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			Prologue

			“YOU PAINTED YOUR toenails pink.”

			Dominic Fairmore stared at Lily’s bumble-­gum-­colored nails. He didn’t trust himself to look up. Downstairs, his dad’s dogs made the familiar trip to the water bowl and back, probably stopping to sniff the bag of Chinese takeout he’d abandoned on the kitchen table. The animals’ nails tapped against the hardwood floors, but otherwise silence filled the farmhouse. His little sister was at the beach and his dad was pulling a double at Forever, Oregon’s woefully understaffed police station. And yeah, he kept track of their locations because at twenty-­two he still lived at home.

			Lily raised one perfect eyebrow. “I have two hours before my mom expects me home and you’re looking at my toenails?”

			Her ironic tone pushed him damn close to his breaking point. He’d take her. Here. Now. Against the wall, pictures falling to the floor. Because he knew she reserved her humor for him. The rest of Forever saw a blond-­haired, blue-­eyed woman who charmed a roomful of five-­year-­olds day after day. A girl who’d been born here, grown up here, and put herself through the local university while still living at home to care for her wheelchair-­bound mother and alcoholic father.

			But Dominic saw the only girl he’d ever loved. If he closed his eyes, he could still picture her walking down the halls of their high school. She’d been one year ahead of him. She’d graced the dreary high school halls with her sunshine smile and confidence. And yeah, her short skirts.

			He’d memorized the way her cheerleader’s outfit teased her thighs while she led the squad her senior year. He’d been a junior, but already shepherding the football team to one victory after another. And sometimes it felt like he busted his ass on the field and won the game just to see her smile . . .

			But he couldn’t close his eyes and block out the way Lily looked right now. His gaze drifted up her calves. Every inch of bare skin wrapped around his heart like a noose. He took in the curve of her thighs and tried to go slow. His jaw tightened and his eyes disobeyed.

			Fuck slow.

			His gaze locked on the slip of fabric disappearing between her legs.

			“Your panties match your toenails,” he growled. There wasn’t a hint of humor in his voice. He couldn’t picture laughing now. In two days, he’d wreck her heart. He would shatter their love and leave her with nothing but memories and the promise that he’d come back.

			I swear I’ll come back for her.

			But so much could change while he was on the other side of the country training to be all he could be. And later, once he deployed, on the other side of the world.

			Two more days. Two more nights. How many times could he make love to this woman before they ran out of time?

			“Are you sure they match?” she teased. Her fingers brushed the waistband of her panties and then her thumbs slipped beneath the pink fabric.

			His hands formed tight fists at his sides, watching as she drew her underwear down to her toes. Her upper body stole away his view of the blond curls, instead offering the sight of her full, bare breasts hovering in front of her legs. Long locks of blond hair drifted down as she compared the color of her underwear to her nail polish.

			“Lily,” he growled, and stepped closer.

			She glanced up at him slowly, as if she knew every movement of her body turned him on and pushed him closer to that place where he lost control. But hell, after five years together, Lily Greene damn well knew how to drive him crazy with lust and longing.

			“My nails are a light pink. I think the bottle said ‘Ballet Slipper.’ But my underwear is closer to fuchsia.” She tossed her panties at him. “See?”

			Years of training on the football field kicked in and he caught the slip of fabric in his right hand. “You’re right,” he said and he took a step forward. He threw her underwear down to the carpet without bothering to study them.

			“You need to be home in two hours?” he asked.

			Her teasing smile faded at the reminder of the reality beyond the bedroom walls. “You know I do.”

			“We might not have time for the Chinese food.” He momentarily blocked his view as he drew his “Go Army!” T-­shirt over his head. He discarded the reminder of where he was heading in two days’ time. He wanted to leave this town and the dead-­end future it promised, but not Lily.

			“I hate Chinese,” she said.

			She reached forward and grabbed on to the belt buckle his father had given him after he won the state championship with his high school football team. He pressed his palms flat against the wall, one on either side of her head. He couldn’t touch her. Not yet.

			“I know.” He allowed her to pull him close, her fingers working to free his belt and undo his jeans. “I didn’t want to run the risk that you would want to eat first.”

			She smiled as her hands won the battle with his belt. Drawing his zipper down, she leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “Smart man.” Her hands pushed his pants over his hips and then went in search of their target.

			“Lily,” he gasped as her fingers wrapped around the part of his body that thought “slow” spelled disaster. Hell, it just might. He wanted her so damn much he might come in her hand. “Careful,” he added. “Or I’ll be about as useful as I was the first time. In the front seat of my truck.”

			“Have as much self-­control now as you did at seventeen?” she challenged, her hand moving up and down now.

			“You know it.” He took his right hand off the wall and cupped her jaw. Angling her lips up to meet his, he kissed her. He knew her mouth. He’d memorized the way she liked his tongue to tease hers.

			His hand moved down her neck and over her shoulder. His fingers froze, hovering on her collarbone. He knew the feel of her soft skin as well as he knew his own. But dammit, he couldn’t take the weight of her breast in his hand, her nipple brushing against his palm, and still maintain control.

			She broke the kiss. “Don’t hold back, Dominic,” she whispered. “You never have before. Don’t start now. You know how to touch me. You’re the only one—­”

			His growl cut off her hushed words. He was the only one who knew the color of her panties. The only man in her bed. The only one who heard her sly humor. And yeah, the only man in Forever, Oregon, who loved her.

			For now . . .

			Possession unleashed his need and he cupped her breast. He felt the weight against his hand as his thumb drew small circles around her nipple.

			Damn right, he knew how to touch her. His other hand abandoned the wall and reached for her hips. He gripped her, holding tight, pinning her against the wall.

			“Release me, Lily,” he demanded, his forehead touching hers. “Now.”

			She obeyed, and her hands moved to his bare back. Holding tight to his shoulders, she raised her right leg and wrapped it around his hips. “Here?” she asked.

			He let go of her hip and slipped his hand between her legs. His fingers brushed over her center. So damn wet. He slipped his index finger inside. Her hips rocked forward, eager for his touch.

			“Here,” he confirmed as he drew his fingers away. His other hand let go of her breast and he palmed her bottom. He guided her left leg up until her limbs wrapped around his waist.

			“I’ve got you,” he reassured her.

			“No, honey,” she said, her voice low and rough. “I’ve got you.” She squeezed her thighs as her nails briefly dug into his shoulders.

			That voice . . . Those words . . . The woman he’d loved for five long years tore past his restraint.

			“Now,” she added, rocking her hips forward. “Let’s see what these walls are made of.”

			He slipped inside her. No condom. No barrier between them since she’d started taking the pill. He didn’t need to guide himself. He knew how to find home. And Lily was his.

			For two more days. . .

			He withdrew an inch, then another, and thrust forward. Hard.

			“Oh, Dominic,” she gasped.

			He repeated the motion, loving the sound of his name in that deep voice she reserved for him. Because right now, she was his, dammit.

			Maybe one day she’ll be mine forever. When I come back and claim her. . .

			He buried himself deep inside her, over and over. The wall shook. But he didn’t let up. Harder. Faster. He let his need, his desperation, and yeah, his love for this woman, eclipse everything.

			He felt her tighten around him. “Get there, Lily. I know you’re close.”

			“Yes,” she called. “Oh . . . my . . . so, so, so . . .”

			He recognized the familiar countdown and tightened his grip on her ass, drawing the cheeks apart, offering pressure that he knew would drive her over the edge. Every one of his fingers pressed into her skin.

			“Now!” she cried out. “Now, now, now . . .”

			She slammed her head back against the wall as her back arched. Her fingernails tore at his skin. But the pain didn’t distract. He was too close. One more thrust, the wall trembling at her back, and . . .

			“Aw, fuck,” he gasped. “Lily. My Lily.” His lips found hers as he came. He welcomed the rush, the pleasure, the relief . . . and he hated it.

			How many times can I make love to her before I leave?

			One less now.

			She pulled away from the kiss and released her hold on his shoulders. Slowly, she lowered one foot to the ground and then the other. And he let her go, closing his eyes as he stepped back.

			“We knocked a picture off the wall,” she said with a laugh.

			He opened his eyes and glanced at the fallen frame lying facedown on the carpet. “I’ll fix it later.”

			“But right now you have a hankering for an egg roll?” she asked, her tone light.

			He looked at the face he knew by heart. Her blond eyebrows formed a pair of perfect arches. She’d probably spent a half hour, maybe more, in front of the mirror, plucking out the stray hairs. He’d watched her do it once, while lying on his bed. His gaze dropped to her lips, curved into a forced smile.

			“No, Lily, I don’t want an egg roll.” He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her. His naked body pressed against hers. She was tall for a woman. But compared to a man who’d played center for his high school football team? Her cheek pressed against his chest as her arms wrapped around his middle. “I want you,” he added gruffly.

			Two days and two nights—­it would never be enough.

			He felt her teardrops running over the hair on his chest. And he waited for the words—­then stay. She’d let them slip once and then quickly asked to take them back.

			“Go ahead and cry, Lil,” he murmured, feeling damn near close to tears himself. “I’d take you with me if I could. Hell, I’d marry you tomorrow.”

			“I know,” she said through a sob. The tears were like a river now, flowing down to his abdomen. “I know.”

			Still, words didn’t change the fact that she couldn’t leave this town. Her roots were here. So were his. But he was tearing his up. And while his widower father leaned on him for help around the old farmhouse and counted on him to keep his wild little sister from messing up her life, it was nothing compared to Lily’s mother. Her mom had spent the past decade struggling with her multiple-­sclerosis diagnosis. And Lily had stood by her side every step of the way. She’d attended the local university and gotten her teaching certificate online so that she could care for her mom.

			Dominic could silently curse the fact that the girl he loved was saddled with a mom who was losing the ability to care for herself more and more each day. And a dad who drank away his sorrows, rendering himself useless to the woman he’d married and to his daughter. But that wouldn’t change a damn thing. Lily’s life was here and he was moving across the country for basic training. And after that? The army could send him anywhere in the world.

			“Maybe after you serve for a few years, maybe when you come back—­”

			“I’m coming back for you, Lily. When you’re ready, and if you still want me, I’ll come back,” he said. “But not to stay here, in Forever. You know that, right?”

			He waited for her answer. He refused to leave her here, in small-­town Oregon, hoping and praying for a future that would never materialize.

			“I know,” she said.

			“I’m not doing this for the money. Hell, the police force paid well. But I can do more.”

			Be All You Can Be—­the slogan resonated with him. He’d known since high school that with the right training he could be one of the best. He could fight on the front lines. And if he had his way, if he succeeded with the option the army had given him under his contract, he’d become an army ranger. Hell, he would have tried for the SEALs, but he wanted to be an infantryman first, focusing on ground combat, not a sailor.

			“I love you, Lily,” he said. “I’d wait to join up, but now that Josie’s heading to college and I don’t need to look out for her . . .”

			He’d been waiting for this chance since they graduated from high school. He’d stayed to help his dad manage his wild little sister. And he’d tried to make peace with doling out speeding tickets and breaking up parties ­peopled with underage kids at the town’s university. But he couldn’t escape the fact that his own mom had died young and suddenly. He wanted to reach for his goals now. He couldn’t wait until life turned on him and took him out before he’d gone into the world and proved that he could do so much more.

			“I just wish things were different.” She drew back and looked up at him. “And I didn’t love you quite so much.”

			A jolt of electricity ran through him as if he’d touch a live wire. He felt like a bastard, but he wanted her love. He wanted everything she had to give.

			“I want to serve, Lil. But I’ve never not wanted you,” he said firmly. “How much time do we have left?”

			She rose up on tiptoes and glanced over his shoulder at the clock on his wall. “One hour.”

			“Lie on the bed,” he ordered, breaking away from her teary-­eyed embrace. “And spread your legs. I’m going to show you how much I love you, Lily.”

			“YOU ALL LOOK like you’re at a funeral.” Lily pushed off the tailgate and headed for the broad-­shouldered warriors marching across the yard. She’d spotted Dominic by the barn, flanked by his two best friends, Noah and Ryan. And for a moment she’d hated Dominic’s best friends for stealing him away on their last night together. But the feeling faded as they moved closer, their expressions grim, grim, and grimmer.

			Tomorrow, Dominic would head to the army, while Noah joined the marines, and Ryan left his family’s mansion for the air force. All three of them were leaving, but only Dominic looked like he’d been born to serve. Or maybe that was her eyes playing tricks on her again. She’d always believed that he was bigger, bolder, and better than every other man.

			The police force would never be enough for Dominic. He’d joined for his father, his sister, and probably for her. A job that would keep him in Forever, watching over Josie and close to her . . .

			“I know.” Dominic wrapped his arms around her and drew her close.

			“It’s my fault, Lily,” Noah muttered, kicking the ground.

			She looked at Dominic’s best friend and saw the blood running down Noah’s face, his lip cut. In the firelight, his face looked as if he’d taken a hit. She glanced at Ryan. He’d missed a buttonhole on his shirt. It hung at an odd angle. Had they been fighting? On their last night together?

			“What happened?”

			“Nothing you need to worry about,” Dominic said, releasing his hold on her as he fished his keys out from his pocket. “Let’s get you home. I don’t want your mom to worry.”

			Too late. Her mother had worried from Lily’s first date with Dominic, wondering—­often out loud—­if her little girl would hold tight to her parents’ belief that she should wait until marriage. And yesterday, in Dominic’s bedroom, proved her mother had every reason to be concerned.

			“I’m sorry,” Noah said. “I shouldn’t have—­”

			“My sister is a big girl, old enough to make her own choices,” Dominic cut in.

			Noah and Josie?

			Lily blinked. She never would have suspected. The town golden boy and Dominic’s wild little sister . . . Wow. No wonder Dominic had punched his friend.

			She glanced back at Ryan. That still didn’t explain the third musketeer’s disheveled appearance. What had he been up to on his last night before they went their separate ways, determined to pursue careers that might never bring them back . . . ?

			“Let’s go, Dom,” she murmured, pulling on his hand. Whatever had happened to Ryan, to Noah—­she didn’t care right now. The minutes were slipping away. And she refused to waste them at a party that felt more like a funeral.

			Dominic nodded and led her around to the passenger side of his pickup. He pulled open the door and held it for her as she climbed inside. She rolled down her window while he walked around the rear and hugged his friends, slapping them both on the back in turn. Then she called out her goodbyes. It was like pulling off a Band-­Aid. She said the words quickly and turned to stare out into the dark night. She could let Noah and Ryan, the men who’d become her friends through Dominic, go with one swift tearing motion. But the man putting the truck in gear?

			She didn’t want to let him leave, but she knew as well as he did that a future together was impossible right now. Maybe one day . . .

			They drove in silence down the dark country roads, heading for her parents’ modest two-­bedroom house on the outskirts of town. They sped past the university and Forever’s park. When they reached her quiet dead-­end street, Dominic pulled over and cut the engine three doors down from her house.

			“You’ll call me when you get there?” she asked, turning to him as she released her seat belt. “Or as soon as you can?”

			He hesitated.

			“Please,” she added.

			“I’ll call.” He stared into her eyes, his gaze drifting to her mouth and then back up.

			She nodded. There was so much more she wanted to say.

			I’m happy for you.

			Stay safe.

			I hate you for leaving.

			But she refused to send him off feeling guilty for following his dreams. One day he would come back. Or she’d join him.

			She bit her lip. The circumstances surrounding those possibilities—­her mother succumbing to MS, or Dominic facing a career-­ending injury—­she didn’t want to hope for those things.

			“Lily,” he murmured and she met his gaze. “I don’t know how to kiss you to make it last—­”

			“Until the end of basic training? Because after that, I’ll find a way to visit you. I can find help for my mom, hire a nurse for a few days. Save up some money and fly down.” She spoke fast, the plan taking hold in her mind.

			“And after that?” he asked. “I signed on to become a ranger if they’ll take me. And there are no guarantees I’ll be stationed on the West Coast.”

			“We can make this work,” she insisted. “I’ll kiss you goodbye. But it’s not forever.”

			He nodded, but she could see the doubt in his green eyes, and the stark acknowledgment that they might not have a future cut into her. But she pushed aside the pain. They could find a way.

			“I’ll come back for you,” he confirmed. “And when I do, I’ll be more. I’m going to give you a future you can count on.”

			I love you the way you are. I believe in you.

			But she couldn’t tell him that now. He needed to do this for himself. Joining the army, becoming an elite special soldier, or whatever they called the rangers—­that was for him.

			“OK,” she said.

			“And I’ll take care of you, Lil. After everything you’ve done for your mom, your dad—­I’m going to come back for you and—­”

			“Sweep me off my feet?”

			“Yes.”

			She reached out and touched his cheek. Her hand ran down his throat to his shoulder. She pressed her palm against the hard contours of his pecs, wishing to feel every inch of him.

			How do you memorize a man’s muscles?

			Her gaze drifted back to his lips and she leaned forward. She kept her eyes open until the last second, then she pressed her mouth to his. Her lips parted and she let him in. His tongue touched hers and he kissed her as if he wanted so much more . . .

			But they couldn’t go any further. Not here. Not now.

			“That will have to hold you over for a while,” she said, breaking away, her breath coming in sharp gasps. She reached behind her and felt around for the car door handle. “Finish basic training, and I promise I’ll kiss you again.”

			“Lily,” he growled.

			But she moved too fast, slipping out the passenger side door. She slammed it closed behind her, shutting out his words. And then she ran up the sidewalk, rushing toward the house that held her responsibilities—­the ­people who needed her here, in Forever. Away from the man she loved, the man who was leaving, who didn’t need her at his side to survive the day.

			The man she wanted in life more than her next breath.

			She paused on the front porch steps. Her hand rested on the banister covered in peeling white paint. And she stole one last glance at the truck still parked on the side of the quiet street.

			Go. Fight. Be all you can be. And then, come back for me.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter One

			Six Years Later. . .

			IF IT WASN’T for Taylor Swift and chocolate brownies, I would be at home wearing size six jeans and enjoying the first Monday of summer break.

			Instead, the potent combination drove Lily to add an extra mile to her morning run. She turned up the volume on Swift’s not-­so-­country album and jogged down Forever’s familiar Main Street, trying to shake off the extra calories clinging to her thighs. If she kept going for another ten, maybe fifteen minutes, she’d end up in the park beyond the university. The well-­maintained paths weaving through a manicured forest might distract from the fact that she hated running.

			But I ate three large brownies at the end-­of-­year celebration yesterday.

			Because who could say no to a six-­year-­old student with a plate of homemade double-­fudge brownies? She might have followed her heart when she’d applied to teach kindergarten in her hometown when she graduated from college. But now, at the ripe old age of twenty-­nine, this career was hell on her thighs and waistline.

			Not that the kids shouldered all the blame. She’d turned to chocolate for comfort so many times over the past few years that she’d started to wonder if she should follow her father into rehab.

			But it hadn’t worked for him. He’d been arrested for driving under the influence. And this time the court had ordered him to rehab again. Not that he’d bothered to tell her. She’d received a call from his girlfriend of the moment with the news.

			No, she doubted a twelve-­step program to abandon chocolate would work for her. Plus, there were some times when she loved her curves. On those days, she welcomed the sugar rush, always promising to run the next day.

			And other times . . . well, after struggling to care for her mother toward the end, the handful of reunions with Dominic, followed by the breakups—­she’d kissed him goodbye more times than she wanted to count—­hadn’t she earned a treat? She’d rather have Dominic . . .

			But he hadn’t returned to Forever. And she’d buried her hope that he ever would after he took two bullets to the chest and one through his hand. He’d almost died in a war-­torn country, then again in Germany while on the operating table. But it was the shot that had ripped apart his right hand that might bury him alive. He couldn’t go back to the army. The rangers had kicked him out of the only group he’d ever wanted to join.

			And he still hadn’t come home.

			Not to her.

			He’d taken a break from his outpatient rehab to meet his niece after she was born. But he’d only stayed for a few days. Lily had been so caught up in school that she hadn’t realized he was in town until he’d left again.

			The traffic light turned green and she ran across the street, heading for the quiet park. The university students had mostly left for summer vacation. Plus, it was after nine in the morning on a Monday. Most of Forever’s locals were at work. She ran past a mother pushing a stroller toward the park’s swing set. In the distance, she could see another jogger.

			Alone with Taylor Swift. . .

			She picked up the pace, determined to push the extra calories clinging to her legs into exile. She had a date tonight with a man who wanted the same things out of life. Marriage. Children. A fellow teacher who wished to settle in Forever, not run away. Ted was the definition of “good man” even if he never tried to back her up against the wall and take her . . .

			Stop comparing him to Dominic. Stop waiting for someone who has made it clear he is not coming back.

			The playground disappeared from view. She followed the path through the trees. Glimpses of the university’s buildings were visible through the bright green leaves, but nothing more. Rounding the bend, she saw a flash of red.

			A man. Tall. Broad. Wearing a sweatshirt in June. Who did that? It was hot today even for a summer day.

			He drew closer. Running toward her as if he knew her and wanted to say hello. He was moving fast. He was wearing a ski mask. In June . . .

			And then he was on top of her.

			She hit the pavement and fell back. He came with her. And oh God, he was hitting her. Over and over. She heard screams and hoped the sounds came from someone who would help her. A hit to the jaw. A punch to the gut, this one stinging. And then . . .

			Silence.

			She’d been the one screaming, her voice high-­pitched and terrified. She’d been the one begging for help until the reality sank in. She was alone. In the trees. Out of sight.

			“Please . . . stop,” she whimpered, struggling to break free. But she wasn’t strong enough.

			“You ruined everything,” a deep voice growled.

			She kept her arms over her head, protecting her face. But through the gap she saw dark brown eyes peering at her through the mask.

			His pupils are huge. He sounds . . . familiar.

			And he looks crazy.

			Of course he was. Sane ­people didn’t attack strangers in the park. But who was he?

			He hit her forearm and she closed her eyes. The pain distracted from trying to place him. Her arms stung as if she’d been covered in paper cuts. It didn’t matter who he was, she just needed him to stop hitting her, stop hurting her . . .

			The weight lifted, but the pain remained. She reached for her side. It was wet from his punches.

			No, that’s not right.

			She lifted her palm and saw the blood. And she screamed, over and over, never stopping to breathe. Panic rushed in and held her captive. Her world was reduced to one word.

			Help.

			No one came. Fear took over, shifting her cries. Screw help. She didn’t need a white knight. She needed power, strength, and someone who gave a damn about her.

			Dominic.

			She called his name. Her voice bordered on hoarse. She inhaled and tried again, staring up at the trees. The branches shifted in the light breeze as if mocking her. Sunbeams slipped through the leaves.

			He’s not coming.

			Her ranger wouldn’t rush to her rescue . . .

			But he wasn’t an army ranger anymore. He’d been injured, rehabbed, and released. And he still hadn’t come back to her.

			So she’d moved on.

			She shouldn’t be calling for Dominic. Her new boyfriend—­the man who promised a future filled with gentle kisses, romantic adventures, and children. If she made it out of this park . . .

			Ted.

			She called his name to the trees. The leaves shook, spilling pockets of sunlight on the path. Ted specialized in teaching elementary school kids to read. He was a good man, a kind person . . .

			Her vision blurred and the leaves above her merged together. She needed help now. She rolled to her side and the pain shifted, but it didn’t increase. More wasn’t an option. She’d reached her threshold. There was agony and passing out. Those were her only choices

			But before she tried to escape
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