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Chapter One

 


Sean gazed around Travis’s backyard. His
friends and coworkers threw backyard parties all the time, but he’d
almost decided not to come to this one. Even though he enjoyed
being with his friends and their littles, sometimes it was hard
because he thought it would never happen to him.

At that moment, he was glad he had come.
Good friends, great food, and his favorite beer in his hand. His
decision was more enjoyable than what he had planned to do, which
was work.

He stood with Travis and talked about the
business, town, the weather, and friends.

Sean’s gaze roamed over the people standing
around. He knew most of them, but a few were new to him. When his
eyes locked on a woman he’d never seen before, his mind froze, and
his body went numb. His body stilled. The bottle of beer was
suspended halfway to his lips, and he narrowed his eyes as he
followed a tiny woman across the lawn of his friend’s house.

He focused so intently on her, everything
else faded. The warm breeze lifting the brown-colored hair off his
forehead and the sounds of the people talking and laughing,
tweeting birds, and barking dogs disappeared. He watched her kneel
and then sit on a blanket under the massive oak tree in the back
yard, tucking her long skirt around her legs. She talked with a
friend’s daughter, Katie.

This woman was the most alluring one he’d
ever encountered, with the most beautiful hair he’d ever seen. It
was a pure deep black, very long and very curly, with ringlets
cascading down her back to her waist. He wondered if she got the
color out of a bottle, but he didn’t think so for some reason. Her
skin was pale, like she didn’t spend much time outside in the sun,
and she was petite, almost tiny. Measuring her height to the little
girl she was with, the top of her head probably only came up to his
shoulders.

She was short, maybe a little more than a
foot shorter than him, which was fine by him. He didn’t know why he
liked his women small, but it had been that way since high
school.

The long-oversized skirt she wore tightened
across her curves, showing a body that made his mouth water and his
body instantly hard. The short-sleeved light pink shirt she wore
molded itself across her full breasts when she leaned forward to
tuck a wispy lock of hair behind Katie’s ear.

Sean took a deep breath and lowered his
bottle. “Holy fuck.”

“What’s up, man?” Travis asked.

Sean lifted his bottle, indicating the
woman. “Who’s that woman? Who is that with little Katie?” He’d
never seen a more beautiful woman. Everything about her was utterly
feminine, and he couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen her before.

“That’s Ava. Remember? I told you about
Nia’s new friend, the librarian.”

“Well, you sure as fuck didn’t tell me she
was beautiful,” Sean grumbled. The feeling was coming back into his
body, making him feel slightly dizzy. “How long has she lived
here?”

Travis smirked at him. “About three months,
I think. Why?”

Sean felt paralyzed. Every muscle in his
body was tense. “Is she in a relationship?” He clutched the bottle
of beer he held in his hand so tightly he thought it would break,
waiting for but afraid of the answer.

Sean glared at Travis when he chuckled. Then
he turned back to Ava, unable to keep his eyes off of her. “Quit
fucking with me.”

Travis shook his head. “I don’t think so, as
far as I know. Why?”

“Because if she doesn’t have a man, she’s
mine,” he said with arrogant determination.

Travis sputtered and then snorted out a
laugh. “Dude, you can’t say shit like that.”

Sean glanced at Travis in surprise. “Why?
You did with Nia.”

Travis grabbed his arm when he started
toward Ava.

Sean stopped, turned, and tensed when he saw
the serious look on his friend’s face.

“Take it easy with her, buddy. She’s a timid
little thing, and I don’t think she’s had an easy time of it.”

Sean looked toward Ava. “Why? What do you
know about her?” he demanded as his gaze went back and forth
between the woman and his friend.

“Nothing really. It’s just a few things Nia
has said about an old boyfriend not treating her right.”

Sean went rigid. “What the hell does that
mean?”

Travis shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

He handed Travis the bottle of beer and
slapped him on the shoulder. “I won’t do anything to scare her
away.” The thought of losing her before he even had her made him
nauseous.

****

Travis was watching his friend head Ava’s
way when he saw his little, Nia, stride toward Sean with a
protective look in her eyes. He caught up with her and wrapped an
arm around her waist, effectively stopping her. “Whatcha doing,
darling?”

Nia tensed. “You need to stop him, Travis.
He’s going to scare her. She won’t be able to handle him.”

Travis nuzzled his cheek against her hair,
rubbing a hand up and down her arm and trying to soothe her. “Baby,
do you really think he’d do anything to hurt or scare her?”

She paused, seeming to think, then relaxed
against his chest. “No, I know he won’t hurt her intentionally, but
you don’t know what she’s gone through. I don’t think I even know
it all. I just can’t stand to see that look in her eyes again. And
Sean is intense and always cranky, and it might overwhelm her.”

“What look, baby?”

She pressed back against him. “I don’t know
how to describe it. It’s like watching someone’s spirit dying right
before my eyes when she talks about her last boyfriend.”

“Let me tell you something. I’ve never seen
that look on Sean’s face. I never thought I would ever see it.
Remember, I knew him before he moved here and joined the company.”
He hugged her tightly against him with her back to his front,
letting her feel his hard cock pressed against her ass. He couldn’t
see, hear, or feel this woman and not get hard. “I’m guessing it’s
the same look I had when I saw you for the first time and knew I
had to have you.”

She gave him a startled look over her
shoulder before turning back to watch Sean approach Ava. She took a
deep breath and relaxed. “Okay. I won’t interfere, but I will
watch, just to make sure.”

He chuckled. “I know, baby. I wouldn’t
expect anything else.”


Chapter Two

 


Ava smiled down at the adorable
four-year-old as she pulled her across the yard. She loved all
children, but this one had a special place in her heart because she
met Katie and her mom at the library during a storybook hour Ava
had set up first thing after taking over for the old librarian. She
felt that the earlier a child started reading, the better chance
they had to succeed in school.

Katie was always enthusiastic about every
story, clapped at the end of each book, and always gave Ava a hug
when they were leaving. Ava loved seeing her but had also made a
good friend out of her mother.

She’d met so many good people since she
moved to town, and she couldn’t believe how lucky she was. A week
after she moved, Nia and a few of her friends came into the library
where she worked, and they’d all hit it off instantly.

Their outlook on life was remarkably
similar, and Ava couldn’t believe she’d met women just like her.
Ones who didn’t believe or fit in with the current standards and
morals women their age seemed to have.

They were friends she would treasure
forever, and she was finding a sense of peace here she hadn’t
experienced in a long time. She felt at home, like this was where
she was supposed to be all along.

These were the first friendships she’d had
since her split from her boyfriend. She’d been forbidden to have
one while they were together, and he’d made sure he had run all her
old friends away.

Ava shook her head. She needed to stop
thinking about Alan, her ex. He was out of her life, and she had
moved on. She’d made a life for herself in the small town, and she
wasn’t going to let him ruin anything again.

They came to a large plaid blanket laid on
the ground. Several children were either sitting or playing on the
playset close by. Ava got comfortable on the blanket, sitting with
her legs tucked under her, making sure her skirt covered her legs.
Katie sat next to her, telling her about her pet cat.

In the middle of her story, Katie squealed,
startling Ava, and jumped up and ran into the arms of a large man
who stood just behind her. The man picked her up and threw her in
the air, making the little girl scream and giggle. After catching
her, he held her in his arms, rubbing his cheek against the girl’s
head and listening to her babble.

Ava was paralyzed, staring way up at him.
She started getting a crick in her neck, but she couldn’t find the
strength to pull her gaze away from him.

Oh, my Lord, she’d never seen a scarier or
more appealing man in her life. He was a large man. Much taller
than herself. His shoulders were wide and strong, and his arms were
corded with muscle. The man’s stomach was flat and tapered down to
slim hips encased in faded jeans. Her gaze ran back up and collided
with his. A hot flush crept up her face at being caught staring at
him before she dropped her gaze to her lap, squeezing her hands
tightly together.

****

Sean smiled, pleased she noticed him. He
crouched next to Ava and set the little girl down gently. After a
quick hug, she ran off to play with her friends.

“Hi,” he said.

Still crouched, he waited for Ava to look
back up at him. When she didn’t right away, he gently grasped her
chin, bringing her gaze back to him.

He lightly ran his thumb across her chin.
She jerked back, her eyes starting to show her anxiety, and he
hated seeing that emotion in her face. So he set out to calm her
and spoke softly, trying not to frighten her more than she already
was.

“Hi, sweetheart. My name’s Sean. I’m friends
with Travis and Nia.”

When she continued to watch him warily, he
lay down on his side on the blanket facing her and in front of her,
making himself as small as possible. He crossed legs and leaned on
his elbow, and tried to look as casual as possible. “What’s your
name?”

Ava jolted a little. His eyes followed her
tongue as it nervously ran over her upper lip, making his body
tighten and harden painfully. He moved his leg, causally adjusting
himself without her noticing.

He smiled gently. “Are you a spy?” he asked.
He hoped it would make her laugh and relax a bit.

Her eyes widened, clearly confused.
“Wh—what?”

His smile grew. “Well, you won’t tell me
your name, so I’m guessing you’re either a spy or in hiding.”

When she flinched, he tried to conceal the
flash of anger he felt at the thought of this woman being hurt or
having to conceal herself from anyone. When she trusted him, he
would ask her what she was hiding from.

“So, are you a spy?”

She looked down at her hands and quietly
murmured. “Ava,” she whispered. “My name’s Ava.”

God, she was so sweet. Sean knew with
certainty she was his because he felt it in his heart like she had
always been a part of his soul. He knew Travis was right about
something happening to her. It didn’t deter him. He just knew he’d
have to go slow and show patience. Something he wasn’t good at but
would do for her because losing her wasn’t an option.

After hearing so many stories of his friends
and when they saw their littles for the first time, he’d always
scoffed that they knew instantly, but now he knew how they
felt.

He waited until she looked at him. “It’s
very nice to meet you, Ava.”

“It’s nice meeting you, too.”

When she started to rise to move away from
him, he held her arm, keeping her in place while trying not to
scare her. “Ava, you don’t have to be afraid of me, ever.” He ran
his thumb lightly over her wrist, feeling her rapid pulse. “Ask
anyone here about me. I’m a good guy, and I’ve spent my life
protecting people, especially women and children.” He paused to let
that sink in before asking. “Travis says you’re new in town?”

She seemed to try to relax and then
nodded.

He smiled. “I just wanted to introduce
myself to you. I know what it’s like to move to a town where you
don’t know hardly anyone. I just did that not so long ago. I’d like
to help. Be there for you.”


Chapter Three

 


Ava tried to pull her hand away from him but
stopped when he just tightened his grip. Although he was gentle, it
still felt strange. Both good and bad at the same time. She liked
his touch. It made her insides warm, but it was uncomfortable
because it had been a long time since a man had touched her in a
way that didn’t hurt.

She thought about what he said. It
was hard being new in town. Having friends helped, but the
thought of this man being a friend both excited and scared the crap
out of her. Her conflicting emotions confused her.

“Dinner’s ready!”

Hearing Nia shout gave her a chance to take
a breath.

Sean stood in one lithe move that shocked
and impressed her because he was such a big man, and she didn’t
expect him to move so quickly. He held his hand out to her. After a
slight pause, she laid her hand in his, and he pulled her up and
turned toward the picnic tables, towing her along.

He sat her down on the picnic bench, then
took a seat next to her and started handing her bowls of food while
helping her fill her plate. She looked down, her eyes big, her
mouth open.

He grinned at her look of confusion.

Ava glanced over and saw Nia staring at them
with concern and tried to smile. She’d ask her friend later what
Sean was like. At the moment
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