leaned in for a kiss. “Your love is enough,” she told him softly. When she tried to pull away, Link tugged her down to his lap.

      BB gasped, afraid she was going to hurt him, but he shook his head. “I’m good. I just wanted you closer. You look beautiful in your welcome home dress,” he said, fingering the blue fabric, “but I just wanted to touch you, feel you.”

      He cupped her breast through the fabric. “When I first saw you on the tarmac, I didn’t know what to think. You were too beautiful to be believed, and you were there for me. I’m nobody, you know, just a guy. But you wrapped your arms around me and I felt like I’d just been granted immortality or something by an angel. I didn’t want to let you go.”

      She stroked a hand down his cheek, her throat tight with emotion. “I’ll tell you a secret. I didn’t want to let you go either. You wrapped your arms around me and I felt like I had found home.”

      He leaned his head back to look at her. “Yes, that’s it exactly. It felt like I finally came home.” He glanced around the kitchen. “This house is nice, but you are my home.”

      BB swiped away a tear and wrapped her arms very carefully around his neck, holding him as close to her as she could. If she could hold him here forever she would.

      “I love you, Lincoln,” she whispered.

      “I love you, BB. Thank you for being my home.”

      She chuckled, leaning back to look into his electric eyes. “I will always be your home,” she promised. The microwave beeped. “Now, Home is going to feed you.”

      They laughed and he let her up. “Maybe Home will cuddle with me later,” he murmured. “No,” he said, laughter lighting in his eyes, “maybe Home will cuddle with my Lincoln Log later.”

      BB burst out laughing and gave him a saucy look. “Maybe. We’ll have to see. Eat your burrito, buster.”

      They grinned at each other and BB shivered at the promise she could see in his eyes.

      

      The End…

      

      Following is a sneak peek from Wicked Healing….
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      Carolina looked at the note on her desk and shook her head. What the ever-loving hell? She had people dropping like flies! She was happy for her contractor, of course, but did she really have to leave for her honeymoon during one of the busiest times the business had ever experienced?

      Her phone buzzed with a text message from BB. She swiped it open and gasped. She recognized BB’s long-fingered, manicured hand, but the giant rock on her ring finger was new. Immediately she called her sister.

      “Are you serious?” She demanded.

      BB giggled, sounding like a crazy woman. “Yeah, I guess so. I just got engaged.”

      Carolina floundered. “What? I don’t understand.”

      Then she thought of the last assignment she’d asked BB to take. “The welcome home guy? The SEAL?”

      “Yes,” BB giggled again, sounding… amazing. Like she was relaxed and happy and had had sex. Carolina was at a loss.

      “It’s only been, what? Three or four weeks since you met him?”

      “Something like that,” her sister said, voice nonchalant. “I just wanted to let you know not to expect me to be available for anything.”

      “Well, I guess not,” Carolina said, laughing. “When do we get to meet the man?”

      “Um, we’ll see. Gotta run, Carolina! Love you!”

      “Love you too, B.”

      But she was already gone. Carolina stared at her phone incredulously, then swiped through to Weather Bug, looking to see if there was some kind of pheromone alert she hadn’t heard about. Nope, nothing. People were falling in love all around her and it was aggravating.

      How the hell was she going to cover all these jobs?
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      Erica Knox simply didn’t understand. Dogs loved her. Like, seriously, loved her. They would cross the street to get a scratch from her, and jump fences just to be near her. Her house was the dog hangout of the neighborhood. It wasn’t exactly a talent, but definitely an affinity.

      Her affinity was failing her now.

      When Carolina had called her to ask her to foster the dog, she hadn’t even hesitated to say yes. Now, though…

      She looked at the too-lean Malinois laying in the cage and wondered if he would actually follow through with the nasty growling he was doing. His body was tense and his black eyes solid direct. The vet’s office had muzzled the dog, but she was still cautious. She’d seen a dog break out of a muzzle once, and it hadn’t been pretty.

      Wicked, a six year old wounded Belgian Malinois Military War Dog, recently flown in from Germany, was her new foster dog. And she had a feeling he was going to live up to his name.

      Taking a breath, she opened the cage door. The dog didn’t lunge for her, which she counted as a blessing. The growl intensified, though.

      The uniformed Army veterinarian had assured her that he was mobile, but the dog was still laying on his side. “Come on, Wicked. Let’s get you out of here.”

      He seemed to understand the word ‘out’. Laboriously, he pushed to his feet, then stood glaring at her, as if awaiting her next move. Taking her metaphorical balls in hand, Erica reached in and placed the slip lead over his head, very slowly, very carefully. The dog continued to growl, but he didn’t make any movement, just held completely still. Well, he wavered a little, but he had reason to.

      Erica pulled back, out of the cage and gave the male room to move. The dog was big for a Mal, and he wouldn’t be the type to like being crowded, so she duckwalked backwards a few steps. The animal followed her out, steps wobbling as he slipped out of the cage. His head was lowered and he looked around, as if to see who was observing his humiliation.

      Because that was how it struck Erica that he was feeling. It was like he’d been this warrior badass, and now, because he only had three legs, he’d lost his sense of being a badass.

      Unfortunately, she’d seen this kind of demoralization before, and it didn’t always end well. For the most part, dogs and cats could survive easily without a leg, but they had to have the determination to do it.

      She glanced up at the vet standing a few yards away. “What happened to his handler?”

      The woman frowned. “All we heard was that the dog saved his life, but he was injured just as badly as Sir Wicked here. He’s still in the hospital in Bamburg, Germany, as far as we know.”

      Erica frowned. When Carolina had called her she’d known that she would help out— there’d been no question— but she didn’t realize how dire the situation was. The dog was alone in the world. There had probably been some catastrophic explosion or blast or something to cause the damage and burnt hair she could see along his sides, and then he’d been separated from the man he’d come to rely on for his health and companionship.

      But then, the reverse was probably true as well. Erica wondered about the soldier who was the other half of this pair.

      There was a large swath of bandages around his abdomen and hips. The end of the leg that had been amputated hung in the air. It was wrapped in bright pink medical wrap. Erica was actually surprised at how much they’d left behind. It looked like he’d lost the lower part of his foot only.  “Will he be eligible for a prosthetic later?”

      The vet nodded, her eyes kind. “That’s why we left it that way. After a while he’ll figure out he can’t use that foot and he’ll keep it up. Bandages need changed every other day or when they get wet.”

      Though she knew it was dangerous, Erica wanted to reach out to give the dog some kind of encouragement, but he was still giving her the evil eye, as if looking for a reason to chew her up and spit her out. She really and truly didn’t blame him, but she hoped he decided to pass on her tender skin. Pushing to her feet, she did one of the hardest things she’d done in a long time. She turned her back to the animal. But, at the same time, she ordered, ‘heel’.

      Barely daring to breathe, she waited. There, out of the corner of her eye, she could see the dog come to her side. “Forward.”

      They walked forward a few feet and she took the discharge papers and a bottle of pills from the uniformed veterinarian. Respect shone in the woman’s expression, but Erica didn’t let it detour her path. With a final nod, she headed to her vehicle in the visitor’s lot. She told Wicked to sit, then she opened the back hatch of her SUV and drew out the textured ramp she used for her geriatric patients. Wicked gave her another beleaguered look, but very carefully hobbled up the ramp. He went into the large dog cage she had in the back without issue, and sat and watched as she latched the door.

      Erica’s heart ached for the dog. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and love on him, but she knew that would be the quickest way to alienate him. They were building the tiniest sliver of trust right now, and she could wait for him to decide to come to her.

      The front gate guard gave her an odd look as they exited Joint Base San Antonio-Lackland, looking at the release papers several times, then into the back of her car, before finally waving her through. She wasn’t sure what had made him pause, but something. She’d have to look at the paperwork later. It was a long drive to Phoenix, though. They needed to get moving.

      First, though…

      She drove for about an hour to a dog park that she’d found on the way down. It was in a pretty little town called Vacasa. It was shaded and cool, and when she’d checked it out yesterday there had been no one there. Same today, she noted, looking around carefully. Parking the SUV she opened the passenger door behind her seat and retrieved the long lunge line she’d stowed there.

      Erica had fostered more than one dog after they’d been through military quarantine or a long illness, and she knew that actually getting outside into grass and open air sometimes had an amazing effect on the animal. Moving to the back hatch she lifted the door, then settled the ramp to the edge. Wicked watched her for a long moment. Erica took it as a good sign that he no longer growled at her.

      Then he growled at her.

      “Listen, buddy,” she told him sternly. “I’m trying to do a nice thing for you. Cool your jets.”

      The dog quieted. Unlatching the cage door, she hooked the horse line to the heavy collar he wore, then stood back to give him room to get out of the cage.

      Wicked gave her a direct stare. She’d known this dog would be challenging.

      Hobbling down the ramp, he looked up at her. Erica wished she could take the muzzle off of him, but she just didn’t trust him yet. He didn’t trust her either.

      “Heel,” she said, walking toward the gate into the dog park. He followed her through without question, so she took that as a good sign. He sat while he waited for her latch the gate behind them, then looked around the area. Erica assumed he needed to go potty, so, spooling out the length of the horse lunge line, she murmured to him, “Go potty.”

      Wicked sat there for a long time, even after she’d parked herself on the bench thirty feet away. Pulling out her phone, she pretended to ignore him.

      The dog lowered his head to sniff the ground first. There had probably been a lot of traffic through here over the past week, so it took him a minute to get his fill. Then he stretched a bit, until he seemed to hit a painful spot and he stopped. Erica frowned. If he was in pain then that would make him bitchy too. Maybe she needed to check his discharge papers and see if he needed another dose of medication.

      Wicked pushed to his three feet and bounced over to a conveniently placed fire hydrant. Surely every male dog that came in here blasted that sucker. Wicked sniffed for a moment, then lifted his amputated leg slightly and let loose. Oh, jeez. The poor guy had really needed to pee. She felt guilty for waiting so long now. Once he got done he wandered around a little more. There was a thick patch of grass he headed toward, not burnt by the spring sun. It was still green and soft. With a final glance around, Wicked lowered himself to the grass and rolled. Tears came to her eyes because it was such a dog thing to do, and he’d been in cages and transports for a week, at least. They had grass at Lackland-San Antonio, but with his aggressive behavior she doubted he’d been given any quality time.

      Then he stood up and gave a hearty shake. When he was done, he lowered his head and she turned to look at him. She caught her breath just as he scraped the muzzle off his head.

      

      If you would like to preorder Wicked Healing on Kindle, follow this link.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Stay up to date with my releases and cover reveals by subscribing to my newsletter!

      www.jmmadden.com/newsletter/

      I expect many more books in the Dogs of War series, the Lost and Found Series and Now the Helping Hands, Healing Home series. I hope you’ll follow along on their journeys with me!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by J.M. Madden

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Dogs Of War- men who trusted their government and were horribly betrayed.

      

      

      
        
        Genesis-Free

        Chaos

        Destruction

        Retribution

      

      

      
        
        If you would like to read about the ‘combat modified’ veterans of the Lost and Found Investigative Service, check out these books:

      

        

      
        The Embattled Road ( FREE prequel)

        Duncan, John and Chad

      

        

      
        Embattled Hearts-Book 1 (FREE)

        John and Shannon

      

        

      
        Embattled Minds-Book 2

        Zeke and Ember

      

        

      
        Embattled Home-Book 3 

        Chad and Lora

      

        

      
        Embattled SEAL- Book 4

        Harper and Cat

      

        

      
        Embattled Ever After- Book 5

        Duncan and Alex

      

        

      
        Her Forever Hero- Grif

        Grif and Kendall

      

        

      
        SEAL’s Lost Dream-Flynn

        Flynn and Willow

      

        

      
        SEAL’s Christmas Dream

        Flynn and Willow

      

        

      
        Unbreakable SEAL- Max

        Max and Lacey

      

        

      
        Embattled Christmas

      

        

      
        Reclaiming The Seal

        Gabe and Julie

      

        

      
        Loving Lilly

        Diego and Lilly

      

        

      
        Her Secret Wish

        Rachel and Dean

      

        

      
        Wish Upon a SEAL (Kindle World)

        Drake and Izzy

      

        

      
        Mistletoe Mischief

        Cass and Roger

      

        

      
        Lost and Found Pieces

      

        

      
        The Lowells of Honeywell, Texas

        Forget Me Not

        Untying his Not

        Naughty by Nature

        Trying the Knot

      

        

      
        Other books by J.M. Madden

        A Touch of Fae

        Second Time Around

        A Needful Heart

        Wet Dream

        Love on the Line

        The Billionaire’s Secret Obsession

        The Awakening Society- FREE

        Tempt Me

      

        

      
        If you’d like to connect with me on social media and keep updated on my releases, try these links:

      

      

      http://www.jmmadden.com/newsletter.htm

      www.jmmadden.com

      FB-Authorjmmadden

      Twitter- @authorjmmadden

      

      
        
        And of course you can always email me at authorjmmadden@gmail.com

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen-fixed.png






