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      “Maloree, I’m happy that you’re living the dream and found your soulmate with Sergeant McHottie. I really am. I’m so glad you’re making it work since he was deployed again. And I’m sure that his friend is ‘dreamy’, but I am not looking for some beau in the middle of a war zone.” I laugh at Maloree, my boss, the international bestselling romance author, who is also my best friend, as she stares at me over the rim of her blue screen blocking glasses from behind her desk.

      She frowns at me though I see the gleam in her eyes. She is definitely up to something.  Her lips twist slightly as she says, “You need a man. We were both all pathetic and now, against all odds, I’m with Cord. I have my better than a book boyfriend and you need one, too.” She sighs as she taps the pen she’s holding against her open laptop. “You’re young and beautiful. Too great of a catch to spend all of your time working and hanging out with me. Some man needs to worship you. And you told Cord that you wanted to meet his friend, Jonesy. Now you’re changing your tune.”

      Okay, yes, I did say that, and yeah, the idea is romantic. But I see how Mal is stressing over the fact that Cord is gone again.

      She’s basically dating a photograph and an occasional face she sees on a computer screen video call.

      That’s not really fair. Their whole relationship started with them being half a world away from each other.

      And they’re great.

      But I don’t want that…

      I need a flesh and blood man who can warm my bed at night as well as warm my heart.

      Is that too damn much to ask?

      Flipping my freshly dyed purple hair behind my shoulder, I stick my tongue out at her. “I’m good. Really. Promise, Mal. I just don’t think I can do what you do. I mean, I’m single, but I have needs and those needs are met when they need to be.” I arch my brow at her. “If I go falling for some sexy soldier, halfway around the world, my needs will not be met and then I’ll be sad that my man is somewhere dodging bullets while my vagina grows cobwebs from lack of use! I’ll be worried all the time and sexually unsatisfied! You know how I get when I’m in a dry spell. I need my O’s.” She rolls her eyes and I mutter, “No, thank you for a constant state of sexual frustration.”

      Shaking her head at me, Mal laughs boisterously, before sputtering. “You’re ridiculous, Jamee.” Before I can respond to her in my normal snarky way, her computer dings, alerting her to the fact that her man, Army Staff Sergeant Cord Hoffman, aka Sergeant McHottie, is video calling her from Afghanistan. She quickly accepts it, waving me away, effectively dismissing me.

      Leaning over, I ignore her and pop my head into the camera view to tell Cord, “Hi, Sergeant McHottie.” Chuckling, he responds. I step back to head back to my desk with the intention of putting my earbuds in to give them some privacy. Before I can pop it into my ear, I hear Cord chuckle and say, “Come here.”

      What now?

      Who the hell is he talking to?

      Did he mean me? I just told him “Hi.”

      Turning my head, I see the surprise on Mal’s face as she says, “Um, hi.” And then I hear, “Hi, sexy author lady. Can you tell your assistant that a gorgeous hunk wants to say ‘Hey’ so she should carry herself over here quickly?”

      What?

      Her assistant? That’s me.

      Oh my God.

      Is that dreamy voice from Cord’s friend?

      Whirling quickly, my eyes wide, I mouth to Mal, “What the fuck?”

      Shrugging, she laughs and points to the screen. Curiosity at seeing the face that accompanies the voice consumes me. Heading back to her desk, I lean down.

      A very, and I mean VERY, attractive muscled blond Adonis is sitting beside Cord and smiling at Mal and now me through the screen.

      Holy hell!

      That man is fine!

      Hubba hubba!

      Who the hell is this?

      This is the friend?

      He’s a movie star or a damn model. Good lord.

      I manage to control my shock as I say with my usual feistiness, “I’m the assistant. And you are?”

      I don’t care how gorgeous he is… I am not going to let him know that I think he’s absolutely smoking hot.

      Like SMOKING hot!

      His husky laugh sounds through the computer speakers causing my stomach to flip beneath my breast. My downstairs also instantly wakes up, warming and pulsing, as he says, “Hiya, gorgeous. I’m Jonesy. Well, Joe Jones, but they call me Jonesy over here.”

      I can’t help it, I laugh. “Your name is Joe Jones?”

      Is he a boy bander?

      He smiles again and his blue-green eyes twinkle. “Yup, so how about we give these two lovebirds back their call and take this to a private screen?” My body’s reaction is again instantaneous.

      Sweet merciful heavens. I’m as hot and bothered as can be.

      This man is dangerous.

      Looking to Mal in astonishment, and a bit of fear at my reaction to Mr. Joe Jones, I mouth, “What the fuck?” again. She laughs and waves her hand at me, shooing me away, as she shrugs. He loudly asks, “What’s your screenname or email and I’ll shoot you something right over?”

      I’m in complete and utter shock that this fine specimen of a man is telling me what to do from a world away and even more shocked that I’m completely and irrevocably turned on by it.

      I’m in so much damn trouble.

      While I stand behind Mal’s chair slack-jawed and simply staring at him, Mal tells him my video call screenname and my email. She repeats them twice to make certain he’s got them down. Then, he winks at her. “Thanks, Author Lady.” He angles his head as if he’s somehow looking around her for me and simply says, “Now you, Twilight Sparkle, go to your computer,” and he disappears from Mal’s screen.

      What the hell was that? He didn’t even let me respond!

      And Twilight Sparkle? Like the damn My Little Pony?

      I mutter aloud, flabbergasted, “What the hell just happened?!”

      With a laugh, Mal mutters, “Jonesy did. Hello! Earth to Jamee. Go to your computer, girl. There’s a very pushy, and pretty damn sexy, man waiting for you…” Cord sputters at her words about his friend. She laughs again and tells him to shut up before she points to my desk. “Go! Go away. Get off my call and go talk to Jonesy. I need to talk to Cord, and you need to carry your ass over there and talk to Jonesy. They only have a few minutes. Don’t waste them.” She winks and I manage to walk back to my desk.

      I fall into my chair just as the video call invitation pops up. Shaking my head, I quickly flip my hair behind my shoulder and after sighing dramatically for no one’s benefit, I accept it.

      Within a second, the sexy face of Joe Jones is filling my screen. He smiles again, messing with my insides… and my vagina. “You accepted it.”

      Oh boy. My rose is getting a damn workout tonight…

      I smirk back and roll my eyes. “Yeah, I’m kind of shocked at that myself.”

      With a laugh, he leans back in his chair. “Nah. I knew you would. I can tell you want to talk to me. It was the face, huh?” He circles his finger around his face, encompassing the feature in question. My stomach once again clenches as I realize just how sexy he is. “No woman can resist the face.”

      Cocky, much?

      My lips twist as I raise my brows. “Really? Apparently you dig your face enough that no one else needs to.”

      His smile falters a bit and then he laughs. “Nah. I just talk a lot of shit.”

      It is a very, very nice face. The slightly twangy accent also adds to his sex appeal. I’m guessing he’s from somewhere in Texas.

      Feigning indifference, I ask. “Okay, so you have me on the line, Jonesy. What do you want to talk about?”

      “Whatever you want. Tell me about you. But can we hit the revised Cliff Notes?” He glances at the lower right of his screen. “We literally only have a six-minute window for these damn calls, and it says we have a little less than five minutes left.”

      Are they really that short?

      Damn… six minutes?

      What can you talk about in six minutes.

      Well, five…

      “What do you want to know?” My stomach flutters again.

      He laughs. “Well, since you’re talking to me, I’m assuming you’re available. Single and unattached? Age? From Louisiana? Fave things? Underwear color? Chocolate or vanilla? Pizza or hamburgers?”

      Seriously?

      Did he just ask me what color underwear I’m wearing?

      Okay, then.

      I think they’re black, but they’re also completely soaked in the damn crotch.

      Holy hell…

      Oh yeah, my rose will be making m shatter tonight. A few times…

      Snickering at my surprising predicament, I nod and rattle off, “I’m single enough. Twenty-four. Born and raised in the Boot. Puppies, panda bears, chocolate, movies, music, dancing, reading, spontaneity, wet black lace. I already said chocolate. And pizza.”
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      She’s a firecracker. Cord was so right. I slipped the question about her underwear in there just to see what she’d do, and she just rolled with it.

      Black lace? Wet black lace?

      Really?

      With a chuckle, I ask, “Single enough but you wear black lace panties on the regular? Wet black lace? Because you just washed them and didn’t let them dry? Or because I’m affecting you? I do love black lace. And I’m very spontaneous.” Pointing at her, I exclaim. “You’re something else, Sexy Assistant.”

      “Of course, I am.” With a chuckle, she says, “And it’s far too soon to expose my black lace secrets. Hollywood, you’ve never had a woman like me before. I don’t think you can handle all this.”

      Hollywood?

      I can’t handle a woman like her?

      Never had one like her?

      What does that mean?

      Sweetheart, I can more than handle you. The real surprise will be seeing if YOU can handle ME.

      Crossing my hands behind my head, I stare at the purple haired beauty who has captured my undivided attention from the other side of the connection. “Why are you calling me Hollywood?”

      “Because you have the look of Hollywood.”

      Meaning she thinks I’m sexy?!

      Ah, she’s into me…

      Grinning, I wink. “I see. So, what you’re saying is that you like my face, Sexy Assistant.” Her lips twist at my flirtation causing me to smile even bigger. “And sweetheart, I can not only handle everything you can dish out, but I’ll ask for more. You’ve never had a man like me before.”

      Her face flushes as her eyes show her enjoyment of our little conversation. She snickers.  “You’re so full of yourself, Hollywood. How on earth does any woman not laugh in your face? You are a piece of work.”

      Stretching my arms over my head, I watch her face as she soaks it all in.

      She’s not fooling anyone. She’s as into me as I’m into her. I cannot wait to see where this thing leads.

      Winking into the camera, I retort, “You like what you see… you can admit it.” Her cheeks pinken further causing me to laugh again.

      A loud boom ricochets through the room and the computers flicker as the walls shake. Cord and I look at each other in alarm for a split second before another explosion blasts and the walls fly into the room. Something strikes me in the forehead with extreme force milliseconds before everything goes black.
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      Four days later

      It’s Christmas Eve and for the past four days, Mal has been a nervous, writing fiend. She worked night and day with very little sleep as she poured all of her worry and fear into her new book, about her and Cord’s love story. She finished it yesterday and gave me the rest of the holiday off with strict orders to relax and refresh. Since I read through the chapters and corrected them all as she finished them, I don’t have any work to do anyway.

      As it so often has over the past four days, my mind travels to Joe Jones... to Jonesy. I can’t believe that only four days ago I was flirting over video call with the sexy soldier who had my stomach in knots. And then, something crazy happened. The worst part is that we don’t know what happened.

      Mal was talking to Cord, and I was talking to Joe, when we heard what sounded like an explosion. I saw the fear clearly displayed on his face through the hazy connection, and then, another loud boom… then everything went dark. It’s been radio silence since that moment.

      Mal hasn’t been able to get in touch with Cord and since I only have Joe’s video call screenname, I can’t exactly contact him.

      I’m worried sick.

      God, I pray that he’s okay. That they both are.

      Especially for Mal. If something happens to Cord, that will destroy her.

      And me… even though I just “met” Joe, if something happened to him, I think my heart would break.

      I don’t even know him, but the few minutes that we talked… he got under my skin and now I don’t know if he’s dead or alive.

      Sighing, I flop back on my couch and flip through channels without seeing anything on them. My finger falls off the remote and I blink at the screen as my favorite Hallmark Christmas movie fills the screen… The Christmas Card. Go figure.

      Tomorrow, I’m going to my maw maw’s for dinner, but tonight, I have no plans. I went to church with her earlier since she doesn’t like being out after dark and service was at four. It’s now six and I’m just sitting on my couch in my new cozy Christmas pajamas with my tiny tree sparkling in the corner and staring unseeingly at the tv.

      I wish there was some way I could contact Joe. Just to see that he’s okay. And he could also give me news about Cord so I can ease Mal’s mind.

      Ugh, this sucks so bad.

      Yeah, Merry Freaking Christmas!

      My laptop is sitting on the coffee table with my Facebook page open, but I haven’t even updated my status. I’m just feeling blah… yeah, I’m so into the Christmas spirit.

      A ping has me looking at it. My e-mail notification box is blinking, alerting me that I have a new message.

      Leaning up, I poke the mouse and pull up my Gmail account, curious as to who is sending me an email on Christmas Eve.

      It better not be some marketing or SPAM bullshit.

      Nope. It’s not.

      Oh my God…

      There at the top is a brand-new email… and the senders name is Joe Jones from an Army server.

      Joe. Jonesy.

      He emailed me?

      He’s okay?

      Moving so fast, I almost fall off the couch, I slide to the floor and slap at the keys, hoping by some chance I hit the right one. Finally, I push the right link and the email opens. My face is so close to the screen that it’s almost blurry. My eyes fly over the words so fast, I miss half of them.

      Jonesy is okay…

      He’s okay…

      He’s alive. So is Cord.

      Oh, thank God!

      A tear leaks from the corner of my eye and I sit back and sigh before grabbing the velvety throw pillow that is beside me and quickly pulling it to my chest. As I reread the email much more slowly, a few more tears leak out.
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        Hey, this is Jonesy. I hope it’s okay that I send you this email.
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