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The bouncy, flip-flop footsteps of the birthday girl interrupted Austin’s solitude as he lay across the picnic table, gazing at the stars behind their neighboring houses where the party took place earlier in the evening. 

“Are you drunk?” Grace asked as she approached. 

Her sweet, innocent voice never failed to soothe his battered nerves. Of all the people occupying their two large family homes, he was grateful it was Grace who interrupted his moment of respite as he mentally prepared for his return to duty. It was dark, and he assumed everyone had settled in for the night. 

“Maybe slightly buzzed, but not enough to cause me trouble tomorrow. My flight leaves at 7:00 AM.” 

She climbed onto the table beside him and nudged against his arm. “Move over. I want to see what you’re looking at.”

He chuckled but scooted over to give her room to join him. “Just the stars, Gracie May. You’re not missing anything.” 

The sky drew more peaceful emotions when there was no hostile gunfire in the background or sand dunes beneath his feet. “I’m appreciating the tranquility of home.”

“I wish you didn’t have to go back.” She rolled onto her side, propped her head on one hand, and rested the other on his biceps. “I’m twenty-one and an adult now.”

He turned to face her with a smile, trying not to think about why her hand on him sent a spark of heat over his chest and down to his groin. 

“Yeah? And what difference does that make? I’m twenty-nine and will always be too old for you. Besides, I’m in for the long haul. You’re better off finding a nice guy who will be here for you every day and treat you like the lovely woman that you are.” Each syllable shot an arrow through his heart, though every word was sensible advice.

He brushed her silky hair between his fingers and then behind her ear. “That’s what you deserve. I don’t want you to fall for an asshole, though.” Or any other man, if I’m being honest. “Take your time and be careful.”

She rolled onto her back again. “I’m not falling for anyone. I have ambitions, and I don’t need a man interfering with my dreams.”

“That’s right, you don’t. Men can be more trouble than they’re worth. If you stay focused, you’ll achieve those dreams.”

“Thank you, Austin. Will you do something for me?”

“Anything.” He returned to his back beside her, shoulder to shoulder, facing the brilliant, twinkling sky. The sound of crickets filled the balmy atmosphere, blanketing their conversation in a shield of privacy. 

This moment seemed transitional. Unique. Youthful friendship flowing into something deeper, more intimate. They shared a long, fun, and friendly past. But tonight, he sprawled on this hard, wooden picnic table next to a desirable woman. For the first time, he allowed his body to stir without guilt.

“Wherever you are in the world,” Grace spoke with a sorrowful note of resolve, “will you look up at the sky and think of me?”

His heart swelled, thumping heavily against his chest. “Yes. I already do that when time allows, but this memory will be a picture to go along with my rare moments of reflective indulgence.”

“I promise I’ll do the same.” Her voice cracked, and he moved back onto his side to look at her. Tears rolled down her cheeks. His heart twisted, and he placed his hand on her stomach. Her body vibrated with a slight tremor.

“Please don’t cry, Gracie.” 

He shared her sadness but forced strength within himself. Going home was wonderful, but leaving was always painful. This time seemed more gut-wrenching.

She stacked both her hands over his as if to hold on to him as she turned back onto her side, facing him. 

He brought her wrist to his face, kissed her hand, then held it against his chest. “This is the choice I made eleven years ago. I don’t know when my service will end. But it will. I’m smart enough to know this isn’t something I’ll be able to do for many more years.” 

The need to explain his reasoning for putting everyone through this for so many years ate at his conscience. “I’m obligated to serve our country as long as I’m an asset. They’ve invested a lot in my training, and I enjoy my work. Can you understand?” 

She brushed her free hand over his face. “Yeah. You’re an honorable man.” 

He read the admiration in her beautiful, sky-blue eyes. They shared an affection beyond description, at least at this moment. These emotions were different, and he didn’t know how to process them. All he knew was that he wanted to remember.

Her pulse beat against the top of his hand. He wondered if she felt his heart, which continued to thump rapidly in his chest.

“I don’t know about being honorable.” He cleared his throat. The image of what he’d like to do at this very moment to the precious girl, who had suddenly turned into a desirable woman, may prove he was not such an honorable man. Unable to control himself, at least in this small way, he continued with a note of huskiness, “I’m going to give you a birthday kiss, and it’s going to be different because we’re both adults, and I need the memory to hold me over. Are you okay with that?”

“Yes,” she said with a breathy squirm. “I want the memory too.”

He slipped his hand beneath her head and lowered his lips to hers. “Open for me, baby. I want to taste you.”

She moaned, let go of his hand, and wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him closer as she opened her mouth, and their tongues collided in a dramatic dance. 

His erection pressed between them, and he pulled her tighter. Fuck honor. He groaned. I’ll worry about honor tomorrow.

She tasted of sugary chocolate and vanilla, no doubt from her birthday cake and the homemade vanilla ice cream his dad had churned to go with it.

“You taste sweet,” he moaned. “This is a memory I will hold on to.” 

Grace leaned back and slipped her small hand down and beneath his t-shirt, brushing it across his abs and up to his chest. Her pelvis writhed as if unable to lie still.

Austin wondered if Grace understood what she did to him. His body sizzled with the heat of arousal. She’d been a bookworm, and as far as he knew, had little experience with the opposite sex. There was no way she could miss the massive erection pressing between them.

Strange how close they were, and not just physically at this moment. She was the youngest but had the most mature soul of all her sisters. He couldn’t explain their connection, even before this transition. Their friendship had always been unique, and deep down in his heart he knew it would forever be special. 

He pressed his groin against her as his dick grew harder, throbbing with raging need. His hand slipped around and cupped her ass. Her breath whispered past his ear, hot and moist. He sensed her arousal as she vibrated against him. If he wanted to take her, she’d allow it. But he couldn’t. He was leaving in a few hours, and it would be cruel to do that to her. He forced inner strength, strong enough for both of them.

“We have to stop, even though I don’t want to.”

“I know,” she groaned. “But just so you know, I don’t want to stop, either.”

He gave her one final, long and sensual kiss. “Promise me you’ll be good and take care of yourself while I’m gone.”

“I will.” She squirmed. “Austin?”

“Yeah?” His voice was husky even to his own ears.

“Promise me you won’t take unnecessary risks. I want you to come home in one piece. I’m going to pray for your safety every day.” 

“Thank you, Gracie. I appreciate that.” He gave her one last, heartfelt hug, then slid off the table and pulled her up. “We’d better say goodnight. Tomorrow will come soon.”

He kissed her again and led her to her back door. “Goodnight, Gracie May. I’ll see you again soon.”

“Goodnight, Austin.” She grinned. “Just make sure you do.”

He chuckled and saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” 

She went inside, and he walked next door, knowing he wouldn’t sleep until he took care of this ache between his legs. First stop, one long and satisfying shower. 
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Four years later

Grace Harper stood at the front door of the Harper-Taylor Lake Haven cabin, her arms loaded with grocery bags. Her cellphone buzzed in her back pocket, indicating a text message. Whoever it was could wait until her hands were free. Irritated by someone’s bad timing, stress pressed against her chest as sweat rolled between her breasts. A wave of insecurity tried to consume her, but she drew a deep breath and forced it back.

She braced for Austin’s reaction to her sudden appearance and pressed the doorbell. There was no answer. He must be out on the lake or in the shower. A sizzle shot down her core at the thought of him in the shower, naked and wet. She’d told only her roommate, Austin’s sister Lisa, that she was intruding on his sabbatical. Not even Austin knew she was coming. 

Setting her bags down on the bench with a sigh of frustration, she located the cabin key on her fob, still in her hand, and unlocked the door. She was grateful to have kept the key on her ring, even though she’d never had to use it. After she entered the kitchen and set the bags down, she glanced through the window toward the lake out back. Austin sat on the large dock in one of the Adirondack chairs with a fishing pole in his hand. His messy, dark brown hair glistened in the sunlight and looked longer than the last time she’d seen him when he first got home six months ago. 

His parents hosted a huge welcome home party, but he seemed distant, and maybe a bit tortured. She refrained from showing him an overabundance of affection, though she wanted to jump into his arms and kiss him like she remembered he kissed her on her twenty-first birthday. That would have been inappropriate, since they hadn’t had a moment alone since that night four years earlier.

She couldn’t see his face from the kitchen window, but he appeared relaxed, which she took as a good sign. She checked her phone and groaned. The text was from her sister, Faith, who inquired if she had heard from Austin. Her sister wanted to continue her pursuit, even though their parents suggested giving him time and space to adjust to civilian life before putting pressure on him. 

To keep from lying to Faith, Grace typed a quick text back.

Grace: No, I haven’t heard from him. I’m on a writing weekend. I’ll talk to you soon. Love you, Sis. 

Technically, it wasn’t a lie, but it felt like one.

Instead of rushing out, she put the perishable groceries in the double-wide stainless-steel refrigerator and returned to her car to grab her laptop and duffel bag for the weekend. She’d parked her candy-apple-red Mustang GT next to his recently purchased, shiny black Raptor pickup truck beneath the portico of the large, eight-bedroom cedar cabin. A wave of guilt washed over her at the text between her and Faith. They shared feelings for the same man. She hoped Faith didn’t know that, though. 

A butterfly fluttered in her stomach at what her reception from Austin might be. Everyone knew he preferred isolation. He’d asked them to give him time to acclimate back to civilian life after many years in the military. As a writer, she understood the need for quiet isolation. But six months? 

The family worried about him. It was past time for Austin Taylor to rejoin the living.

Her roommate, who was Austin’s sister, Lisa, and the only girl among the Taylor siblings, suggested Grace try to get through to him. Or if nothing else, check his emotional state. Grace and Austin had always shared a private connection, which, as far as she knew, only his sister was aware of. She snickered at the fact he’d chosen a high-powered and sexy pickup truck, matching her equally feisty muscle car, demonstrating, at least in her mind, how much they had in common. 

Four years ago, Grace told Lisa in confidence about Austin kissing her after her twenty-first birthday party. That unforgettable encounter confirmed her attraction to Austin was mutual, and that the reason he’d held back was because of her age. At twenty-one, she’d reached adulthood, and it was okay for him to desire her. She’d never forget how much of a woman she felt that night when he couldn’t hide his body’s reaction. They had done nothing other than kiss, but he’d touched her like no other man had, and she’d felt like a desirable woman that night. 

But then he had to go back to duty. And she’d started her senior year at the university where her dad was an English professor and her mom an admissions counselor. 

Her parents, and now her oldest sister, Faith, knew she’d gone on a writing retreat, but they didn’t know where. Her sisters, Hope and Joy, and her brother, Adam, were all too busy to care about what she was up to. Grace liked it that way. 

She dropped her items in one of the unoccupied bedrooms downstairs, grabbed two bottles of water from the refrigerator, and slipped out the sliding glass door onto the large back deck. 

Austin glanced at her over his shoulder before returning his focus to the lake. If she wasn’t mistaken, that was a grin on his scruffy face.

Walking down the stone pathway, she drew a deep breath of fresh, sun-infused air. It was April in Florida; the weather was already getting warmer, but a cool breeze blew off the lake. This place had always evaporated the tension from her body. It was a comfort zone with many wonderful memories. 

Her favorite times were when both families spent vacations or holidays here. They’d ride four-wheelers, go out in the canoes, swim in the lake or relax in the large jacuzzi, or just enjoy talking around the fire pit after dark. Lots of love and laughter filled the atmosphere when they were kids. Things changed, but the cabin on the lake was still her favorite place to unwind. 

She reached the dock, and her heart dropped to her stomach when she noticed the handgun on the table between two chairs. Right next to the amber bottle of beer at his elbow. 

“Austin?”

“Yeah?”

“Why is there a gun beside you? Are you drunk?”

“Wow.” He shook his head and shoved his Ray-Bans to the top of his head, gazing at her with those expressive bronze-colored eyes. “Not even a hello before you start nagging. I think that might be a record.”

His comment stabbed her heart, and she felt the pain in her throat. She set a bottle of water on the table next to him, opened hers, sat down, and swallowed a long drink. “I’m sorry. But you, of all people, know alcohol and a deadly weapon don’t mix.”

“I’ve only had one beer. If you look more closely, you’ll see I haven’t even consumed half of the bottle. I’m not drunk. Not even close.” He picked up the bottled water and took a drink, then pointed the open top toward her. “Thank you.”

She drew a deep breath through her nose, audibly exhaling through her mouth. “You’re welcome. What about the gun?”

She squirmed at his frown. His beautiful eyes were intense when they focused on someone. This was not her favorite expression. She preferred the heat of arousal she’d glimpsed a few times in the past—especially that night four years ago—or humor, but not this irritable glare.

“Relax, Gracie May.” He grinned as the tension left his face. “It’s for protection. I don’t recognize the visitors at Old Man Henry’s cabin. You and I have visited here for most of our lives. We usually know the people, at least by sight. Right?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Grace gazed across the lake at the surrounding five cabins. There was a couple swimming in the back of Old Man Henry’s place, and they were rather loud. “Maybe Henry rented his cabin. Or, heck, he could have sold it for all we know.”

“You’re probably right, but I feel more comfortable packing.” He tapped his leather-sleeved firearm. “Henry was there yesterday morning. He waved at me from his backyard while he was out there laying mulch in his flower beds. I haven’t seen him since I noticed the couple.”

She raised her hands, sorry she’d forced him to explain his cautious behavior. “Guns don’t bother me. I was worried when I saw it beside your beer.”

“I know what you’re thinking. It’s what everyone worries about. Not all combat veterans are suicidal. I admit my career ended abruptly, and it wasn’t my choice to retire. But I’m not upset about that any longer, I promise. I’m actually looking forward to this new chapter in my life.”

She gave a relieved sigh. “I’m so glad to hear this. I truly didn’t believe you’d do anything like that. But it’s hard to ignore the statistics.”

He nodded. “I get that. But please understand, I love my family—and yours. I’d get help if those thoughts threatened my sanity.”

“Is that a promise?”

He groaned. “Yes, I promise I want to live, Grace. I’m not depressed.” He smiled. “It’s peaceful here. Until yesterday, I had the entire lake to myself, other than Old Man Henry, who always keeps to himself, and a few scattered weekenders at the other cabins.” 

Austin continued, “Of all the locations I’ve landed, this is my favorite place on Earth. Leaving is proving difficult for me. I know it’s time, though, and I planned on heading home next week. I’ve already told Marcus and Adam to expect me at The Warehouse Monday morning.”

“So soon?” I just got here. 

He snorted. 

Then she realized how that sounded, and she laughed. “What I meant was, I hoped to stay for a long weekend, maybe until late Monday, before heading back. My plot is complete. I wanted to at least get a good start on writing the first draft.”

“I’m not comfortable with you staying here by yourself.” He nodded toward the back of Old Man Henry’s cabin. “We don’t know those people. And it’s isolated out here.”

“I’ve never stayed in the cabin by myself. But isn’t that the point? If I’m alone, I could probably get a lot more writing done.”

“It’s Friday. Why don’t we shelve this discussion until Sunday?”

“Okay. Sounds good.” She liked his implied agreement that they were about to spend a few days together. It was time they explored whatever this was between them. She hoped he would agree.

“If need be, I could probably claim my first personal protection detail and not have to check in at The Warehouse headquarters until you’re ready to go home. Though I’m not sure how the guys will accept the fact that you and I are alone here together.”

“Only Lisa knows right now.” She took her gaze off the lake and twisted sideways to look at him. “I’m not sure anyone would assume anything other than two family friends were enjoying the cabin at the same time. I hope the assumption proves incorrect.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. “You don’t know what you’re asking for, baby. I’m carrying some heavy baggage. Not quite the hero you made me out to be four years ago.” 

Grace drew a deep breath, set her bottle down, and leaned back in the Adirondack chair. “I don’t like it when you say things like that.”

“I’m sorry. It is what it is. That pedestal got a little too narrow for me, and I fell off.”

She laughed. “What a drama king you’ve become.”

He grinned. “Well, it’s nice of you to notice.”

“Oh, Austin. Will you please stop trying to push me away? How about we relax and see what happens? I’m not asking you for anything.”

Aside from her intention to write, this was good news. At least he was conversing with her. He’d asked her not to write him letters, nor to wait for him to return. She was pleased he’d decided to join the guys in business. That meant, at least in her mind, he planned to stay.

Her brother, Adam, and Austin’s brother, Marcus, all with military backgrounds, were building a private investigation, personal security, and military-grade training business. They’d licensed it under the name ‘The Warehouse.’ She knew they expected Austin to join their venture. A wave of relief washed over her, and she relaxed, not realizing how tense she’d been until this moment.

The lake was beautiful, and the weather was mild this time of year. The earthy scent of pine, moss, and damp soil filled her nostrils. She loved it here too. “Like you, I could probably live out here full-time, but it’s a family place for all the Harpers and Taylors. It’s not the same without at least a few of our rowdy siblings.”

He nodded with a grin. “We’re a community unto ourselves.”

“Yes, we are.” She chuckled. 

“Our families have received unbelievable blessings because of our mothers’ good fortune and loyal friendship. Do you realize how lucky we are?” he asked.

“Oh, yes, I do.”

Over thirty years ago, before Grace was born, their dads must have been ecstatic when their mothers won the lottery, making them instant millionaires. This large, luxurious cabin was one of their first purchases. Even though their families were smaller back then, they built to allow room to add their future children and grandchildren. They’d upgraded the place once or twice over the years.

“Their whole lives changed in one day,” Grace said. “And the rest is history.”

“Yep. They have somehow been generous to us kids, but without making us entitled brats. Not sure how they accomplished that feat, but we couldn’t ask for better parents,” he said.

“I agree.” She’d do just about anything to avoid disappointing all four of their parents. “Have you thought about building a house in the country? Maybe find something like this on a lake. Smaller, of course.”

“Oh, yeah. I will live in a rural area when the time comes. I don’t see myself in the city. Not that ours could claim to be all that metropolitan. Have you envisioned your dream home?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead.” She grinned. “I need to see if my breakout novel series success was a fluke before planning my future.”

“Sounds smart.” He returned her smile. “I’m proud of you. You’re talented.” He tapped his temple. “I’m sure there are many more tales in your head just waiting to be released for the world to enjoy.”

“Thank you.” Her heart swelled at his praise. “I hope so.”

They sat for a moment in silence. There were four other cabins that remained still and quiet. Each of the six cabins sat on a couple of acres of land that backed up to the lake. She wondered whether anyone else would visit this weekend. On non-holiday weekends, Lake Haven was usually quiet, with only the birds and squirrels serenading. But today, the riotous laughter from the couple playing in the water across the lake was a bit jarring. The pair didn’t look like kids. “It sounds like they’re drunk.”

Austin chuckled. “Yeah, they’ve definitely disturbed the peace.” He cleared his throat. “Among others.”

“Are you mad that I’ve invaded your space?”

He reeled in his fishing line, removed the bait and threw it in the water, secured the hook on a ring, placed the pole in a long, narrow cedar box at the side of the dock, and shut the lid. He shook his head. “Not at all. But how many others do you think will follow you here?”

She wondered if he referred to Faith.

He rinsed his hands under the hose built into a stainless-steel fish-cleaning stand next to the storage box and dried them on his shorts.

“A couple of people know I’m off writing, but they probably think I went to a hotel somewhere, or maybe the beach house. I don’t expect anyone to follow me here.” 

He grabbed his gun and slipped it into the pocket of his cargo shorts. Then he picked up his beer bottle, emptying it onto the grass. 

She stood, gathered the water bottles, and followed him to the back of the cabin. “I plan to write. Regardless of your belief, my intention in coming here was not to disturb your peace. My publisher is pushing me to get my current story written. I was worried and wanted to make sure you’re okay. And, full disclosure, getting to spend time with you alone appeals to me as well.”

“Is that right?”

“Yep.”

He opened the glass slider and waited for her to enter before him. She brushed against his solid chest, and her nipples tingled. “Thank you.” 

As they entered the kitchen, she said, “I brought food. Do you want to grill steaks?”

“Sure. That sounds good.”

“I also brought potatoes and salad stuff.” She moved to the counter where she’d left the potatoes and pulled two out to wash. “I’ll get these started. You do whatever you normally do. You don’t have to entertain me.”

Austin wrapped his arms around her from behind. “What if I want to entertain you?” 

“Well,” she giggled, “I like entertainment.” 

His large hand covered her stomach. The warm pressure against her navel piercing sent a wave of sensation between her legs, and she sighed.

“Me too, baby.” He dipped his nose against her neck. “Mm, you smell nice.” 

Grace stiffened as his erection poked her in the back. Goosebumps covered her body. She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Your familiarity is a pleasant surprise. Are you sure you’re not a little buzzed?”

He eased back with a frown, his hands on her waist.

Pulling him close, she quickly added, “No complaints. I love the way your body feels against mine. You’re warm and solid, and secure.”

His arms held her tight, but he pulled his head back. He studied her with those gorgeous, clear-bronze-colored eyes. “Are you feeling insecure about something?”

She wondered what he was thinking. “Well, this world is full of crazy people. Besides all that, I’m nervous about our family’s reaction if this gets out.” 

“We’re consenting adults. You had to know our relationship would change once I came home for good. Unless you’ve moved on, which, if I remember correctly, I encouraged you to do.” He frowned. “Have you had trouble with a guy?”

Her heart fluttered. “No, not really.” Unless it was the strange person mailing her weird fan letters. But other than that, no guys. She needed to redirect his focus. This was the first time he’d verbally acknowledged there was something physical between them. Well, other than that sexually charged kiss four years ago. “So far, my attraction to you has been my best-kept secret. I haven’t given up on us, though. I wasn’t sure if it was one-sided, and just me crushing on the hunkiest guy next door who wasn’t around much.”

“What about that twenty-first birthday kiss?”

“Well, there was that.” She chuckled as she flushed. “I’ve doubted my interpretation of your reaction, thinking my hope built it into something that was in my imagination.” 

“It wasn’t your imagination. Trust me,” he groaned. His hands brushed down her back and cupped her behind. “You don’t know how hard it was for me to leave you that night.” 

He released her and moved away, leaning his hips against the counter, his hands on either side, gripping the edge of the granite top as he faced her. His scruffy beard and shadowed eyes made him look haunted. If she had to guess, he wasn’t sleeping well. Her heart ached for whatever was dogging him. She knew he held secrets from the battlefield that kept him awake at night. Siblings talked. But as far as she knew, no one was privy to exactly what those memories entailed.

“This is not one-sided, and it hasn’t been for a while now.” He flushed. 

Her heart thundered, having dreamed of gaining his undivided attention. Something she’d never been able to accomplish before. Or so she’d thought. What’s a girl to do when she gets what she’s wanted forever, but is entirely at a loss about what to do with it?

“I can see I’ve surprised you. You’re wondering why I’m openly flirting with you when you’ve been enticing me for years, and I never reciprocated before. Well, except on that one night at your twenty-first birthday party when everyone had gone to bed.”

“You’ve come up with all that just by looking at me?”

“Yep, Gracie, you’re a beautiful woman who wears her heart on her sleeve. It makes you special, but also vulnerable. Do you want to know what that does to a man like me?”

She nodded. Her pulse continued to pound in her ears. 

“It makes me want to protect you from the harsh reality we live in. Like you said, there’s a lot of crazy people out there. I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you if it were in my power to do so, regardless of the status of our relationship.”

She rushed over and slammed against his body, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in his soft, white t-shirt between his solid pectorals. He smelled of Coast soap. She moaned when his arms circled her, pulling her tight against his erection, his fingers threading through the hair on the back of her head.

He cupped her face, his thumbs beneath her jaw, and lifted her lips as he lowered his mouth. Her legs trembled, and he kept her upright by lowering one of his muscular arms around her back. 

“Open for me, baby. I want to taste you.”

She parted her lips and sucked on his as his tongue slipped inside and explored hers. Their tongues danced, and their bodies vibrated. Moisture covered her panties, and she pressed her pelvis forward. She closed her eyes and threaded her fingers through his shiny, dark brown hair. Drowning in his heat, she wanted to climb inside and never leave. Her head swam in a euphoric haze. 

He ended the kiss but didn’t let go. His large hands cupped her butt, pulling her tight against his groin. His voice tortured as he groaned, “Fuck, Grace.”

That’s all he said as she waited for more. When a moment passed, she said the only thing she could think of in response to the fire burning her alive. “Take me, Austin.” 

“Trust me, Gracie, I want to. But we can’t cross that line until you know what you’re getting into.” He eased her away and paced the kitchen, rubbing the back of his neck. “I need to tell you some things, but it’s painful and embarrassing.”

Her heart broke at his distress. He was the strongest man she’d ever known. At this moment she glimpsed a rare sliver of vulnerability that few had seen. His raw openness with her touched her soul-deep. She wanted to help him, to protect his heart, to love him with all of hers. 

“Austin, you don’t have to tell me anything. My feelings about who you are now are solid.”

He stopped and turned to face her. His expression said it all. It was obvious he cared about her, too. But something heavy bothered him. 

“My feelings for you are solid too, baby. But I don’t merit someone as good as you. You deserve a better man.”

She snorted. “I don’t believe that’s possible. But who am I to interrupt your self-desecrating commiseration party?”

He smacked her on the ass. “You and your fancy words. I’m way out of my league here, and I know it.” 

She giggled. “If I were you, I’d give in and give me what I’m asking for.”

“Is that right?” 

“I think so,” she answered. “Our chemistry is very strong. What if we just let go of our inhibitions for this weekend? No strings, no promises. When we go back home, no one needs to know.”

He shook his head. “I think that might make it worse. But if you’ll be patient, maybe I can tell you my secrets, and we can get that out of the way before we leap into anything too heavy.” 

A thrill shot through her entire body. “Now?”

He moaned. “I need some time to collect my thoughts. How about this evening? After we’ve had dinner. If you want, we can light the fire pit and sit out there and talk.”

“If you insist,” she teased, “even though I was enjoying the sensual haze.” She stepped back over to her side of the kitchen. It sounded like he didn’t intend for their relationship to proceed without him telling her something that he believed would be a game-changer for her. Maybe he didn’t know her as well as he thought. She’d never been a quitter, and she didn’t plan to start now. 

Whatever his secret, she instinctively knew it wasn’t as bad as he made it out to be. She could be wrong, but not likely. Austin Taylor was the most honorable man she’d ever met in her life. “I’m going to put the potatoes in the oven and make the salad.”

“Before I clean and heat the grill, I need a cold shower and a shave. Had I known I was getting company, I would have done more than just taken a quick shower this morning.”

“It’s okay. I like your face with or without whiskers. What I prefer, though, is a smile over that annoying frown. Can we arrange for more of that, please?”

He snickered. “That’s a strong possibility, given what just happened. But we’ll see.”

She walked over and patted him on the chest. “You do that.”

He smacked her behind again and left her in the kitchen. 

She’d better get ahold of her emotions. He already knew she was crazy about him. If she understood anything about men, which she should, having grown up around so many, they liked to be the pursuers in a romantic relationship. At twenty-five, she had no intention of chasing this man like she had as a love-starved teenager.

Being here alone with Austin was something she’d never envisioned before that kiss four years ago. Why? Because everyone in their families assumed Austin would hook up with her older sister, Faith, who was his same age, thirty-three. There was a history between him and her sister. That didn’t negate the fact that there was chemistry between her and Austin. Why does life have to be so complicated? With all the men in the world, why did Faith have to set her heart on Austin Taylor? 
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Chapter Two
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Austin stood over the grill, holding a bristle brush in one hand and a damp cloth in the other when the slider opened. He’d just finished cleaning the cast-iron grate to prepare for grilling their steaks. Grace stepped onto the deck in a neon-orange bikini. His pulse surged with the shot of adrenaline that blasted through his veins. “You know, Gracie May, you’re tempting the beast.”

The scant top did little to conceal those perky nipples through the thin fabric. Her breasts were perfect, not too big and not too small. His hands itched to cradle them, and his mouth watered at the thought of sucking on those little hard nubbins. He wondered about their color. Would they be pale pink or a dark shade of raspberry? Her stomach was smooth, and a little gold-linked diamond dangled from her cute belly button. Talk about a fine ass. Grace’s behind was nicely rounded, and as appealing as all the rest of her. She was small at just over five feet, with a thin, muscular build. 

She brushed past him. “No one has ever accused me of being a temptress before.”

He moaned under his breath as his cock twitched. “Fuck, Grace.”

“Really?” She grinned, flashing her seductive, vibrant sky-blue eyes beneath slightly lowered lashes as she eased into the jacuzzi. “Whatever do you mean, sir? I’m not doing anything.”

He snorted, setting his cleaning tools down on the worktable beside the large grill. “You know exactly what you’re doing. Are you asking me to fuck you?”

She snickered as her gaze dropped below his belt. “Well, it looks like you have the equipment to do so, if you wanted to.”

“Of course, I want to. You’re sexy as hell. But should we? That’s the ultimate question.”

“I vote yes.” She dropped to her chin in the gurgling water. Her beautiful light brown with blonde-highlighted hair was piled on top of her head, and a few silky, sun-kissed tendrils whispered over her damp temples. A smattering of freckles decorated her cute little nose. She wore a touch of mischief across that delicate face, as if she were plotting his inclusion in one of her dramatic scenes.

Not only had it been a long time since he’d had a woman, but this was the one he’d fantasized about for years and thought he couldn’t have. She was the youngest of all the women in his social circle. At thirty-three, and she just twenty-five, eight years separated them.

“Unless you’d rather wait for my sister?”

His heart sank, and he warned, “Grace. You know how I feel about Faith, and it’s not this. She’s like a sister to me, as are Hope and Joy.”

“I don’t think she knows that, Austin.” She cleared her throat. “I want you, and I prefer she doesn’t have you. But if there is a possibility that you could love her, I don’t want to be in the way of my sister’s happiness. I’ve never had the desire to compete with my siblings. Like you said earlier, I love my family and yours. Your sister is my best friend.”

His heart swelled. He was getting a cardio workout, engaging with the little darling. Odd, for someone who’d been through rigorous endurance training. Her selfless comments were one reason his feelings for Grace differed from those for her sisters. When she loved someone, his or her happiness took precedence over her own. But that wouldn’t cut it this time. Some sacrifices in life were worthy, but not this. Not their future.

The hair rose on the back of his neck, and his skin tingled. He reached up to soothe the tickle. Why was he thinking about the future? He’d just about convinced himself this was a one-time deal, and that no one else would have to know. A gnawing in his brain told him he was delusional if he thought he could have a casual fling with this precious woman. She was too close to his family. They had a special history. He couldn’t play with her feelings casually, nor did he want to.

He shuddered at the thought of sleeping with Faith. Not that she was any less beautiful than Grace. All the Harper girls were lovely. They each had unique personalities. None of them appealed to him like this one. Unlike her sisters, he hadn’t been around to experience her growing-up years. Their relationship was unique. He probably should admit that, especially to himself.

He and this little bundle of sweetness held common emotions and beliefs. They preferred the simple things in life to the elaborate. Their hearts meshed in so many ways.

Austin walked to the hot tub, looking down at her. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.” Those big, expressive blue eyes looked up at him.

“I want you to think about this and answer honestly.”

“Okay. What is it?” She moved beneath where he stood, her arms resting on the stone ledge, with a hint of curiosity in her expression.

He kneeled. “Does anyone know that you have feelings for me?”

She nodded. “Your sister. Lisa and I tell each other everything. After I told her about my twenty-first birthday kiss, she said she thinks you might have feelings for me too.”

He chuckled. “My baby sister is a smart cookie. I have feelings for you, Gracie. Never doubt that.” He cleared his throat. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be considering doing to you what is going through my head right now. But I also know you could do better than a battle-scarred war fighter with a penchant for making poor decisions. I have eight years on you. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. Things I’m trying to forget, but I know I never will.” 

He remembered that awful night twelve months ago, when two lives were lost, and his would never be the same. Shaking the venom of guilt from his soul, he tried to focus on the present.

“I could do worse too.” She paddled back over to the other side and sat on the seat in front of a jet. “Whatever your regrets, I think it’s time you forgave yourself.”

He stood and stepped away from the hot tub. Her remarks were another reason for his affection toward her. She’d passed right over his confession. No condemnation, no judgment, no visible concern that he’d done something unforgivable. He wondered how she’d react when she heard his story. He shuddered and promptly shoved the memory of that horrific day to the back of his brain.

“Do you want me to grill the steaks now, or should I join you in the jacuzzi before dinner?”

“I vote option number two.”

“Somehow I knew you would.” He grinned. “Just give me a minute. I’ll change into my swim shorts and be back in a flash.”

“Wonderful. I can’t wait.”

He gave her a long look, smiled, and said with a note of resolve, “Me too, baby.”

As he stepped inside, he left the slider ajar so he could hear if there was trouble from the unknown couple. In less than five minutes, he returned to the deck. Grace frowned as the occupants of Old Man Henry’s cabin were shouting at each other. 

“Sounds like they’re fighting,” he said.

“Yeah,” she nodded. “They sure are loud. Do you think they realize we’re over here?”

“Probably. Sound carries, so I’m sure they’ve heard us moving around. Give me a minute.” He returned to the kitchen and retrieved his Glock, which he’d left on the counter near the door. He pulled the firearm from his concealed-carry holster, checked the chamber, and slipped it back into the small leather sleeve. Then he went back outside and set the gun on the rim of the hot tub before climbing in. When he noticed her frown, he assured her, “For our protection.”

She smiled. “I’m good with that.”

He winked. “My trooper.”

They listened to the argument across the lake. “It’s hard to understand what they’re saying, despite the volume,” Grace said.

“It sounds heavily accented. Creole, I’m guessing for the man.” Having been around the country and other places during his service, Austin recognized a variety of dialects. The male was dark-skinned. He’d seen him while out there fishing, and the woman was pale and fair-haired. She sounded kind of Swedish. He couldn’t make out their facial features, though they seemed to be about his age, possibly in their thirties.

Grace placed her hands on either side of his face, turning him to look at her. “Can we ignore them? There is something much more interesting going on right here.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her onto his lap. She straddled his waist. “You’ve got that right. How’d I forget?”

She yanked a strand of his hair.

He kissed her on the lips. “You’re sure you want to cross this line? There will be no turning back. I’m going to be hard-pressed to give you up as it is. You came all this way to check on me. Your empathy is palpable. I feel it in my soul.”

“Oh, Austin. I’m so glad you see the underlying reason for my intrusion.” 

“If our families get wind of this, we might suffer serious backlash. I’m thinking mainly about your brother and father. Adam will want to beat my ass.”

“He better not, or I’ll beat his.” 

“Ha ha,” Austin teased, “I’d pay to see that.”

“Seriously, though,” Grace said. “My concern is Faith and my parents. They think you and Faith have a thing. Ever since you took her to the prom. They might see me as a home wrecker.”

His head jerked back, and he frowned. “Home wrecker? Did Faith and I get married without my noticing? And as far as that prom date, that was sixteen years ago when you were only nine, so you may not know how that came about.”

She shook her head. “I don’t. I assumed you were dating in high school.”

“You assumed wrong. Faith and I never dated. She didn’t have a date for the prom. That seems more important to girls than to us
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