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For being such a fucking small town, it seems like it goes on forever. 

Reese squinted against the blaring May afternoon sunshine as he stared down the main drag. Here he was. Home. Braden, Iowa. He jammed his hands in his jeans pockets as he glanced down at his bags on the ground. This was the last place he wanted to be.

Slowly rotating his shoulder back, he winced in pain. It was a subtle reminder of why he came home. The submission hold that screwed up his arm, that kicked him to the injured list, sent him here. When the new year began, he was partying it up on the Las Vegas strip, drinking and sleeping with any woman that came his way.

Now, five months later, he was standing on the threshold of his hometown wounded and homeless. He had hitchhiked his way out of this hellhole. Unfortunately, he hitchhiked his way back too. With a defeated huff, Reese picked up his bags and slung them over his good shoulder. My life fucking sucks.

Trudging his way past the churches and stores, he stopped in front of the small bar. The windows were nearly covered in obnoxious beer signs. He took a deep breath and pushed the door open, stepping into the cool darkness. The thick scent of stale beer greeted him. He glanced at the hunter green sheet rock walls splashed with various sports paraphernalia, his eyes stopping on his own fight photos. I should have known they’d be hanging here.

“Wow, look what the cat dragged in.”

Reese forced a smile on his face. “Hey, Buddy.”

Buddy scanned Reese from head to toe, brushing his shaggy blond hair from his face as he did. “Saw your last fight. Brutal, man. Thought you had him. You had his blood smeared all over the octagon. He got lucky wrenching your arm like that.”

“Yeah. Tell me about it.”

“What brings you here?”

“I’m out for the next few weeks. Rehab. I was hoping I could take you up on your offer.”

“What offer was that?”

Reese took a deep breath as he crossed the cement floor to the bar. “I need a place to crash while I heal. My roommate kicked me out, so his girlfriend could move in.”

Buddy stared at him for a long, hard moment then grinned. “Mi casa es tu casa.”

Reese smiled. “Thanks. For all I know I won’t be there long. If the Sheriff finds out I’m here, I’ll probably be thrown in the slammer for murdering my Dad.”

Buddy cracked a grin at Reese. “I don’t think the Sheriff will bother you.”

Reese frowned at him. “Why not?”

“Your dad would have to be dead to arrest you for murder.”

“He’s not dead?”

“Nope. You beat him within an inch of his life. But no. Howard Cooper is alive and well and living in Braden.”

“Yeah, well I can still be arrested for assault.”

Buddy shook his head, his thick hair rustling as he did. “Your dad’s neighbor told the Sheriff your dad took the first swing. The first half dozen actually. You only fought back because you had to.”

Reese slumped onto a bar stool as he stared into space. He never had to run. But it would have been nice if the nosy old neighbor Daryl Cox would have shot his mouth off when his dad broke his arm when he was twelve. “So, who’s still around?”

“Pretty much the whole gang. You’re the only one who left.”

Reese paused for a moment. “Even Lily Dixon?”

Buddy cocked a curious eyebrow. “The preacher’s daughter?”

“Yeah.”

“She left Braden to go to the University then came home. She’s the town librarian.”

A smile slipped across Reese’s face. It was the first one since he stepped foot in this cursed town. “Huh. Good to know.”

Buddy wiped his hands on his gray T-shirt. “Did you want to get settled?”

“Sure.”

Buddy dug his hand into his pocket, retrieving his keys. He handed them to Reese. “Two-ten Pine. Two blocks that way.” He threw his thumb over his shoulder.

“I know where Pine is, Buddy. I was born here, remember.”

“It’s been awhile. You’ve taken a few shots to the head since. Go drop your stuff off and come back. First beer is on me.”

Reese stood then picked up his bags. “I appreciate it, man.”

“No worries.”

With a final forced smile, Reese shuffled out into the spring sunshine. He strode up the sidewalk as he took in the sights of his old hometown. Turn right, go two blocks, turn right again. 

The old brick building across the street distracted him from his directions. He wandered around the parked cars in the road until he stood outside it. Glancing inside, he found bookshelves full of books from floor to ceiling. People mulled around inside, reading as they walked. There were several tables of students cramming for the upcoming exams. 

Reese’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of a woman with long brown hair that cascaded down her back in curls. She was modestly dressed in a blouse and a-line skirt. She was bent over a table helping a boy research a paper. Lily Dixon. Still as beautiful as the day I ran. With a frustrated huff, he spun on his heel and headed for Buddy’s house.

Unlocking the door, Reese set his things in the foyer of the old house. Looking around, he smiled. It wasn’t a bad old house. It would be a great place to crash for a few weeks. Buddy had been able to take its old Victorian charm and blended it with his bachelor lifestyle. With a smile, he pulled the door shut and locked it, so he could make his way back to the bar. He could certainly use that beer.

Reese spent the afternoon sipping on one brew after another while talking to Buddy. After seven years, he was amazed that nothing really changed. As the sun rose and set on the rest of the world, it seemed like time stood still in Braden. The tavern slowly filled with folks just getting off work, each stopping to talk to Reese and congratulate him on his success. It didn’t take long for him to realize he was the closest thing Braden had to a celebrity.

As sunset lit the bar up with a fire red glow, Buddy greeted his newest patron with a sly grin. “Lily Dixon.”

Reese spun on his bar stool in the direction Buddy was looking. 

Lily stood straight, her small hands wrapped delicately around the brass rail. 

Reese couldn’t help but stare. 

“Hello, Buddy,” Lily greeted solemnly. “I’m here for that prize you promised me for my silent auction at the fair. Not that I think having anything from a bar will be appropriate for my book fundraiser. But it seems that the people in this town enjoy your establishment.”

Buddy chuckled. “That they do. I printed up a certificate for a twenty-five dollar bar tab and added some of my finer bottled beers to a basket for you. They’re in the office. I’ll go grab them.”

“Thank you.”

Buddy waved his hand towards Reese. “While you’re waiting, why don’t you chat with the prodigal son who’s returned home. I’m sure you remember Reese Cooper, right?” With another laugh, he disappeared into the back hallway.

Lily’s eyes grew wide as she turned towards Reese. “Reese...” Her voice came out as a squeak, barely audible over the jukebox music. “It’s been a long time. How are you?”

“I’m just fine, Lily,” Reese answered as he took a sip of beer to calm his quaking nerves. “I see you are as beautiful as usual. How are you?”

Even with the contorted colors of the sunset blended with the dim neon of the bar, Reese couldn’t miss the reddening of Lily’s cheeks. 

“I’m doing just fine. You’re still a smooth talker, I see.”

“With you, Lilybug, it is only truth.”

Lily wound a finger shyly in a curl that draped over her shoulder. “I hear you fight now.”

“I am. Mixed martial arts. I fight professionally.”

“The fighting in the chain link cage.”

“Yep.”

“What are you doing here then?”

“Rehabbing my shoulder. I hurt it during my last fight. I’m staying with Buddy until it’s healed then I’m back to fighting.”

“Did I hear my name?” Buddy sauntered out from the back with a wicker basket full of beer bottles cradled in his hands. “Do you want me to take this someplace for you, Lily? Or maybe Reese can carry it for you.”

Reese rose to his feet. 

Before he could take the basket from Buddy, Lily snatched it from his hands. “No, that’s all right. I’ve got it. I’m going to keep it in my office in the library. My father wouldn’t approve of alcohol in his house and that’s where the rest of the prizes are.” She glanced from Buddy to Reese. “Goodbye gentlemen. Reese, I hope to see you before you leave again.”

“Of course,” Reese replied. “I’ll see you soon.”

“All right.” Lily clenched the basket to her as she hurried out of the bar into the sunset.

~* * * *~
[image: ]


LILY TUCKED THE BASKET of beer bottles into her metal cabinet then swung the double doors closed. She slumped against them. Her heart was thundering in her chest. It had been since she left Buddy’s Bar. 

Reese Cooper was back and he was sexier than ever. Lily knew he was a professional fighter. When Buddy had told her, she subscribed to all the MMA magazines for the library. All the teenage boys in town loved reading them. Little did they know, when the library was closed, Lily would curl up on the couch in her office, find pictures of Reese and swoon over him. She would often hope that being in so many battles that his face would be broken and gnarled.

Lily sighed. Of course not. It was still perfect, his hair still thick and dark, just perfect for her to dig her fingers into. His eyes were still a brilliant blue, enough to hypnotize any girl who came near him. His face didn’t have a scratch on it. Why does he have to be so perfect?

A knock on the door startled her from her thoughts. “Lily?”

“Come in, Molly.”

Molly had been Lily’s best friend since before she could remember. The redhead was the quintessential Iowa farm girl complete with freckles and bright green eyes. She looked like she belonged on a carton of milk. Molly frowned at her as she stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. She stuffed her hands in the back pockets of her jean shorts. “Lil, if I didn’t know better I’d think you saw a ghost.”

“I think I did.”

“Did your dad find out about those magazines you ordered? The ones you keep in your desk drawer?”

“For Pete sakes, no.”

“He wouldn’t be pleased to know his baby girl looks at naked men on her lunch break.”

“Molly, please.”

“Then what is it? What could make you get all shakey like this? I only know of one person who could make you...” Molly’s eyes flew open wide. “You have new photos of Reese Cooper!”

“Worse.”

“What could be worse?”

Lily swallowed hard. “The real thing is sitting at Buddy’s Bar right now.”

Molly gasped then slapped her hand over her mouth. “Reese Cooper is back in Braden?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Tell me he’s been beaten so many times that he looks like an old troll.”

Lily shook her head. “Nope. If anything, seven years has worked in his favor. He’s still...” She ended her statement with a lovesick sigh.

“Lily, you have to pull yourself together. If he’s going to be around awhile you can’t go all gaga when he’s near.”

Lily stared at Molly. She stood straight then brushed her clothes until they were in their proper place. “You’re right, Molly. Besides, he’s probably got a girlfriend or two. I need to get over him and move on.”

“Good luck with that. You’ve been crushing on Reese since he kissed your cheek in kindergarten.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

Molly winked at her. “My pleasure.”

Both women turned, as there was another knock at the door. “Miss Dixon?”

Lily smiled. “Yes, Elijah. Come in.”

The high school boy with blond hair and wire rimmed glasses peeked his head around the corner. He had nearly as many freckles as Molly. “Miss Dixon, a gentleman has asked for your help looking for a book.” Elijah’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “I think he’s one of those guys in those MMA magazines. He sure looks like it.”

Lily felt her mouth go dry. She fought to find her voice. “You can help him, Elijah.”

“He asked for you specifically, Miss Dixon.”

Lily slowly exhaled. Her heart started to pound again, as her knees went weak. “All right, Elijah. I’ll be there in a moment.”

“Good luck.” Molly grinned.

“Thanks.” Lily forced a weak smile on her face as she slipped out of her office and followed the boy between the shelves. She stopped dead in her tracks as she reached the circulation desk.

Reese leaned against the desk as he thumbed through a book. 

Activity in the library had stopped as everyone stared at the town legend. 

He glanced up at her. The smile he flashed at her was simply dazzling. 

Lily cleared her throat. “Can I help you?”

Reese set the book back on the desk. “Well, Miss Dixon, I would like to check out a book to read while I recuperate. I was hoping you would have a suggestion.”

Lily lost herself in his blue eyes for several moments before shaking herself free. “What are you interested in, Mr. Cooper?”

He shrugged. “Sports. Mystery. Horror. Something fictional. Facts and figures bore me.”

“Why don’t we start in the horror section and see if something tickles your fancy there?”

“Tickles my fancy, huh?”

Lily could feel her face flush hot. Great, he thinks I’m a backwards hick now. Fantastic. “Just follow me please.” She led Reese past tables of gawking teens towards the back of the library. They weaved in between the rows and rows of shelves until they reached a set labeled ‘horror.’ Lily breezed her finger across the spines. “There’s good old Stephen King. Or maybe you’d be interested in an author like Jack Ketchum.”

“One of those might tickle my fancy, huh?” 

Lily slowly exhaled as she felt her temper rise. He doesn’t have to mock me. “I suppose.” She caught the gasp in her throat, as he pressed tight against her, he pressed so close she was able to make out the hard contours of his body. His breath was warm on her neck as he brushed a curl off her shoulder.

“I know there’s something that can tickle my fancy in this aisle.” He reached over her and tugged a couple novels off the top shelf. His lips brushed the curve of her ear as his hand settled at his side still clutching the books. 

She shuddered at his touch.

“I’ll start with these,” he whispered to her ear.

“Let me go check them out for you,” she breathlessly suggested.

“Sounds like a plan.”

Lily rushed to the check out desk sensing Reese on her heels. Her thoughts were all scrambled. Did he just kiss her ear? Did he want to kiss her? Of course he didn’t. He had to have a girlfriend wherever he used to live. Las Vegas, wasn’t it? She was probably some gorgeous showgirl who could rock his world in the sack. 

Lily stopped short at the thought of Reese Cooper having sex. Seconds later, the real deal collided into her. It wasn’t the first time she thought of it. Normally though, she was the girl having sex with him in her imagination. Hours and hours of sex. Her cheeks burned again at the reminder.

Reese wrapped a protective arm around her. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Just fine,” she gushed, grabbing the books from his hand. She slipped behind the desk and flipped each book open. “Library card?”

Reese laughed. “I haven’t had one for seven years, Lily.”

“That’s right.” She glanced around flustered. “I can put them under my account for now. Just be careful with them.”

“I will take very good care of them. I promise. And when I return them, I’ll sign up for a new card. Deal?”

Lily smiled as she handed the books to him. “Deal.”

“Awesome.” Reese hugged the books to his chest. “See you later, Lily.”

“See you later, Reese.” Lily was frozen in place as she watched him saunter out of the library. She slowly blew out her breath. There was no possible way Reese Cooper could be interested in her. He was sexy, confident and not going to stay in Braden for long. He was nothing but a daydream, despite what happened between the shelves. Taking a deep breath, she straightened herself and began organizing items for closing. She shot an appreciative smile at Molly as the redhead popped in beside her to help close the library like she did every night.

Lily’s attention turned back to the door as it opened. A tall, broad man in a suit and white collar stepped in from the darkened street. He held his head high, casting a condescending glare over the room with grey eyes that matched his salt and pepper hair. He strode to the check out desk. 

With all that brewed in her head, all Lily could manage was a raspy greeting, “Hi, Daddy.”

“Hello, Lily.” Reverend Dixon turned to Molly. “Hello, Molly. How is your father’s crop doing?”

“Very well, sir. Thank you for asking.”

“Good. I continue to pray for him and the rest of the farmers in our community. They are the backbone of our great state.” He looked back at Lily. “Lily, who was that man who just left before I came in? He walked to Buddy’s Bar. I pray it isn’t who I think it is.”

For a split second, Lily considered lying to her father. It was best to tell the truth. He would find out eventually. “Reese Cooper.”

A small growl escaped his throat. “That’s what I thought. The prodigal son returning home. However, Braden is certainly better without him. What was he doing here?”

“Checking out some books to read while he heals his injury.”

“That boy makes his living committing violence. The sooner he is gone the better.” Reverend Dixon raised a threatening finger towards her. “Stay away from him, Lily. He is a bad man.”

Lily swallowed hard. “Of course, Daddy.”

“Good. Hurry with closing. Your mother is holding supper for you.”

“I will.”

Lily and Molly silently watched as Reverend Dixon nodded his farewell and left.

Once he had gone, Molly spoke, “I can’t believe you’re twenty-seven and still running home after work. When are you going to grow up?”

“Mom makes me dinner. What’s the big deal? I don’t live there.”

“You live in the attached apartment! Where are you going to take Reese to sleep with him?”

Lily rolled her eyes. “There will be no Reese in my apartment. Reese doesn’t want to sleep with me.”

“That’s not what I saw. It looked to me like he wanted to do you right there between the stacks.”

Lily sighed as she waved her hand around the piles of books on the counter. “Can we finish these please? My parents are waiting for me.”

Molly shook her head, her red curls bouncing. “Girl, you are never going to get a man.”

“Like you’re one to talk?”

“Lily, I’ve seen more cock than you can dream of and I don’t mean the ones strutting around my Dad’s barnyard.”

Lily couldn’t help but giggle at Molly’s statement. Her heart fell a little. Her friend was right. At this rate, she would never find a man, especially with her father involved. All the guys in Braden were terrified of him. That was all right, she supposed. She didn’t want any guy. She wanted just one. He was the only one she ever wanted. The one her daddy warned her about. 

Reese Cooper.
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Chapter Two
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It was another warm, humid Iowa afternoon just like the rest. However, the dark tavern was nearly frigid. Reese sat hunched over the bar in a pair of faded blue jeans and a tight fitting t-shirt. He glanced down at his outfit. With the exception of the Lycra shorts he wore in the octagon, he pretty much had worn the same style since he was five. Everyone is going to recognize me like this. Even people I’d rather not know I was here. 

He lifted the flashlight he was holding and pointed at the book lying open on the stained wood. Squinting at the words, he continued reading. He barely got through two lines when the door of the bar was flung open. 

Buddy stepped inside, shivering violently from the sudden temperature change. “What’s up with the flashlight?”

“I’m trying to read,” Reese explained.

“You read? I didn’t think you knew how.”

“Your lighting sucks in here, dumbass.”

“Thanks for that observation.” Buddy charged past him into the back of the bar. 

Reese sighed. He shouldn’t have called Buddy a dumbass. The bar owner was going out of his way to host Reese. But the fighter was sick of the assumption that he was stupid. He did enjoying reading. And he knew MMA fighters that were simply geniuses. The stereotype was just too much.

Minutes later, Buddy returned to the bar with a red, plastic basket in his hand. He set it in front of Reese. “I assume I’m feeding your crippled ass, right?”

Reese chuckled. “I have money. I can pay you.”

“Your money is no good here. However, if you’d like to slap Buddy’s Bar on your shorts the next time you fight, I won’t stop you.”

Reese grinned at his friend. “You got it.”

“Whatch’a reading?”

“Stephen King. I read this one a long time ago. But it’s worth another go through.”

“This sudden reading binge doesn’t have to do with a certain town librarian, does it?”

“What if it does?”

“Reese, my man. Don’t do it. Her daddy has terrified every man in this town. None of them, including me, will go near her.”

“Tell me exactly what he’s going to do it me.”

Buddy chuckled uneasily. “Send you to hell?”

“Been there. Done that. Have a nice summer home next to the fiery lake. He doesn’t scare me in the least. And we all know enough about the good ole’ Reverend to know he doesn’t have that kind of pull with the Big Guy.”

“Still. Lily is just not the one nightstand kind of material. She’s looking for a forever kind of man. Husband, children, the white picket fence.”

“I don’t want a one night stand. I never have. I don’t know if I’m ready for the white picket fence. But I am ready for her. I have been in love with Lily Dixon since I was five.”

“That’s really romantic, Reese. But I still think you’re a fucking idiot.”

“Thanks for that.”

“My pleasure.” Buddy chuckled as he picked up the discarded bar towel to dry a couple of damp glasses. He suddenly stiffened as he set the glass back down on the bar. “Reese.”

Reese didn’t look up. “What?”

“Reese!”

Reese’s head snapped up irritably. “What do you want?”

“Go back in the hall towards my office.”

“Why?”

“I just saw your dad pass by. I think he’s coming here.”

“Shit.” Reese slammed the book closed then grabbed it and his burger. He hustled past Buddy behind the bar and hid in the darkened hallway. Seconds later, the chime on the door rang announcing new visitors. Reese slumped against the wall as he clenched his eyes shut.

“Hey, Howie. How’s it going?” Buddy greeted hesitantly.

“Not bad. Can’t complain. Lulu here and I decided we were sick of work, so we cut out early and came here to start our drinking early.”

Reese peeked around the corner to take a look at his father. Howard Cooper looked the same as Reese remembered except the lines were deeper and his hair had more streaks of grey. A scar ran deep along his right cheek. Reese’s stomach turned as he remembered how the older Cooper earned it. Instinctively, he ran his own fingertips across an equally deep scar on his chin. It was a knock out punch. Dad split my chin open. I turned and split him open. He dropped like a load of bricks. Then I ran. I was sure I killed him. Guess I was wrong.

Buddy reached out his hand, offering it to the buxom dye-job blonde next to Howard. “It’s nice to meet you, Lulu.”

“You too!” she nearly screeched as she shook Buddy’s hand emphatically.

“How long have you been seeing Howie?”

Lulu giggled as she covered her face with her hands. 

Howard swatted her across the rear playfully. “We ain’t seeing each other. Just getting’ drunk then having some naked fun back at my place.” Howard thumbed towards Buddy as he turned towards Lulu. “Buddy used to run around with my boy when they were kids.”

“Really? Do I get to meet your kid?” Lulu asked excitedly.

Howard chuckled. “I haven’t seen the little bastard in seven years. He’s some big shot fighter now. Been on pay-per-views and everything. Ever think he’d throw a couple bucks his ole’ pa’s way? Hell, no. Probably wastin’ it on whores and booze. Good for nothin’ little shit is what he is. Buddy, get us a shot of Jack and a couple cold ones.”

“Coming up, Howie. But remember your bar tab,” Buddy warned as he poured two shot glasses full of whiskey and pushed them across the bar to Howie and Lulu.

“Send it to the big shot. ‘Bout time he took care of me!” Howie laughed as he tossed the drink back, obviously amused with himself.

Buddy drew the two mugs of beer then excused himself from his customers. 

Reese sighed as his friend joined him in the hallway. 

“Sorry,” Buddy breathed.

“That? He’s been saying things like that about me all my life.” Reese shook his head miserably. “Guess some things will never change. Does he tell everyone that?”

“Yeah. But Reese, everyone knows the truth. They know how he used to treat you. A bunch of folks said he had it coming when you beat the shit out of him.”

“Other folks don’t matter. He’s my dad. The only parent I’ve ever had. I could never treat my kids like that.”

Buddy clapped his hand on his friend’s shoulder as he pointed towards the kitchen with the other hand. “There’s a back door. Take the burger with you. Your dad and his friend will be drinking for hours until they fall off those stools and stagger back to his place. You don’t want to wait back here until they finish.”

“All right. I’ll see you later.” Reese slipped through the kitchen, pushing the door to the gravel parking lot behind the bar open as quietly as he could. The last thing he needed was for his dad to demand to know what made the noise and investigate.

Walking down the sidewalk clutching a plastic food basket and a book to himself had to be an odd sight to anyone watching Reese pass by. He lowered his head and hurried, weaving the path to Buddy’s house as fast as he could. Slipping the key into the lock, he threw the door open and stepped inside, slamming it behind him. He sunk into Buddy’s recliner, set the basket in his lap, and laid the book in the arm of the chair.

Once he got his breath, Reese picked up the burger nestled in the basket and took a huge bite. He moaned as he chewed. Traveling to fight, he had burgers from all over the world. None of them held a candle to this one. The meat was perfectly seasoned and the garnish accompanied it well. But nothing compared to the pretzel bun it sat on. Reese never tasted something so good. He was definitely going to have to ask Buddy where he got his buns from.

The burger was gone in just a few, brief moments. Reese picked up the book, shuffling through the pages until he reached where he left off. As he read, he popped one cold French fry after another into his mouth.

Shadows stretched across the wood floor as he reached the last page. Stretching his stiff limbs, Reese glanced at the clock. His lips twisted into a wicked grin. The library was still open. It was a great time to get another book or two. He stood and strode to the kitchen to toss the basket into the sink. Grabbing the other book, he took off out the door, shutting it behind him.

~* * * *~
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THE LIBRARY WAS UNUSUALLY busy for a Monday evening. Lily weaved between the tables, glancing down at the students busy scanning through book after book for answers. She glanced over at a group debating the benefits of Mountain Dew over milk in the school cafeteria. She pressed her fingers over her lips, shushing them sternly. She watched as each head dropped in embarrassment. Fighting back a giggle, Lily slipped behind the circulation desk. It was typical of finals week. It happened every year. 

Lily gathered the piles of books heaping on the counter one at a time, setting them on the cart to be tucked away where they belonged on the shelves. She softly hummed a tune to herself, so the kids couldn’t hear. After a full day of obsessing over Reese Cooper, she finally got her head on straight. Granted, it took sharing a bottle of wine with Molly and all the dirty magazines in her desk drawer, but she was pretty sure he was gone. After setting the final pile on the bottom rack of the cart, she stood upright and straightened her skirt until it was once again past her knees. 

“Catch!” 

Lily’s heart slammed in her chest as her eyes darted up. Something soft thudded against her chest and landed on the floor. She gazed down to find the paperback on the floor, the name Stephen King staring back up at her. She lifted her gaze back up to find Reese on the other side of the counter grinning at her.

“I told you to catch,” he defended. 

Lily knelt down to pick up the book as she started to tremble. So much for getting him out of my system. She heard a soft, deep groan. She looked up to see Reese leaning on the counter, his eyes glued to her chest. Her eyes followed his, right to the gaping collar of her blouse and the gentle curve of the lace of her bra hugging her breasts. She felt her cheeks blaze hot as she stood. “I thought you said you’d take care of the books you borrowed,” she chided weakly. 

“I did up to the point I said ‘catch’. I can’t help it you didn’t catch it,” he answered, his voice still thick while his eyes looked narrowed and hungry. 

It made Lily shudder. She glanced around the hushed room to find every set of eyes glued on Reese. Her hand snapped out to him as she clenched the other book to her. “Thank you for taking care of them,” she squeaked. “May I help you with anything else?”

Reese handed her the second book. “My rehab is far from over. I need something else to read. Plus, I need to sign up for a new card if I remember correctly.”

“You can certainly see whatever else you might enjoy.”

“Could you show me were the horror books are again? I don’t exactly remember where you keep them.”

Lily’s eyes widened at his request. The horror books had been in the same place for the last thirty years. And they were clearly marked. Reese couldn’t possibly forget where they were. Or could he? She shook her head then stepped from behind the circulation desk. “Follow me.”

She led Reese through the rows of shelves leaving the rest of the occupants of the room behind until they reached the far corner of the library where they housed the horror novels. Her heart raced in her chest. Last time they were alone back here he kissed her ear. Or she thought he did. Was it an accident? She was so confused. “Here you are. All the horror Braden, Iowa offers in paperback,” she offered as she motioned towards the shelves. She turned back to Reese. “You could probably continue on wi—”

Her words were cut off by a soft, strong mouth pressed tight against hers. 

She was so stunned, she wasn’t sure she was kissing back. Her eyes fluttered shut as Reese wove his fingers into her hair, knocking her neat bun loose. She felt the tip of his tongue lap at her lips before diving between them. The subtle taste of beer set her loose. She tangled her tongue with his as she gripped his muscular biceps in her hands, clinging for dear life. Holy Moses, Reese Cooper is kissing me...

“Miss Lily,” a voice echoed around the books.

Lily broke the kiss. 

Reese kept her head still cupped in his hands, his brilliant blue eyes glittering. 

She tried to find her voice. After a few subtle attempts, she found it. “Yes, Elijah.”

“The new computer system locked up again. Could you come help?”

Reese tugged her to him again, his lips lightly grazing hers. Lily could barely think. Her whole body was on fire with need. “I’ll be just a moment, Elijah. I’m helping Mr. Cooper find a book.”

“All right.”

Lily’s mouth was engulfed with another kiss. She couldn’t help but melt into Reese, hearing him hiss as her curves pressed against him. His body was hard, contoured and full of muscle. Only moments later, they were interrupted again. “Miss Lily.”

“Coming.” She pulled from Reese’s grasp. She absentmindedly licked her swollen lips. “I have to go help him,” he breathed weakly.

“I don’t have my books yet.”

“Reese.”

“Fine. But I’m in the mood for pizza. What do you say you and I drive to Waterloo after you’re done?”

“Buddy’s has pizza.”

“Yeah, but it’s not nearly as good as The Other Place, right? Plus...” He tugged her back to him and pressed one last, sensual kiss to her lips. “We can start back up where we left off.”

Lily shook her head weakly as her insides turned to jello. “I can’t...my father—”

“Your daddy what?” he growled.

“He doesn’t want me near you.”

“Does your friend Molly still live on her dad’s farm?”

“Yeah.”

“Great. Meet me there at eight. Your daddy will never know.”

Lily stared into his eyes for a long time before she nodded. “All right.”

“See you then.”

Lily pulled hesitantly from his arms before she turned and nearly ran between the cases to the circulation desk. 

A small line of students with books had already formed. A harried Elijah, his wire rimmed glasses almost falling down his nose, poked furiously at the keyboard with no success. He looked relieved at Lily as she stretched her fingers to tap the control, alt and delete buttons at the same time. With a few more keystrokes, the computer system fired alive. There was a round of applause from the teens in line.

Lily caught Reese at the end of the line clapping also. She felt her cheeks burn as she helped Elijah check books out. “Library card, please,” Elijah demanded as Reese stepped up to the desk.

“Elijah, Mr. Cooper doesn’t have a library card. He hasn’t been in Braden since you were ten,” Lily choked out. Her face blazed brighter as Reese grinned at her. Being anywhere near the fighter robbed her of her voice and he was clearly amused with the fact. 

Elijah clearly was not. “How did he check out the books he had before?” the teen demanded.

“He borrowed mine.”

“Miss Lily, that’s against the rules.”

“I know it is—”

“Elijah, I would be happy to get one of my own,” Reese volunteered. “Do you have the application?”

“Absolutely, sir.” The tall, gangly teen squatted behind the counter to rummage in the shelves beneath. 

Lily’s gaze locked with Reese’s, the hot, hungry look they held reigniting the need in her.

Suddenly, Elijah popped back up and handed Reese the form and a pen. “Fill that out, sir. I will get your card.” He hustled across the library to Lily’s office.

“Sounds great.” Reese leaned over the counter and scribbled his information in the blanks.

Lily watched him, every wild and wicked fantasy she ever had about him playing in her mind.

Elijah returned with a sheet of plastic cards. He wiggled one out, swiped it across the scanner then handed it to Reese. “Here you go, Mr. Cooper.”

“Thanks, Elijah.” Reese slipped the small card into the back pocket of his jeans.

“Don’t forget to take that out of your pocket when you wash your jeans. It’ll be in pieces.”

“I won’t.”

Elijah typed Reese’s information into the computer then scanned the books. As he did, he frowned at his boss. “Miss Lily, what happened to your hair?”

Lily’s eyes shot to Reese. 

He just smirked at her as he bit his lower lip. 

The act just made Lily want to bite it too. “My head itched. I forgot I had it up.”

Elijah shrugged then handed Reese the
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