
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement (including infringement without monetary gain) is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.
 
Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in, or encourage, the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.
 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
The Two and the Proud
Copyright © 2013 by Heather Long
ISBN: 978-1-61333-468-3
Cover art by Mina Carter
 
All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work, in whole or in part, in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.
 
Published by Decadent Publishing Company, LLC
Look for us online at:
www.decadentpublishing.com


 
 
Decadent Publishing Recent Releases
 
The CEO and the Cowboy by Starla Kaye
First Comes Marriage by Valerie Mann
The Virgin and the Best Man by Kate Richards
In My Sights by L.J. Garland and Debbie Gould
Betting on a God by Courtney Sheets
Wise Men Say by Wendy Burke
Finding Mercy by D.L. Jackson
The Princess and the Prepper by Barbara Elsborg
Falling for Water by Arlene Webb
Heels and Heroes by Tiffany Allee
Love Thy Neighbor’s Nephew by Stephanie Williams
Flyover by Desiree Holt
Birthday Bash by Kelli Scott
Accidental Romance by Jessica Subject
Island Bound by Kiru Taye
Pulse by B.L. Bonita
Virgin Under Ground by Kate Richards


 
 
Also by Heather Long
 
Always a Marine Books
 
Once Her Man, Always Her Man
Retreat Hell! She Just Got Here
Tell it to the Marine
Proud to Serve Her
Her Marine
No Regrets, No Surrender
The Marine Cowboy
The Two and the Proud
A Marine and A Gentleman
Whiskey Tango Foxtrot


 
 
The Two and the Proud
 
A 1Night Stand Story
Always a Marine - Book 8
 
By
Heather Long


 
 
Chapter One
 
 
Rain poured in great sheets as thunder rumbled and the occasional flash of lightning burnt his retinas. Rowdy checked the GPS for the third time when he swung into the carport outside the hotel. The Castillo Washington was a five-star luxury hotel parked squarely in downtown D.C. Fifteen minutes behind schedule; he was still thirty minutes early for his date. He preferred early to late. Handing his keys to the valet along with a tip, he took the claim ticket.
The interior of the hotel appeared as luxurious as all the advertisements boasted. Parquet floors, vaulted ceilings, crystal chandeliers, and a dozen intimately arranged seating areas. Shops lined one wall, offering designer clothes, shoes, purses, and souvenirs for hotel guests. Signs pointed in the direction of the front desk and the hotel’s various lounges.
Rowdy bypassed all of them and took a seat on a comfortable sofa outside the dark, moody Aces. It was after happy hour, but the business crowd inside remained thick.
A waitress scooted over to him. “What can I get for you?”
He blew out a breath. He’d debated this on the drive over. He enjoyed a good glass of wine, having grown up drinking his family’s personal vintage. But years in the Corps turned him on to various types of beer—and he enjoyed those even more. “Sam Adams. Bottle.” He added the last before she asked.
“Of course.” She set a napkin down on the table next to him and strode off, her hips swaying despite the briskness of her pace. Unbuttoning his jacket, he pulled out his phone, thumbing it over to the email box. He checked his watch and nodded. Still early, which gave him time to scan the crowd and observe his date as she arrived.
The waitress returned with his beer, and he gave her a credit card to open a tab. He was on his second swallow when a woman in a dark blue dress sashayed in. She surveyed the lobby, and the tables around him. For the briefest of moments, their gazes collided, but she moved on and waved at someone behind him. He washed back his amusement with another drink.
A trickle of female arrivals streamed past—they glanced at him or gave him a flirtatious smile but continued on to other destinations and plans. At five minutes past the appointed date time, annoyance crept in. Fifteen minutes passed and annoyance settled in his gut along with his beer.
He checked his phone for other messages—still nothing. The tables around him filled. But he wasn’t the only one sitting alone. Two tables over, a devastating redhead with relaxed posture studied the crowd. Dressed in a pair of jeans, suit jacket, and white button down shirt, she faded into the setting—which made no damn sense. She was one hell of a looker. Rowdy’s eyes narrowed—she wasn’t watching the crowd.
She stared at him.
The corners of her mouth curved into a mysterious smile and she saluted him with her beer.
He nodded and glanced down at his phone when it vibrated.
The mail flag signaled and he thumbed it open.
Feel free to join me.
His eyebrows climbed. It was a forwarded message—from the 1Night Stand service.
Slanting another look at the redhead, he lifted his eyebrows and she grinned. Intrigued, he grabbed his bottle and walked over to the sofa she claimed. “Good evening.”
“Good evening.” Amusement twisted between the words. She stood and stretched out her hand. “And let me begin this introduction with an apology…Kim Wakefield.”
“Hello, Kim Wakefield. Rowdy Easton.”
Her firm grip was warm, soft, and perfunctory. A lot like the woman herself. Despite her attempt to cover up her femininity, she only emphasized it. Of course, maybe she hadn’t attempted to disguise it. Women didn’t have to wear dresses on dates.
“You look a little confused.” She held his hand longer than was necessary, but he didn’t mind.
“Curious. Not confused.”
She released her grip and disappointment surged through him. A second curiosity, but he set it aside for the time being. She motioned to the sofa next to her, and he waited for her to sit before taking the center cushion. It put him right in her space—and what an alluring space it was.
“What’s got you curious?” She leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. She wore boots, laced tight, low heeled, and sensible. He knew expensive shoes and he knew combat boots—hers looked like a combination of the two.
“You.” He studied her face. Surprisingly, she didn’t have green eyes so traditionally associated with red hair. Instead, her eyes were almost the color of amber. Under the low overhead lighting, they gleamed like polished gemstones.
“Me?” She lifted her brows.
“Oh, yeah. You.” The waitress paused next to them and he held up two fingers. “Another Sam Adams and whatever the lady is having.”
“Corona Extra, two limes please,” Kim supplied and gave an amused snort after the waitress walked away. “I am not her favorite person.”
“Why is that?” Did she know the waitress personally? He glanced briefly in the other woman’s direction.
“She stared at you the whole time and you didn’t look away from me. Thank you, by the way. It’s a very nice compliment.” Kim moved with the bare minimum of excess. Her relaxed expression couldn’t hide the sharp assessment in her eyes or the air of expectancy wrapped around her.
“You’re welcome.” He linked his fingers together. The date arrangements they’d agreed on said drinks first. They could take their conversation to their reserved room after. Cocktails and conversation seemed a good way to kick off the night. So where did the sudden impatience curling through his gut come from?
“You still look…what was the word you used? Curious?” The low, smoky quality to her voice teased the hell out of him. But then so did her mysterious amusement.
“Definitely curious.” The waitress returned with their fresh beer bottles, served them, and he waited for her to leave before continuing. “Why does a woman like you need a service like this?”
“It’s not about need.” She met his question with complete candor. “It’s about want. We don’t really live in a society where you can walk up to someone and say, ‘nice shoes, want to fuck?’”
He damn near choked on his beer. Coughing once, he slid a sideways look at her. The amusement in her expression increased. “No?”
“Nope.” She leaned forward and looked at his shoes pointedly. “By the way, nice shoes.”
He laughed.
Kim Wakefield was an enigma—but damn, what a sexy one. He lifted his bottle, and they clinked bottlenecks in salute. “I like yours, too.”
It was her turn to chuckle and the sound rippled over him, a sensuous caress like nails stroking his spine. He took a long pull of the drink and settled back against the sofa. “So what do you do?”
“The boring work conversation. Hmm. Not the best opening play.” She winked and took a long drink.
“Hard to top the shoes,” he countered.
“True. But you could at least try….”
Is she challenging me? All right. “Does the rug match the drapes?” Embarrassment pricked him, but he ignored it and tossed the gauntlet down brazenly. She threw her head back and laughed again, the rich sound applauding his effort, but he didn’t count it a success until her amused amber gaze met his again.
“I could answer—but I get the sense you’re the kind of man who likes to fact check.”
Bold. Brassy. Brilliant.
He liked her.
“Yes, ma’am. I do.”
“Good, I prefer a man willing to work for what he wants.” She rolled her tongue over her lower lip. “Moment of truth time.”
“Oh?” After their rather bawdy, albeit bizarre, conversation—she wanted truth?
“I work for NCIS. Is that going to be a problem for you?”
The Naval Criminal Investigative Service. She was a cop.
His whole body revved.
 
Rowdy’s nostrils flared and his pupils dilated. His visible, physical reaction to where she worked and what she did for a living zinged her like a shock of static electricity. The clenched fist in her gut relaxed. Too often when men found what she did, they retreated or worse, they looked patronizing. The Marine sergeant did neither. He leaned closer.
“How long?” Even better, he didn’t ask the typical follow-up question.
“A few years. I got friendly with the agent onboard during my float on the Tortuga.” She cradled her beer bottle in her hands, twisting it back and forth. The cold moisture cooled the sudden warmth in her palms.
“No way you were a sailor.” The corners of his mouth curved.
“Hell, no. We stole the eagle from the Air Force, the anchor from the Navy, and the rope from the Army.” She lifted her eyebrows and waited. He didn’t need long.
“On the seventh day when God rested, we took the perimeter and stole the globe and we’ve been running the show ever since.” Their bottles clinked together in a toast. “Fighters by day….”
“Lovers by night. Drunkards by choice.” She finished it, joining him in the final act of the refrain. “And a United States Marine by an act of God.”
They tipped their bottles back and drained them before setting them aside. Her face almost ached from the smile, but she was right. All the background info she dug through on the 1Night Stand service and the security clearance request she filed were worth it. They hadn’t made it out of the lounge and for the first time in months, she relaxed.
“Seriously, why NCIS?”
“Counterterrorism, investigation, keeping the Navy and the Marines safe here and abroad—it worked for me.” She licked her lips. “I like being a Marine. I liked serving, but I wanted to do more, too. The funny thing was, the agent afloat was this real player. He was forever taking women out when we were in port and he knew even more…but he never hit on us.”
“’Cause you’d probably have hit him back.” Rowdy’s astute summation pegged it.
“Probably.” She shrugged. “Still, he gave me an opportunity. A couple of years later when I cycled out, I gave him a call. He hooked me up and I got a job.”
“That’s awesome. No seriously.” He raised a hand as if she’d protested the compliment. “Been thinking about what I want to do—got the letter a few weeks ago offering me an out. Don’t want to go back to the family business. Didn’t think about law enforcement.”
“I work cold cases, mostly, but everyone deserves to have answers. What does your family do?”
The waitress swung through and she didn’t bother with the flirt or come hither looks this time, replacing their beers with fresh ones. Rowdy waited till she left and turned sideways, their knees brushed and another finger of tension tightened inside of Kim.
A deliciously provocative tension.
“Military contractors. The family is Navy through and through. I’m the black sheep. I went Marines. Didn’t want to hoist the yardarm as it were.” His self-deprecation disguised the conflict his choice must have caused for his family. “Don’t get me wrong—they’re proud—but I’m not a nine-to-five paper pusher who enjoys blocking out the day with back-to-back meetings, inspections, and compliance reports.”
She promised herself she wouldn’t make a face, but couldn’t help sticking her tongue out in a grimace. “Bleh.”
“Exactly.”
The third beer would be her last. The warm and fuzzy radiating out from her belly didn’t need any alcohol to fuel it.
“I can appreciate that. I work for a living, and it’s not going to change.” She enjoyed his swift wit. “So why did you join?”
“For the Marines? Or….” He lifted his eyebrows teasingly.
“Both.”
“Well there’s a long reason and a short one—”
She arched her eyebrows at his dramatic pause, and laughed. “Please tell me you didn’t.”
“Hey, you like my shoes—that’s the long reason.” He added salt to the tease with a wink, and she shook her head, laughter vibrating through her. “The short reason is I wanted to. I know a guy who knows a guy—as it were—and he said it was worth the experience.”
“Yeah?” Curiosity aroused, she leaned toward him. They were close enough and the heat of him seemed to warm the air between them.
“Yup. There’s this unit—have you heard of Mike’s Place?” He brushed a hand across the back of hers, a light touch—exploring.
She liked it.
“Rehabilitation facility in Dallas.” She’d heard of it. She’d even written a check the month before to the fund the men and women in her former unit who were planning to donate. They were fortunate, they hadn’t lost any on their team…but not everyone was lucky.
“Exactly. Friend of a friend is there, and he said a number of the Marines who got the operation started used this service. Some were pretty damn successful.” He stroked the back of her hand, light casual touches. Each brush of his skin on hers created another tickle of sensation to skate through her.
He spoke with a beautiful cadence, every word measured and enunciated clearly. She’d thought his eyes were brown, but they were a distinct hazel—a sparkle of green against the earthier shade. When he tipped his head back to laugh, they darkened, but when he stared at her intently—like he did now—they seemed to gather the ambient light. Like glitter embedded in paving stones.
Slow down before you gush that he glitters in sunlight. She shook her head a little trying to shake the mooning, girly swoon out of her. Realistically, Rowdy was a good-looking man with even features, a slightly crooked nose and a strong jaw. His lips were firm and his eyes captivating. He was no cover model, but everything, from his manner to his speech, pulled at her and the desire curling through her belly had nothing to do with sunshine or sparkles.
“You okay?” Concern edged out his amusement.
“I’m fine. I’m just imagining you naked and it’s very distracting.” Once upon a time, her commanding officer warned her about being too candid. But Rowdy didn’t seem to mind.
Two heartbeats followed her statement and his humor resurfaced. “Well now, if you’re done with your beer, we can take care of your imagination with a reality check.”
She put the half-full bottle down, not really caring if she finished it. He motioned to the waitress. The action pulled her gaze to the way his shirt tightened over his chest.
Oh, yeah.
She definitely preferred reality.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Rowdy noticed the resemblance in the elevator on the ride to the fifteenth floor. He glanced sideways at Kim. Like him, she stood next to the back wall of the elevator, posture ramrod straight, hands relaxed at her sides, feet parallel and perfectly pointed forward. At his chuckle, she aimed a questioning glance in his direction.
He opened his mouth to answer, but the elevator dinged and the doors swished open. They both started forward, right foot first. His chuckle turned into a full laugh. She paused and pivoted to face him while he struggled to get himself under control. He laughed like some sixteen year-old, certain he would make it to third base before the date was over.
The humiliating, if humbling thought, sobered him.
“Dare I ask?” Her eyebrows arched in a delicious curve and the corners of her mouth flattened. Fortunately, she didn’t look annoyed, only curious.
“Just noticing some similarities. Had I seen you walk in, I would have pegged you Marine from the get go.” He glanced at the wall sign and gestured for her to precede him down the hall.
“Ahh, then you have discovered why I staged it to watch you arrive.” The teasing look she tossed him evaporated the rest of his humor and sent awareness flaming through his blood.
“Not really sure I care who got here first….” Admittedly, there was a hell of a lot about the lady he didn’t know yet and—if he thought about it for any length of time—too many unasked questions.
At the door of their reserved room, he pulled out the electronic keycard that he’d gotten earlier from the dating service, along with the address and the confirmation of their date. The lock flicked from red to green and he opened it.
The suite was far more sumptuous than his utilitarian apartment on base. From the plush, thick carpet, cheerful fireplace and candles waiting to be lit set romantically about the room to the champagne chilling on ice…it cried out luxury and hedonism. He held the door until Kim entered. She let out a low whistle, but her expression didn’t say impressed.
The room’s low lighting didn’t mute the storm’s increased force outside. Sheets of rain coated the windows and lightning flashed in the distance.
“I’m thinking you’ve been holding out on me, Marine.” The entry way descended three steps into the main suite. It was a luxurious room, but the sitting room was framed around the fireplace, with the bed tucked into the corner. It was cozy, romantic, and everything a couple needed for a night of passion.
He flipped the security bar shut and followed her casual path through the room. Does she just see the affluence? The Castillos did a fantastic job of blending wealth and comfort. The expense didn’t matter, but the effect did.
“It’s a nice room in a nice hotel in the capitol.” The deflection rang hollow and he could only imagine she heard the same emptiness. Kim walked over to the windows as though watching the storm, but he sensed the weight of her regard via the reflection in the glass. “Champagne?”
“You’re suddenly uncomfortable.” It wasn’t a question. “What changed between downstairs and now?”
He’d had alcohol downstairs. Considering the options, he bypassed the champagne and rummaged around the small wet bar until he found a bottle of tequila. He ignored the price tag, pulled it out and held it up.
She turned. “We need salt and lime to do it justice.”
“Yes we do.” He couldn’t agree more. Setting the bottle on the table, he dialed room service. “You want anything to eat?”
“Whatever is fine.”
When they answered on the second ring, he blew out a breath and managed a calm that did not reflect his inner turmoil. Something was off in the whole situation and he couldn’t put his finger on it. His instincts screamed, however, and he chose to listen to them right then.
“Hey can you send a couple of sampler platters and a pair of limes cut up for drinking and some salt? You can deliver the limes and salt early.” He replaced the phone in the cradle, pulled off his jacket, and rolled up his sleeves.
“Okay, now you’re really not comfortable.” She studied him with a faint frown.
“You’re right. I’m not. Never thought I’d be the guy who said an empty one-night stand didn’t appeal to me.” He threw the jacket on the bed and stared back at her. She was even more beautiful in the room than in the low light in the lounge downstairs or the fluorescent in the elevator. Her skin was like fine porcelain, pale enough to make the freckles—freckles she tried to cover with makeup—stand out. But she didn’t look washed out. Far from it. She was peaches and cream, a fine white wine, a rich sauce. Her amber eyes reflected the light occasionally and her red hair, tucked back into a neat ponytail, needed to be let loose.
“Okay, I’m usually pretty good at following a train of thought, but I think yours got off somewhere and caught a cab to the next station. You’re not interested in the one-night stand after all?” The first sentence came out as sassy as any she delivered downstairs, but the question echoed with a quiet vulnerability. It revealed a chink in her armor, an utter femininity. It attracted and baffled in the same breath.
“Didn’t say that.” A knock on the door interrupted and he answered it long enough to accept the lime and salt, passing the waiter a quick five and a “thank you” before shutting the door in his face. He carried the condiments over to the bar, opened the tequila and filled two shot glasses. “Lose the jacket and come have a drink with me.”
Her lips pursed and for a moment, the barest of moments, he thought she might refuse. She stripped off her jacket and hung it over the back of a chair next to the window. She wore a shoulder holster with a nine millimeter strapped under her arm.
Eyeing the gun, he waited.
“No one leaves the office unarmed. Standard procedure.” Her explanation made sense, but rang as hollow as his earlier deflection.
Hollow.
He snapped mental fingers. She’s been deflecting since the opening bit downstairs with the shoes. He could almost hear his libido release a low groan. Agent Kim Wakefield was no more comfortable with this night than he was—she simply played it better—keeping him off center and distracted until….
What? She fucks my brains out?
Not sure how those results could be a bad thing, he tapped the side of the shot glass. “Put the piece in the safe. They have the kind you can program here. I’ll keep my eye on the tequila.” He wouldn’t have tried to memorize her combination anyway, but he didn’t miss the minute relaxation around her eyes when he told her he’d watch the drinks.
True to his word, he kept his attention on the alcohol while she stowed the gun. When she leaned against the bar next to him, he pushed a shot glass over to her. “Let me preface this by saying I absolutely want to have sex…but I don’t want to be limited by the one-night stand.”
She hesitated in mid-reach for the glass and stared at it, not him. “Clarify?”
“I like you. You’re smart—which is both good and bad.”
“How can it be good and bad?” Her chin came up and she swung a hard gaze at him. Temper flared beneath the surface, bright as the lightning outside, enhancing the outrage in her eyes.
Gotcha. One little nudge to crack the cool façade and the passionate woman beneath glared at him. Yeah, that’s more like it. A second knock on the door interrupted, and he let her think about it while he took the tray from room service and sent them away. He set the food on the luggage stand and ignored it for the moment.
Sprinkling salt onto the side of his hand, he said, “It’s good, because it’s sexy.” He licked the salt, tossed back the tequila, and finished the ritual by sucking one of the lime wedges. “It’s bad because you’re playing a game with me.” He poured another shot since the first had warmed his gut and loosened more of the tension. He’d barely added more salt to his wrist when she caught his hand and stroked her tongue over his pulse point before gliding along the side of his hand to take the salt.
All the blood in his head rushed south and he let out a low whistle. “Damn.”
She slammed back her own drink and sucked on a lime, her gaze never leaving his. “Courage isn’t doing something because you know you can do it.” She moistened her lips and he couldn’t look away. “It’s doing what you’re not sure you can be successful at.”
Rowdy poured another shot and damn near swallowed his tongue when she offered her hand, the salt waiting for him. Taking the bull by the horns—or the agent by the wrist, as it were—he sampled the sweet flavor of her skin under the condiment.
“We don’t have to do anything,” he assured her. Hell, the last time he’d forced a woman was never, and he had no intentions of starting now.
They took turns with the ritual, her tongue laved against his palm and his balls went tight. He pressed the lime wedge to her lips after she finished her drink. He could almost see the hard tips of her nipples through her shirt when he bent down to lick salt from her fingers.
Her free hand glided under his chin, tipped his face to look at her, and their mouths collided. He wasn’t entirely sure which of them initiated the kiss, but their tongues dueled for dominance. Cupping his hands on her ass, he lifted her. She locked her legs on his hips, and it took four steps to get to the bed. They landed together, on their sides, facing each other and he delved deeper into her mouth, tasting the traces of their drinks.
Impatient with the ponytail, he slid two fingers beneath the band and worked it free. Her hair spilled in a glorious mass against the white comforter. In addition to the red, there were several streaks of gold, either kissed by the sun or on purpose—he didn’t know and didn’t care. “Talk to me,” he murmured against the corner of her mouth, nibbling a couple of kisses, which led to a series of them. He wanted to nuzzle her ear and feel her hair against his skin.
She arched her back and laughed when he closed his lips on the pulse point behind her ear. Always one to exploit a weakness, he paid particular attention until she squealed in breathless laughter and then lifted his head to look down at her. Her cheeks were a ruddy pink, flushed with passion and laughter. “Tell me—what’s got you so wound?”
“You just met me. You don’t want my life story.” She dragged him back down for another kiss. Admittedly, the soft satin and velvet of her lips were like a drug to his system, he could spend hours sampling the different types of kisses—the long, hot wet one—the sweet, almost chaste teasing one—and the hard-tongue-sucking-teeth-nibbling-drive-his-cock-wild one.
But as stiff and painful as his dick grew, he wanted more than a quick bang in the dark—he wanted all the passion and fire beneath the thin veil of ice. He rolled her over and pinned her hands above her head. Lifting his head, he stared down at her. Fuck, she’s gorgeous.
The buttons on her shirt had come loose in their tussle to reveal a lacy-cupped bra hugging her breasts. The light sprinkling of freckles on her nose stretched down to decorate the gentle swell of flesh straining against the bra. The pupils in her eyes widened and her breath came in gasps to match his own.
“You know the best part of a one-night stand?” He traced his fingers down the column of her throat to her chest and shifted to circle the outline of one stiff nipple. “You don’t ever have to see me again…we can say whatever the hell we feel like and there’s no judging, no strings, no consequences—”
One minute he was on top and the next, he was flat on his back with the titian-haired goddess straddling him. She flicked open each button of his shirt until she could tug it out of his pants and drag her nails lightly down his chest. “Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?”
Laughing, he curled upward and locked his lips around the nipple he’d been teasing, nibbling it lightly through her bra until her back arched and she hissed out a long breath through her teeth.
“We can talk about it after,” he unbuttoned her blouse the rest of the way and slid a hand around to unhook her bra.
“Good plan.”


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Kim didn’t know whether to scream in frustration or shout with joy. Of all the men the mysterious Madame Eve might have picked for her, she’d chosen a man who actually cared what she thought. Her breasts ached with every delicious caress he lavished on her nipples. He took turns, trailing hot kisses between each. His teeth scraped and electricity zapped through her. Tenderness snuck under the wave of passion with every stroke of his tongue. She cradled his head in her arms, holding him to her.
Emergency flags waved in her mind, but she ignored them. Rowdy’s hands slipped around her ass and flipped her over onto her back again. He traced a path across her belly to unbutton her jeans. His pupils flared until they swallowed the hazel irises. Dragging a zipper open never seemed to take so long or sound so loud. He slid off the bed and peeled the denim downward, sweeping her panties with them, but had to pause when he arrived at her boots.
Lifting up on her elbows, she grinned at him. Toe to heel on one and she kicked it free. He pulled the other off and then her jeans hit the floor and he stared at her, his eyes dark with desire.
“You’re beautiful, Kim.” He rubbed a hand along the calf of her leg.
“And you’re overdressed.” The temperature in the room couldn’t cool the heat raging over her skin. He stood at the foot of the bed, his shirt hanging open to reveal the ripped muscles stretched tight across his pecs and the sturdy four-pack of his abdominals. Lean and mean, like a Marine should be. She loved what she could see…but damn she wanted more.
He stripped off his shirt and dropped to wrap his arms around her. His kiss took her mouth, hard and demanding. His tongue invaded like a surgical strike, taking the perimeter and claiming it for his own. The rough fabric of his jeans glided against her legs, harsh and sensuous in the same breath.
Breaking the kiss, he nuzzled a path to her ear and tugged at the lobe. “Put your hands over your head.”
Her brain struggled to interpret the order beneath the fog of pleasure clouding her thoughts. She dug her fingers into his back, but he shifted until she pulled her hands free reluctantly. Shackling her wrists lightly, he drew them over her head and tucked them beneath a pillow.
“Keep them there.” He drew her earlobe back into his mouth and sucked on it. Shivers raced over her body and her nipples tightened further. He licked and nipped a path down the column of her throat, punctuating each stop with a word. “Don’t. Let. Go.”
He kissed her nipples again, licking swirling circles of pleasure around them then nibbled a bit at the curves of her breasts and dipped down to her belly button. Her belly quivered at the feathery touches of his lips to her flesh. She dug her fingers into the pillow, gripping it tighter the lower he traveled. When he slid his hands beneath her thighs and lifted her legs, she groaned.
Warm breath tickled the inside of her thigh. “Not letting go, are we?”
“No.” The single word came out as a growl between her teeth. He chuckled and showered warm, wet kisses along the inside of her thigh. He took his time, lingering at sensitive areas each time her hips bucked in an invitation. Her sex clenched in anticipation. Fumbling with the pillow, she nearly pulled her hands free, but he looked up the length of her body as though sensing the decision and their gazes clashed.
“Don’t.” One word.
One order.
And her body went liquid with need. She unclenched her hands and forced them to stay beneath the pillow. He slid forward and draped her legs over his shoulders and cupped her ass. It was torture, sheer, unmitigated torture—his hot mouth closed over her clit and she moaned. He sucked, drove her insane as the unbearable tension mounted inside her. Stroking his tongue along the length of her labia, he stabbed it inside her once in a provocative tease.
“You’re killing me,” she complained. She couldn’t hold still, even as he dug his fingers into her ass, firming his grip.
“Shh….” He whispered the command, but thrummed her clit until she nearly pitched over the edge. When he pulled back at the last moment, she got pissed. Tipping her head up, she glared down at him.
“Dammit, Marine. If you don’t put something inside me in a minute, I’ll scream.”
Rowdy grinned at her, a lazy, heart-flopping smile, bathing her passion in sweetness. “Is this what you want?” He drew one hand from beneath her ass and then a finger slid inside of her. It wasn’t much, but her eager body jerked to meet it, clamping down greedily as he gently thrust in and out.
“How’s that?” The droll humor barely disguised the husky need in his voice, but she writhed against the tension pulling at her.
“Yes.” Close…so close.
He bit down on the inside of her thigh—a sensitive spot and electricity zapped through her. She came in a rush, riding his fingers as he continued the rhythmic thrusts. When the lightning dimmed to quivers of pleasure, he slowed his fingers. She looked up to find him watching her, his sweet lips curved into the most beautiful smile.
The low light from the lamp haloed behind his head and the gaze locked on hers felt dark and hot. A fresh shiver of anticipation raced through her. “Better?” he murmured.
“Almost.”
“Oh, only almost?” He drew his fingers out, dragging them over the sensitive flesh, stroking around her clit, but not quite touching it. “Did I forget something?”
She gripped the pillow, tempted to throw it at him. The hard points of her nipples ached. Pleasure still danced through her blood and as good as an orgasm…. “More, please.”
“More.” His grin curved higher. “And you said please.”
“Yes, sir. Now give me more.” She feasted on the sight of his chest, surprised—and delighted—to see the sheen of sweat on his brow and glistening on his arms. He was nowhere near as unaffected and calm as he played it. “Unless we’re done with the keep-my-hands-still part?”
He slid off the bed and free of her legs. She couldn’t quite read the expression on his face, but his chest rose and fell rapidly. The veins in his arms popped above the muscles. She dragged one foot up the bed lazily, thighs parted. When his gaze fell to her sex and he moistened his lips, she smiled.
Definitely not in as much control as he wants me to think. He wanted her and the naked heat of his desire nudged her own need back into overdrive. Long seconds passed while he stared at her. A muscle ticked in his jaw and his breath echoed noisily as he exhaled. Finally, he shook his head as though breaking a trance. He pulled a foil-wrapped condom out of his pocket and his jeans hit the floor. It was her turn to lick her lips. His erection was full and a droplet decorated the tip. She wanted to lick her way from base to tip—what a tequila chaser he would make.
He slid the condom on slowly and, the hell of it was, the action only served to turn her on more. She rubbed her thighs together and lifted her hips, half in invitation and the other half in demand. But he didn’t rush. Smoothing the condom into place, he gave himself a firm stroke and her pulse seemed to double.
“Rowdy….” She pursed her lips, the heat scorching her insides climbing from slow boil to flaming sizzle. “Get your ass on this bed.”
He laughed. “You are very impatient for a Marine….”
“And even more so as a woman, but you have until three—” She didn’t have to finish the sentence because he crawled onto the bed and fused his mouth to hers, settling into the cradle of her legs, rubbing his cock against her sex. She dragged her hands out from under the pillow but he shackled her wrists with his hands.
Groaning, she gave a playful struggle and he laughed against her mouth. “Patience, very Special Agent Wakefield, or I’m going to come and then we’re back to square one.”
Catching his lower lip in her teeth, she rubbed her chest to his, the friction driving her nuts and his erection bumped her clit. She broke the kiss. “Rowdy….”
“Fuck it,” he groaned again, released her wrists, and drove into her.
Kim exhaled hard. He filled her, stretching her out in all the right places and seating so deep it melted her restlessness like sugar in the rain. She locked her ankles behind his hips. She didn’t want gentle, and based on the struggle in his face, he didn’t have it in him to give it to her anymore. He drove into her with hard, impatient strokes.
She welcomed the pounding, exulting at each exquisite glide of his cock against her inner walls. Her sex clenched around him, greedily holding on. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, a conqueror this time, mirroring every push of his lower body, driving her toward the blissful edge. With her hands free, she was finally able to let them roam over his body. She explored every ripple of muscle along his back, stroking them as they strained, and when she dug her nails into his ass, he swore and slammed into her harder.
The tension in her middle coiled tighter and tighter. She arched her hips, meeting every pounding thrust and her lungs burned. Oxygen became optional as she clung to him.
“Come,” he ordered, his voice low, and urgent. “I need you to come.”
Understanding that he struggled to hold off his own satisfaction while fulfilling hers burst the dam inside and she spiraled right over the edge. The climax struck her like a tidal wave, and she let out a cry, clinging to him. A second wave of pleasure burst over the first, and he tightened his arms, driving all the way to the hilt until a third wave robbed her of thought and he came with a shout. The tension rippled through him and down, and the waves eddied around her, drenching her in bliss. He collapsed slowly, and they clung to each other, slippery with sweat and sweet release.
He buried his face against her throat, and they panted for air.
“Better?” He asked when his breathing calmed, and she laughed.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
He pulled two bottles of cold water out of the mini fridge and trailed a caress along her bare leg with one when he sat back down on the bed.
Kim lifted her head and shot him a dry look. “Not nice.”
Looking at the length of her warm leg, superbly shaped muscle, and her very firm ass, he disagreed. “You said you were hot.”
Unabashed at her nudity, she rolled onto her side and snatched the bottle from his hand. He barely twisted the top off his when she pushed the ice cold bottle against his own ass.
“Damn, that’s cold.” He didn’t flinch, but only barely. Her laughter was reward enough. He tipped the bottle back and nearly drained it. His heart was finally beating a normal rhythm and he didn’t have to pant for air. Yet, every time he glanced at her, his cock stirred again—making its intentions known. It would recover as soon as it was able.
“Thank you.”
The odd sentiment turned him around, and he twisted to meet her gaze. “For what?”
“For not opening it.” She twisted the cap off. “Sounds stupid, but guys do it all the time. It’s sweet and thoughtful—and you are both of those things—but you still let me open my own bottle.”
Stretching out next to her, he flung an arm behind his head and used it for a pillow. “I would have opened it, but you grabbed it out of my hand.” He could have accepted the compliment, but why bother with false platitudes? Kim fascinated him, the layers of vulnerability hidden safely behind impenetrable body armor.
She took a drink, as thirsty as he was from the way her throat convulsed with each swallow. “It’s a bitch sometimes, being female.”
Yeah, he wasn’t going to walk into a landmine-laden field without a map and a guide—in fact, why not just go right around it? “I can’t imagine it’s any easier being an agent.”
“You’d be surprised.” She rolled over and leaned against the pillows. Her head was higher than his, but he liked the angle. He liked to see her face when she spoke. He’d ripped away some of the veil she kept over her expressions, and she stared into the distance.
“Shock me.” He ran his fingers over her thigh. Her skin was still warm and flushed from their lovemaking. The musk of sex lingered in the air, underscoring the sweeter fragrance she wore. Odd how he hadn’t even noticed it earlier, too captivated by the power of presence she cultivated. Bare ass naked and flush from sex, she still held him in rapt attention.
“A case doesn’t give a crap who solves it, and most of the time when I’m on an investigation, they don’t see me. They see the badge. Of course being a woman affects it sometimes—some people will tell me more because I’m female and some will tell me less.” She shrugged. “But it’s not maneuvers to see who gets to the door first or who picks up the check, or maybe I want to pick out my own damn wine.”
The chafing at being treated like a lady bothered him. He couldn’t put a finger on why, so he said nothing and tried to look at it from her viewpoint. She was a Marine. She served at least four years, the standard contract, and she didn’t have officer written on her, which meant she took the grunt route—like he did. She worked for NCIS, so she stayed involved even after stepping back from active duty.
Tough. Resourceful. Smart. The labels all applied. So why chafe at being treated with respect?
“You’re thinking awfully hard down there.” The lines between her brows wrinkled into a frown. “We’re supposed to be having a good time.”
“I am having a good time. I’m getting to know you—just haven’t quite figured it all out.” Rowdy sat and scooted down the bed to grab another water bottle. The fridge only had four when he opened it. He could call room service—again—but he didn’t want any other interruptions. Not to mention they still had food to eat and more exploration to do.
“Figure me out?” The dangerously soft question suggested he reconsider his phrasing.
“Yeah. I like you. I want to do right by you, and I was brought up to show a lady respect. It could be awkward if you’re offended by the same ideas.” He watched her chew the thought over while he drank.
Her expression barely rippled, but one corner of her mouth twitched. “It’s not that it offends me….”
“No? If we walked out right now, would you get upset if I held the door for you?” He finished the second bottle in three full gulps. Dammit, he would have to order some more.
“Probably, but then it would have more to do with being naked than you holding the door.” The logic and her grin combined to unravel his argument and he laughed. Tossing the empty bottle into the trash, he dropped down on the bed next to her and slid a possessive hand around her breast.
“So I think your feminine power argument is bullshit.”
“Yeah?” Her eyebrows lifted.
“Yeah. Okay, if you want to shovel the manure, I’m a big boy. I can take it. But you have something else going on and I want to hear it.” He stroked her nipple, firm little brushes—meant to be more comforting than tantalizing. But the water and the rest did the job. His energy returned.
She sighed and all the amusement in her face evaporated. Looking at the bottle in her hands, indecision shifted in her eyes.
“Sweetheart…I’m serious. You tell me anything you want. I’m a vault, it won’t come back out. But I know a little something about needing a friend. You need one right now.” He pushed. It was in his nature to push, something his superiors reminded him of each time they suggested officer training, but he didn’t want to lead. Knowing how to lead and having a desire to were two different things. But he also knew how to listen and to be a friend.
The silence stretched out and he waited. Her expression rippled, darkening like the storm outside. “You know Camp Whitehorse?”
Everyone knew about Camp Whitehorse. Some stains didn’t get washed out. They didn’t talk about it, and most didn’t fault it. War was hell and it was ugly. He shut down the train of thought and focused on Kim. “Yes.”
“So you know about Nagem Hatab.” It wasn’t exactly a question, more of a statement, but she glanced at him anyway. He knew the name, an Iraqi implicated in the capture and torture of a female Marine private. His subsequent death and the abuse involved had generated scandal—it was war—war was hell.
He nodded once, waiting.
“It wasn’t the only incident being investigated. Reports of—of others came to light during a different investigation.” She sighed and started to roll away from him, but he locked his arm and pinned her. Anger flared in her eyes, but he met it steadily.
“Not going anywhere. You don’t want to talk about it—you don’t have to.”
“It’s not about want—it’s about can’t. It’s an ongoing investigation. Legally, I can’t really comment on it.”
He dragged her back toward him and wrapped his arms around her. It was awkward—her body stiffened— but gradually she relaxed. He rubbed her shoulder gently. “Investigating Marines has to suck.”
“Yep.” One word, but so ripe with meaning. She traced a path along his arm with one nail. “Sometimes, it sucks worse than others. I don’t mind busting idiots who think running drugs is a good idea or boosting cars—or my personal favorite—importing liquor and cigarettes.”
He coughed. Sneaking cigarettes now and then wasn’t as unusual as one might expect. She glanced at him and he pasted on an innocent smile. Laughter bubbled through the stern expression and her body loosened, softening and cuddling against him.
Better.
“I’m not going to ask,” she promised.
“I’m not going to tell.” He winked.
The rain continued to hammer against the windows outside and she sighed deeper. “I like this,” she said, her voice hushed as though she worried about disturbing him.
“Me, too.” And he did, he liked having her leg tucked between his, and her body wrapped up tight. He liked not being alone. “Not going to bore you with some poor little rich boy story, but I’ve got options a lot of the guys in my unit don’t. So when they gave me the letter, I had to think about who it might benefit if I left—you know making room for those who don’t have choices they can make.”
“But you don’t want out.” Again, it wasn’t a question and he pressed a kiss to her temple. Her mind was a beautiful thing.
“No. Not really.”
She turned in his arms, shifting until he reclined back against the pillows and she could lay with her arms and hands on his chest, staring at him. It wasn’t as nice as holding her close, but he appreciated the eye contact.
“Then don’t.”
Good advice. Advice he’d considered and discarded the same night he received the letter. They needed to trim back to the active force—lots of guys left for injuries or at the end of their contracts. Lots couldn’t afford to go home to climbing costs in an economy that didn’t promise them a job. He didn’t have those worries. Financially, he could actually afford to be out of work. So, better it be him than a buddy with a wife, two kids, and a mortgage. He could take the hit for his men.
“It’s not so simple.” He would never allow it to be simple.
“It never is.” She bit her lip and it took about a decade of dilemma off her shoulders. He could imagine her as a young Marine, full of piss and vinegar and ready to take on the world. She could probably shoulder the world better now, ripe with experience and tempered by time. But he preferred the smile to the frown—the sharp, albeit acerbic, wit to the consternation and struggle. “The worst part of this investigation is I know one of the guys—personally.”
It was a fight to keep his tone calm. How personally did she know him? “Can you recuse yourself?”
“If it really becomes an issue—yes. Right now—I have a senior agent overseeing it. If it becomes one, we agreed he will step in and take the lead.” But she obviously didn’t want to surrender the case or worse, need to surrender it. There it was—the rock and a hard place.
“It pisses you off.” He couldn’t help the wonder in his voice, and the flash of annoyance on her face was cute—not that he planned to tell her anytime soon.
“Hell yes, it pisses me off.” Passion erupted and she started to rise. He pinched her ass and she collapsed against him.
“Stop trying to get away. We’re comfortable, naked, and I’m planning to lick my way down your body after our little get to know each other tête-à-tête.” He pressed a kiss to her slack lips, and her laughter vibrated through him. Her tongue tangled with his, and his cock gave a twitch. Oh yeah, he was definitely rested enough to start planning round two.
She broke away and dipped her head down to kiss his chest. “It pisses me off because it makes me feel weak—like I need someone to do my job.”
He appreciated her honesty and really hoped she didn’t blow up at him when he tucked his legs around hers and secured his position. “Well, I’m sorry, but that is just stupid.”


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Had he seriously called her stupid? Narrowing her eyes, she studied his too-calm expression. “What?”
“You heard me. That’s stupid.” Repeating it didn’t endear the word to her further nor did the kiss he pressed to the tip of her nose. “Come on. You’re stubborn, but you’re brilliant, too. Work through everything you told me and tell me you don’t think being pissed off because a senior agent has your back is dumb.”
The word grated, but she compressed her lips and considered his words. The senior agent hadn’t said she couldn’t pursue the investigation. He hadn’t tried to talk her out of it. He asked her three, salient, pointed questions and then ordered her to run all her reports through him for review. The first order didn’t bother her as much as the second. “If you discover a conflict—don’t care what it is or why you feel it—just tell me and I’ll take it from there. No questions asked.”
Rowdy’s eyebrows raised, his expression daring her to deny his words. She opened her mouth to refute it, but the words wouldn’t come out.
He leaned a little closer. “I’m sorry, what?”
The snicker escaped before she could contain it. “You must drive your commanding officers batshit crazy with your attitude.”
“Nah, they love me.” He grinned. “But I’m right—aren’t I?”
“Yes.” She sighed and relaxed into his embrace. He never let her go, never let her push him away or shut him out. Odd, less than three hours acquaintance and he had her number. Scary, too.
And really freaking attractive.
He nuzzled another kiss along her jaw, melting the stubborn tension and anxiety. “So what are you unhappy about now?”
“I’m not unhappy.” But she couldn’t stop the half grin from taking up residence on her lips.
“Okay, pensive, then.” He let her go, but not far, propping himself up on one elbow. He used his free hand to trace light patterns against her skin—the action relaxing and intoxicating at the same time. “Do you ever stop thinking?”
“Do you?” She retorted, grinning wider now. He hadn’t gone for officer and it surprised her. The man kept chipping away at her resistance.
“Yes.” He slid his hand down to her hip and tapped it lightly. “I’d love to stop thinking anytime you’re ready.”
Snorting, she rolled onto her side, and faced him. “Why did you sign up for a one-night stand?”
“I was lonely.” The frank answer startled and pleased her. “You?”
“Yeah…I get tunnel vision sometimes. I like to do a good job, and I forget that it’s okay to feel things even when they suck.” No shame or embarrassment accompanied the admission. Her pride didn’t twinge either. “I wanted to feel something good for a change.”
“And do you feel good now?” Despite his playful leer, an undercurrent of seriousness flowed along the words.
“Hmm. Not bad.” She cut her gaze down, studying the length of him.
“Not bad,” he repeated. “Not sure whether to be offended or challenged.”
“Would you like a hint?”
“No.” He nudged her onto her back and slid down to kiss her belly button. Her body tightened in anticipation. “I’m going to go with challenged.”
Her retort strangled on pleasure when he locked his mouth on her clit and sucked. It wasn’t long before she forgot to think, too.
 
***
 
It was after midnight. They’d eaten their food cold and laughed all the way through it. The storm continued to pound against the windows. Kim curled against him, her red hair spilling over his chest, her gentlest of snores telling him she slept deeply. All the lines of worry erased from her face. Comfortable and replete, he watched the flashes of lightning. Sleep, however, remained elusive.
“You’re doing it again,” her drowsy voice purred against him.
“I blame the high-minded company I keep.” He could almost feel her smile. Running his fingers through the silken length of her hair, he combed it away from her face. “Go back to sleep.”
She sighed and her breath tickled his chest. “Sleeping makes the night go by too fast.”
He didn’t disagree with the sentiment. “But you’re tired.”
“So are you.” Lifting her head, she looked toward the window. “It’s still raining.”
“Yeah.” What a gorgeous sound it created. Rain spattering the glass, the steady drum of it—he could almost imagine the smell and hear the wind.
“How long were you in the desert?” Of course, she’d clued right in.
“On and off—three deployments.” He liked the desert with its dry heat, golden sand, and merciless sun. But he missed the rain, the sound and the smell of it. “You?”
“No, I was afloat for most of my time in—we were on standby, but….” She shrugged.
“Good.” He liked the thought of her anywhere but the sandbox—the brutal, unforgiving, and, often as not, deadly-on-a-daily-basis sandbox.
“You’re perilously close to patronizing.” The lightness in her tone softened the edge on the word.
“No, it’s spot-on pleasure and protective instincts. Me, man. You, woman.” He mimicked a Tarzan tone.
Her snort amused him even more. “Okay he-man, she-hulk is glad she not have to smash, too.”
Humor chased away the melancholy, and he threw his head back and laughed. They shook together, giggling like a pair of adolescents on a naughty sleepover. The laughter was a cool autumn breeze, chasing away the sticky heat of summer. She shifted next to him. Her teeth grazed his nipple and his mind locked up.
Roaming a hand over his chest, she elicited tingling sensations with every teasing caress of her nails. She rolled over him, her damp kisses teasing across to the other pectoral while her hair slid across him like a sensuous blanket. Cupping a hand around his cock, she stroked a finger to the tip and slid down to sit against his thighs.
“Since we’re awake….”
The darkness in the room hid her smile, but he heard it. The flashes of lightning backlit her, a storm goddess come out to play.
“If you insist.” He grinned.
“Oh, I absolutely do.” She stroked him again, tracing her thumb over the head. No other part of her moved. Her head tilted, as though she watched him. Her hair glided over her shoulders, the length of it reached her breasts. He envied her hair—he wanted to play with her nipples, too.
She gripped the base of his cock and pumped a few times. He coiled, tension gathering at the edge of his nerve endings. His balls tightened and his humor evaporated. Like oil crackling on a super-heated pan, he was hungry for her again.
She released him and he bit back an oath. Instead of taking him in her hand again, she slid off his legs and balanced with a palm against each thigh. Without a word, she touched her tongue to the base of his cock and licked up one side to the crown, swirled her tongue around the slit and down the other side.
His body clamored, all the blood rushing to his groin, and his eyes crossed. Holy shit…. She repeated the lazy exploration with her tongue and pulled him into her mouth. His thoughts scrambled. She set to work, kissing, licking, sucking and driving him crazy. The tension in his tight balls surged, and he dug his fingers into the sheets, fighting the urge to roll her over and pound into her. She tried to take all of him, her hand increasing the pressure at the base.
Clenching his buttocks, he refused to buck, letting her drive the rhythm. His cock bumped the back of her throat. Her nails caressed his balls—a feather light touch—but he exploded, release swamping over him like a wild tempest sweeping away his control. She didn’t pull away, caressing him through the orgasm. Long minutes passed before coherent thought began to surface from the waves. She slipped away and came back with another water bottle and snuggled right to his side.
And the damn thing was he could sleep now, doused in the warmth of her embrace. He fought the closing of his eyelids, wrapping an arm around her to hold her closer.
What a perfect fit….
 
***
 
Dawn came too soon. She stood in front of the windows and stared out over the city. The storm had blown itself out sometime in the early hours of the morning. The sun turned the eastern sky a rich azure with streaks of pink and hints of orange. Rowdy’s warm, masculine arms slid around her, and she leaned back against his chest. He enveloped her in his clean, shower-fresh scent and she sighed.
“Real world time.” She fought to keep her tone light. The last thing she’d expected was reluctance to leave.
“Five more minutes.” His arms tightened and she closed her eyes.
“Okay.”
They stood until her phone buzzed, reminding her about a meeting. He let her go and she pulled it out, thumbing off the alarm. Steeling her courage, she turned to meet his gaze. “Thank you.”
“Thank you.” He smiled and her lips curved in response. “If you ever need to talk….” The invitation trailed off.
“You, too.” She forced herself to walk over to the safe. Unlocking her gun and strapping on her holster made it official. She tugged on her jacket then reached into her wallet and extracted a business card. She held it out between two fingers. “Seriously—you know, if you need anything—call.”
He accepted the card and slid an arm around her waist before she could slip back, tugging her close. He leaned down and pressed the sweetest kiss to her lips—no demand, no hard need—a tender gift. Forehead to forehead, his gaze locked with hers. “Cut yourself some slack, Special Agent Wakefield, and let your men watch your back.”
“I’ll do my best.”
And she was off, wrapping her soul in the body armor it would need to push on through the investigation. The loneliness dogging her steps for the last few months was gone—erased in one night. She left Rowdy in the room, but when she walked off the elevator and into the lobby—she whistled.
Oorah, Sergeant. Oorah.


 
 
Epilogue
 
 
Three Months Later…
 
Kim checked her watch on the way in the door for the briefing. She had two interrogations to complete and a stack of reports on her desk to file. Hopefully the meeting wouldn’t take longer than the allotted thirty minutes. Several agents crowded into the room, and as one of the last to arrive, she took a spot against the back wall and used her phone to review her email.
Giles Mann, the section chief, strode in to take position at the podium. He didn’t even have to clear his throat to silence the chatter. “Good morning, I know we’re all busy, so I’ll keep this brief. We have five new probies starting with us this week.”
New probies—probationary agents in need of on the job training—reassignments and an updated case load. Standard meeting material. Tuning out the conversation, she finished responding to the email from an agent afloat about a shared investigation and missed the names on the roster as well as the parsing of assignments since her name wasn’t called. The meeting ended as swiftly as it began. Escaping the room, she strode to her desk to gather her case files.
“Wakefield.”
The section chief stood a few steps away, but he wasn’t the person Kim focused on. Right behind the chief stood Rowdy. Her stomach plummeted, and her breath clogged in her throat, but she swallowed the reaction.
“Sir?” Flicking her gaze from one man to the other, she gave Mann her full attention.
“Special Agent Wakefield, this is Agent Easton. He’ll be doing rotations through the different sections for training. Your first probie, as it were.” Mann gave her a quick grin.
Rowdy stepped forward and offered his hand. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” His eyes twinkled with suppressed humor, and she smothered an answering smile. Electricity zinged through her with one quick handshake.
“It’s nice to meet you, too—Agent Easton.” She played along.
“I have a meeting with the director. Easton, you’re in good hands. Wakefield, make sure I have a copy of your interrogation notes this afternoon, I’d like to wrap up the Jensen case.” Mann left glancing at his watch, leaving her with Rowdy—alone save for the half-dozen other agents working at their desks in the bullpen.
“So, Probie…why don’t you get to work triaging these files.” She patted the fifteen new additions to the stack of thirty already fighting for space on her desk. Maybe by the time she was done with the suspect interview, she could figure out how to deal with having Rowdy there.
In her office.
The prospect thrilled and worried her.
“Okay.” He nodded slowly, the corners of his mouth curving. “Agent Wakefield?”
She paused. “Yes?”
“I’m really looking forward to working with you.”
Awareness pulsed through her blood. But this wasn’t the time…or the place.
“I hope you still feel that way when you’re done sorting those files. I have two interviews planned today. Get that done before I finish the first one and you can observe the second.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully, fighting a smile. “And if you’re really efficient, I’ll let you spring for coffee later.”
“Done and done.” He grinned.
She walked away, letting her smile out of captivity. I have a feeling life is about to get very interesting…. At the corner, she glanced back. Rowdy stood at her desk, files in hand, and he winked.
Yep. Really interesting. She blew out a breath. Oorah.
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Once Her Man, Always Her Man
 
Fulfilling a favor and executing a business plan, Luke Dexter arrives at Dallas’ Sybarite Club for a one-night stand. He never imagined he’d come face to face with the woman he left behind a decade earlier.
Rebecca Rainier fell in love with Luke Dexter in high school and was crushed when he dumped her to join the Marines after 9/11. Set up on a 1Night Stand by her business partner, nothing could prepare Rebecca for who her date is.
Can Luke and Rebecca bridge the pain of a decade-long abandonment, in one cold Texas night?
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Have you ever woken up every day afraid of everything?
For single mom and widow Melody Carter, six months passed since an IED ripped her life apart. Everyone is sympathetic and offers platitudes of comfort and support. Everyone thinks they know why she’s grieving, but Melody isn’t mourning her broken heart. She’s ashamed to be grateful her abusive husband won’t hurt her anymore and scared for her child. Born with a mild heart defect, her daughter needs lifesaving surgery and with her funds tight and her emotional scars tighter, she’s running out of options. When she receives an offer for assistance from Mike’s Place, can Melody put her faith in the men her husband called friend?
 
Have you ever woken up, day after day, to discover your body’s betrayal?
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