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Chapter One





So theyve got us surrounded, good! Now we can fire in any direction, those bastards wont get away this time! - CHESTY PULLER, USMC





Brody checked the suit jackets fit against his button down. Hed skipped the tie altogether. Dress blues were more comfortable than business slacks and a tie. Damon Sinclair leaned against the bedrooms doorframe. If that doesnt fit, I can jog over to the Captains or Logans.

Nah, itll do. Brody stretched his arms. The jacket was snug, but not uncomfortable. Youre losing bulk.

Damon shrugged a shoulder. I can still kick your ass. Sir. He tacked the last on as an afterthought.

Brody grinned. You dont have to sir me.

Old habits die after the Marine, not before him. Damon tossed him a set of keys. Im staying with Helena tonight, so the place is all yours.

Thanks. Brody shoved the keys in his pocket. Hey, Damon…is Matt okay?

Hes fine. He has good days and he has bad days. Fortunately the good days are starting to beat the bad. Todays just not a good day. You stepping in for his date is a huge favor, one hell appreciate. I think Doc and his lady are taking him out to dinner. Dinner with the Doc instead of his one-night stand might seem like a strange trade-off, but Brody didnt mind filling in or even being asked to fill in. A Marine needed his help, and that was all he required.

Yeah, okay. Its not like getting laid is a hardship. Brody understood the younger Marine, Matt. The kid had found a home in the Corps. Brody never thought that having a family could make recovery worse, but then all hed ever had to live up to was the Corps, and his brothers in the Marines.

Tick tock, Lieutenant. Youre gonna be late. Damon threw him a wave and was gone. The chef was in his element. Most of the guys were, with few exceptions. Even Logan seemed downright cheery when they went out for beers. The Captain was completely in love with his fiancée, the Doc was tight with an actress, and Logan couldnt shut up about a Gunnery Sergeant.

A Gunny.

Snorting, Brody inspected his appearance for neatness in the mirror and followed Damon out. The cooksorry, chefwas already long gone. Apparently hed met his match in an attorney, but it took a lot of patience on his part to keep her coming back for more. She must be worth it. He was damn near as cheery as Logan. The whole team seemed to be settling into civilian life.

Sliding into the drivers seat of the black hulk the guys loaned him for his leave, Brody couldnt begrudge any of them. He was one of the last of his unit still on active duty. The new guys were a decent crew, and he got along with them well enough, but it was still damn good to see the rest. Years of working together made the conversation easy, the jokes ribald, and the acceptance smooth. They didnt ask stupid questions, didnt mention things better left unsaid, and didnt give a good goddamn when they pissed him off.

The GPS turned on with the engine and Brody plugged in the clubs address. Thirty-six hours earlier, hed thrown his gear into the belly of a C-130 and left Germany for the long haul back to the States. Ten days of leave before he had to report in to the Navy Yard in D.C. Ten days to grab some pick up games with the guys, play poker, drink beer, and give the Captain shit about his new, old lady.

Laughter rumbled in his chest. He checked the directions once before pulling out of the parking lot and leaving Mikes Place in the rearview mirror. Brody had known about Rebecca for years, hed seen her name on the return address of many an envelope. It had been his job to isolate the notes and put them away for the Captain on more than one occasion. He was glad the two worked it out even if theyd met through some crazy sex service.

1Night Stand might be some exclusive outfit, but as far as he was concerned, they still hooked people up for sex. Not that he was complaining, itd been more than a few months for him and the opportunity to spend the evening with some good-looking, willing woman didnt turn him off. Still, what kind of a woman signed up for something like that?

Apparently most of the women his friends were crazy for went for a one night stand, so maybe the service was on to something.

The drive from Allen to downtown Dallas took the better part of an hour with the thick traffic streaming into the citys nightclub scene. Brody checked his watch twice. The date was set for seven and the last thing he needed to be was late.

Shannon. Heres hoping shes not too pissed about being traded off to a different guy. But then, if she wants sex, well I got that covered.

Hed been a little suspicious initially about the call, until the Doc explained that Matt was just having a bad day and theyd already cleared it with the service.

Signing up for a date with the 1Night Stand service was a pact most of his boys made after they returned stateside. Some of the unit struggled with being back in the world. Matt was definitely one of them. To support their brothers in arms, most joined, even those who thought they couldnt possibly need it like Zach or Doc, or even the Captain. The success rate didnt ease his skepticism and while he was still in Iraq, hed shrugged off joining. But he also gave his word that hed do it when he stood down. Since he had no intentions of going off active until they carried his body off the field, he was set.

Traffic thinned as he swung the truck into the valet slip at the Sybarite Club. The sexy valet was a surprise, and he couldnt stop the grin when her perfectly rounded white globes threatened to burst out of the square corset. She palmed his keys and gave him a ticket, and a wink. Maybe if it didnt work out with Shannon, he could look this tall drink of water up.

The doorman was tall and evenly built, but his eyes were careful and assessing, his gaze scanning him quickly and efficiently. Brody liked him immediately. The doorman may be dressed for pomp and circumstance, but he served as protector and gatekeeper. Sliding the valet slip into his back pocket, he grabbed his wallet and flipped it to the black card with its silver lettering. Damon had dropped the private invite by with the dinner jacket.

Welcome to the Sybarite Club, Lieutenant Essex. The topcoat and tails handed the card back and opened one of the dark cherry gothic style doors. The woodcuts might have startled him, but Doc had given him a heads up about the Sybarites eclectic predilections. The door featured detailed cuts of a man and woman engaged in cunnilingus and fellatio. As the doors parted, each figure was left alone and crying out for the other.

Damn. Brody stared at the images for a heartbeat or three. The blatant sexuality both titillated and repulsed him. Sex should be hot, wet, primal, and not on public display. Head shaking, he skated a hand over his hair. He missed his cover and it felt odd to be without it.

On leave. The stern reminder didnt relax his shoulders or the tingle of anticipation shivering through his gut. Not quite marching inside, he followed the carpeted entryway down four steps into a dark lounge sparkling with a stage show of three women in lacy clothing and impossible positions, while a pulsing musical beat summoned images of tribal music through the blues with a hint of rock and roll.

Low lighting by way of paper lanterns sat on every table, twisting long shadows from the dancers performance. The women bumped, ground, and shimmied their hips in perfect synchronization. As his foot hit the last step, the three women froze, the lights dropped and a spotlight shone on a leggy redhead striding out from behind the curtains. If Jessica Rabbit was a real woman, shed look like the singer who lifted the microphone to her lips and welcomed her audience with the low, husky whisper of an Italian Kathleen Turner.

That was sexier than the club doors.

The womans voice perfumed the foreign lyrics with forbidden promises. Servers in unrelieved black slipped in and around the tables, delivering drinks and food without disturbing the spell woven on the stage. He didnt understand the womans sultry Italian, but his lack didnt detract from the emotion.

Captivated, Brody stared as she massaged emotion from the music. His heart thudded a quiet counterpoint to the beat. Everything in the room hushed, from the whispers at the tables to the movement of the wait staff. When a man strolled out to meet the woman, she turned and caught his hand. He took up the song and it transformed from something provocative to a note that squeezed around his heart.

An echo of movement next to him tugged his gaze from the stage. A gorgeous woman stood next to him, her short black curls pinned carefully to frame her porcelain skin.

They are singing about goodbye, she murmured, her voice almost too low to be heard over the voices twining together, lovers dancing around the notes of the mans baritone and the womans husky alto.

I dont know the words. He followed her lead, loathe to break the spell spinning between the two singers. Somewhere on the stage, dancers moved, but they were so understated, he doubted the crowd was quite aware of them.

When Im alone, I dream of the horizon and words fail me. There is no light in a room where there is no sun. The womans words translated the underlying score of the singing. And there is no sun if youre not here with me. From every window unfurls my heart, the heart you have won. Into me youve poured the light, this light you found by the side of the road.

Oddly, tears pricked the back of his eyes at the sweet little catch in the siren womans voice. Pulling his gaze from the performers, he canted his head. Moisture glittered around the womans impossibly long eyelashes, but while she watched the singers, one hand toyed with a coin hanging by a silver chain around her neck.

She tells him its time to say goodbye, places that Ive never seen or experienced with you, now I shall. Ill sail with you upon ships across the seas, seas that will exist no more. Its time to say goodbye.

The music rose as the womans voice faded. His sirens face arrested with emotion, her fingers white-knuckled around the coin.

On the stage, the mans voice rolled in, a gentle thunder promising a storm across the waves as the water whispered to the shore.

He tells her, when shes far away, he dreams of the horizon and words fail him. He knows that she is with him, always with him. She is his moon, the sun, and no matter where he goes, she is with him, always and forever.

Brody didnt imagine the hint of tears sweeping through her words. He swallowed back the catch in his own throat. Hed witnessed too many goodbyes in the last decade, husbands, wives, or children wishing safety to their Marine as they headed overseas. Hed never envied those goodbyes, the poignant longing, the whispered promises, the quiet terror, or the brave faces. He never missed the letters carrying word of love and need, or the scratchy Skype calls with their glimpses of home.

Until now.

The siren paused as the music rose in crescendo and the mans baritone soared. He tells her, its time to say goodbye. She half swallowed the emotion around the last word. Places that he has never seen or experienced with her, he will sail too, and carry her with him, across the seas, seas that will exist no more. A single tear slipped down her cheek, glistening in the flickering light as though illuminated by a morning sun.

They are promising to revive them together, that they will be together on the seas, even though they are apart, that the sea will exist no more. She is with him and he with her, always. The final descant faded and the music ended, leaving only their haunting promise echoing in the air. The silence swelled and applause rippled across the room.

Brody applauded. His companion clapped as heartily, pausing only a moment to swipe away her tears. She grinned at him as the house lights came up, lightening the mood.

Thank you. He meant the words.

Youre welcome.

He stared at her, the pert nose, high cheekbones, and the warm amber sea that made up her eyes, their color like a blend of soft tan and gold, an impossible shade. She was lean, tall, and willowy in a way that hinted at fragility. But her eyes were warm, strong, and nearly as haunting as the music shed just translated. Even more impossible was the odd longing twisting his insides at the smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

Brody Essex, maam. He found his manners somewhere and extended his hand. Her eyes widened a fraction as though in recognition and the smile dimmed a note.

Shannon Fabray. His hand nearly engulfed hers. The chill in her fingers argued with the sultry heat of her eyes and he closed his fingers around hers, accepting the introduction, and wished he could warm them at the same time.

Shannon. My date?

Its nice to meet you. He dragged the words out of the dusty confines of his social skills. Its really damn nice to meet you.

Oh. Hell yes.








Chapter Two





Shannon looked up at the man holding her hand. The mild perplexity drawing his brows together when he listened to the music had drawn her like a moth to a flame. The performers offered a glimpse into the heady desire of a love that surpassed time and distance. Shed noticed Brody the moment hed stepped into the club, sucking all the oxygen out of the room with him. Years spent studying the masculine form didnt prepare her for the absolute maleness of him.

His cream-colored button down glowed faintly under the muted light. With the addition of a dark suit jacket and comfortable jeans, he screamed raw sexuality. His chiseled face, honed down to the bare masculine essentials. Strong cheekbones descended into a squared jaw with just the hint of roundness to blunt the edge. Clean-shaven, his face was tanned copper suggesting hours in the sun. He wore his dark hair cropped in a standard, high and tight Marine cut with the edges buzzed above his ears.

Even the mans ears were shaped well, perfect whorls close to his head with a seductively curved arch. Her palms itched as she studied his profile. Sculpting him would take hours. Subtle shifts in his expression suggested far more complex emotions than were readily visible at first glance. His rounded eyes had just the barest hint of a tilt to the edges. Lines of tension webbed out from their corners. He held himself erect, shoulders back, yet despite the stiff appearance of his posture, he stood before her, relaxed.

She read it in every even line of his body.

Stripping him mentally, she wanted to study the lines of his musculature. Would his chest dimple at the center over his sternum? Would his waist narrow below his ribs? Would he have thick, evenly spaced, washboard abdominals? Would his hips flare, hardening with tension where the skin stretched over his ass and down his thighs?

Moisture gathered in her panties and she forced her gaze upward. She was there to meet the man, maybe sleep with him, not strip him naked to sculpt him.

But damn if she didnt want the chance to at least run her fingers over the shapes.

Its nice to meet you. Brody dragged the words out slowly. Its really damn nice to meet you.

His voice carried just the vaguest hint of a New England accent, with hard vowels easing into the slow roll of his consonants. The way he spoke was both exotic and provocative.

Its nice to meet you, too. An entire hive of bees bounced around in her stomach, teasing the anxiety humming in her blood, and sending chill-laced tingles dancing over her skin. This is why Im here. The big, brilliant plan to get over the fear of being touched. God, does he have to keep holding my hand?

She fought the urge to jerk her fingers free as the moments he held her hand threatened to lengthen. Not fidgeting was harder than she ever imagined. Thankfully, a waitress chose that moment to glide up to them. Brodys mouth quirked into a small smile for the woman, but he barely looked at her.

Lieutenant Essex, Miss Fabray, your table is ready.

Lieutenant. Like a light bulb swinging on a solitary chain, the accent, the dress and even his posture made so much more sense. He was military. Likely active military if the waitress wasnt calling him mister.

Sucking her lower lip, Shannon tasted the chocolate raspberry lip-gloss shed decorated her mouth with as an afterthought. She hated make up and rarely bothered to mess with her hair. If Jeanine hadnt insisted on coming over to the studio before her date, shed probably have shown up in jeans, a T-shirt and her hair in a ponytail. As it was, the deep purple slacks and blousy black top with ties gathered snug around her too small breasts offered a different illusion. Her black velvet ballet flats skipped the need to balance ridiculously on heels altogether. She spent too many hours of her day barefoot to try and torture herself in heels.

Shall we? Brodys voice nudged her out of her ruminations and a guilty flush heated up the chill on her skin. She stood, staring at him.

Nodding, she finally dragged her gaze away and followed after the waitress. Brody closed the gap behind her, the warmth of him teasing her spine as they weaved around the crowded room to a small table tucked comfortably against the wall. The high-backed booth gave them a suggestion of privacy, but they could still see the stage.

Brody waited until she was seated, giving her a long considering look before sliding into the opposite side of the booth. Shed sat near the edge, not allowing him any room to join her on her side of the half round. Should she have scooted over?

Indecision tangled with self-preservation. Shed shaken his hand, which was a solid first step. Maybe waiting before he touched her again was a good idea. But even as that thought cemented in her mind, his leg brushed hers beneath the table.

She froze. The hard length of male calf seemed to burn right through the layers of clothing separating them. The heat seeped in, chasing the chill, and sent an entirely different wave of tingles dancing across her nerve endings.

Would you like something to drink? Or to hear about the specials?

Ill take a beer, whatever you have on draft is fine. Brodys words may have been aimed at the waitress, but his gaze locked on Shannons and a wrinkle of worry formed between his brows.

Alcohol right now would be a bad idea. Her insides shredded, torn between the desire to bolt and the desire to touch. Stop it. He hasnt done anything to threaten you or make you feel bad. Just order a damn drink already.

Actually, could I get a latte? With cinnamon?

If Brody was surprised by her order, he didnt show it. The waitress nodded, but she kept looking at him anyway. The waitress moistened her lips. The womans blatant interest annoyed Shannon. But he hadnt looked up or taken his eyes off of her.

Are you all right? His voice sent all kinds of shivery prickles through her.

No. Yes. Um…. Mortification punched through the words. Heat swept up her cheeks and she clenched her hands on the table to keep from covering her face with them.

Can I take D, all of the above then? Compassion eased the words, but his gaze never wavered nor lost its sober, serious gleam.

Im sorry, Im not usually this batty. God, she should go in the bathroom and smack herself. The man sitting across from her was gorgeous. But it wasnt just the contours of his face or the lines of experience etched into his features. He was just so male, everything about him humming with masculinity from the spicy musk of his scent to the hard lips that gentled into a smile.

Batty? Laughter breathed under the word. I dont think Ive heard that since one of the nuns yelled at me for driving her batty by canoodling with the girls.

Its a word. Shannon shifted her weight and clenched her butt cheeks, fighting the urge to fidget. The warring sensations in her body sharpened the dampness soaking her panties. The visceral physical reaction seemed to be completely at odds with the nervousness tap dancing on her heart. Its got character and it sort of sums up how Im feeling.

He waited a beat as the waitress delivered their drinks. The lights reflected through his golden beer and shimmered against the crown of thick foam at the top of the icy mug, while her coffee steamed and added a hint of cinnamon and pumpkin to the air around them. He held up a hand to the waitress, silencing the woman before she could speak. Can you bring us a sampler platter of some kind, and give us a bit?

The waitress murmured an of course and disappeared again. Wrapping her too cold fingers around the bowl shaped coffee cup, Shannon suppressed a shiver.

All right, who was he and do you need his legs broken? The comfort with easy brutality he offered didnt detract from the concern in his face or the targeted assessment in his eyes.

Im sorry. She blurted and ducked her head. The entire exercise was a terrible idea. Who was she kidding? She couldnt spend five minutes with a real man without coming apart at the seams, much less bed one or rediscover the passion missing in her work.

Hey, youve got nothing to be sorry about. Im a total stranger, but someone hurt you and Im guessing it was a guy. So if you want his legs broken, I can buy you dinner, take care of that, and drive you home.

Youre serious? She glanced up at him through her bangs, afraid to meet his eyes.

Absolutely. Only a chickenshit bastard hurts a lady. I have no patience for that. So you tell me about him, we eat, and Ill take care of it.

Was he for real? Shannon couldnt quite wrap her mind around the dead serious offer. Nothing in Brodys demeanor suggested a joke or even a line. His gaze remained calm, intense, and focused on her. He didnt pay any attention to the scantily clad women on the stage demonstrating their flexibility. She squirmed under the brunt of his stare.

You didnt show up for this date to get into a fight.

A fight requires someone hitting me back. Trust me. Brody grinneda long, slow grin that wrapped around her heart and tugged it away from punching her ribs. He wont. And if he does, that will just make it more fun.

The laugh escaped before she could swallow it. Her lips trembled and she smiled. I think thats the most romantic thing anyones ever said to me.

Then you have been seeing the wrong men, maam. Brody paused as the waitress brought a platter of fried foods, potato skins, mozzarella sticks, chicken wings, and more. Shannons stomach let loose with a gurgle of hunger as the scents assaulted her. He waved the waitress off and set a small plate in front of her. Ladies, first.

Lieutenant Essex….

Brody.

Brody, I cant believe Im saying this, but I think tonight was a mistake. She fought the urge to reach for the food, twisting her icy fingers around the coffee cup, desperate for the heat.

Maybe. But it wouldnt be the first one Ive ever made, and the food is good, the music is pretty nice, and youve got a great smile. So lets eat. He shoved the platter at her. What was the son-of-a-bitchs name?

Shannon reached for the platter obediently but hesitated as her fingers grazed the edge of the fried cheese. I dont know his name.

Brody nudged the plate again and she picked up the cheesy appetizer. Dipping it once into marinara sauce, she lifted and ate it. Aware of his approving gaze, she chewed thoughtfully.

Good? He spun the plate until the sticks faced him and the potato skins were closer to her.

Everything smelled good. It was all terrifically bad for her, but her stomach didnt give a damn about nutritional value. Finished with her first selection, she picked up a potato skin and two barbecue wings to add to her plate. She couldnt help another smile at his nod.

Yes. I am such a mess.

Youre hungry and youre nervous, and Im a complete stranger. But that has its benefits, too.

He was just so damn matter-of-fact. He picked up one of the barbecue wings and ate his way through it with absolute neatness. She watched his lips move against the saucy skin. They were firm, determined, and sumptuous. Especially when his tongue flicked out to lick his lips. Her calf relaxed fractionally as his leg leaned on hers. Or maybe her leg was leaning against his.

Besides looking at a living piece of art, Im not sure what the benefits are.

He stared pointedly at her plate and she let out a little huff then picked up the potato skin, nibbling the edge until the flavors of crisp potato, melted cheese and bacon caressed her tongue.

You can say anything you want, Im not going to judge. You dont have to see me tomorrow. Theres a lot of freedom when its only about tonight.

But you came here for sex. She said the word sex a lot louder than she intended as the music chose that moment to dip into a low note. Heat filled her face and she covered her mouth.

His soft laughter stroked her from across the table. I came here to meet a beautiful woman, listen to some sweet music, and eat dinner.

I guess two out of three isnt bad.

This can be dinner, it all depends on what youre in the mood for. His mouth quirked and she heard the gentle rebuke. He wasnt letting her get away with dismissing her own looks. But she knew she was far from glamorous like the women on stage, or as provocative as the women dining around him. Heck, the waitress looked more seductive than she did.

Why hadnt she worn a dress? Or something more attractive?

Youre too nice.

He shrugged. I dont have time for pretty words or empty compliments. He added more food to her little plate before wiping his fingers on a napkin and taking a drink of his beer. Do you want something else to go with this? Steak? Chicken? Fish?

What is it with you and food?

Youre nervous. Which means you probably didnt eat much today. Youre cold. Which means your system is crashing. Youre sweet. Which means you are sitting there feeling bad about not being something else instead of just relaxing and being who you are. Food can help with two of those and well work on the rest. Now, eat. The conviction and honesty in his words laid her soul bare and she reacted to the order.

Again.

She picked up a barbecue wing with both hands and turned it around in her fingers before taking a bite. Brody was right. He was a stranger. Hed come there, vetted by 1Night Stand, just like she had been. He wasnt a crazy or a psychotic. He was beyond kind, orders notwithstanding. But she didnt even reject the command in his tone, if anything it just made him sexier.

I was raped. She admitted this to the chicken wing, careful not to look at him. I dont remember it. I dont remember him. I dont even remember who it could have been. The words slid out of the rusty vault on a hint of tears, but she blinked them back. Five years of therapy might finally pay off. I was at a party and then I woke up, in my own dorm room, naked, used, and bruised. No one saw me leave with anyone, and no one reported anything amiss. It took me three days to even call it in and by then it was too late. What evidence they could gather was never enough.

Putting the chicken wing down, she dared a look at Brody. His expression remained steady but there was a fierce edge to the air around him. I dont know who he is or why he did it or if it really was rape. Maybe I consented. But I just never got past it. I did therapy, I changed schools, I threw myself into my work and here I am trying to look at a guy and not wonder if Ill wake up tomorrow and not remember any of it.

The whole idea was ridiculous. Critics called her work cold, divorced of emotion, and empty of passion no matter how clinically beautiful. She thought if she could get past her hang-ups, she could find that passion they said was so sorely lacking. She thought the service offered by the 1Night Stand would be perfect.

Safe, sexy, and simple.

Her stomach twisted around the food shed eaten. Dropping the remnants in her fingers on the plate, she leaned back. And before you say anything, I wont be offended if you want to bail. I thought I was ready for this and now Im not so sure.

You dont know me, Shannon, so Im going to forgive that insult to my honor. I would be offended if I walked away, so please dont suggest it again. Whether anything else happens tonight or not, Im having dinner with the sexiest woman Ive seen in a long time. Shes smart, she speaks Italian, and I really need her to stick around.

Why? She couldnt help but ask the question.

Brody gestured to the stage. Theyre going to sing again, and Im not really going to understand it if I dont speak the language.

She twisted to see the couple strolling onto the stage while the house lights dimmed and the stretched-too-thin feeling warping everything inside of her relaxed. Slow, sensuous piano notes drifted across the hushed whispering through the club. Brodys leg abandoned hers and a soft swishing pulled her attention back to him. Hed slid over in the booth and when his gaze caught hers, he tapped the spot next to him. Her heart pounded. Terror and excitement engaged each other in a fierce tug of war.

The singers low, husky voice sang in the sultriest notes. Shannon could stay safely where she was, and keep her distance. Or she could gather up the dregs of her courage and swap to the other side of the table.

Brody said nothing, merely watching her as the woman sang of the approaching night. If she sat there and remained a coward, he wouldnt think any less of her. It didnt matter that theyd just met and barely spent an hour together. Shed read it clearly in his even expression. He was on board with anything she wanted to do.

The hell with it….

Pushing her cup away carefully, she slid out of the booth and joined him before she changed her mind. The seat was warm from his body and the heat bolstered her flagging confidence. Brody smiled as he edged forward a bare fraction and murmured, Tell me what theyre singing about.

The whisper of his breath tickled her ear and she looked away from the singers to find his face just inches from her own.

Dear God, hes even more beautiful up close…








Chapter Three





Brody braced one arm against the back of the booth, not quite allowing it to touch her. Everything about her screamed fragility, but a core of strength lay beneath her fragile exterior. The quaver in her voice when she confessed why shed come on this 1Night Stand shamed his earlier thoughts. Thankfully, hed never voiced them so he had no apologies to make. He could wish she knew who had assaulted her. Breaking a mans legs was easier than destroying a ghost.

I am guessing this is a play in several parts because they are singing of seeing each other the first time and their first meeting. Shannon shifted toward him, her voice pitched low.

He remained completely still. Hed met enough girls in foster care, girls whod been abused, girls whod been molested, and more than one who fell in with the wrong boyfriend and perpetuated that cycle. It took strength to act. It took more strength not to react.

It was a dark day, she was so alone, not a friend to lean on, and then he came. He brought the sun with him, chasing away all the dark shadows in her life. She did not learn to breathe until he was there.

The little catch in her throat was back. The emotion quivering in her shivery tones beckoned to him. Hed never been one to walk away, not even from the most damaged of situations. Hed protected his fair share of strays through the years and every instinct screamed to protect this one.

He remembers the day as she does, the clouds on the face of the moon, the stars blotted out, with only heavens tears to bathe in and then she walked in and the sun tumbled from the skies to walk along the road, warming his path and bringing him home.

Brody spared the singers a glance. The pair stood at opposite ends of the stage, their backs to each other. The gulf between them was as palpable in the music, their song, and in Shannons voice.

She wants to always walk in the sun, but knows that even the brightest of days must give away to night and though they had to say goodbye, she carries the sunshine in her breast and will nurture it there. A low sigh escaped on the last word, but the mans voice picked up the descant and carried the song.

Despite the Italian and the soaring strength of his voice, he sounded nothing like the woman he romanced in song. His words were blunted, climbing one above the other in anger, worry, and need.

When the evening falls, and the daylight fades, he hears her calling within him. He wonders if he is sleeping and that thought pulls him away, but then she is there and it holds him completely, keeping him close though he is so far away. Absorbed by the music, Shannon relaxed and her shoulder brushed his chest, lightly at first, but when she turned to continue translating the slender weight of her pressed against his side.

She is alone as she walks into the room, the shadows around her, but from another world, where no other can follow, she hears him call to her. She follows him in her dreams, where she can cross over, never feeling close to home when he is so far away. In her dreams, he is searching, forever lost, forever hoping, clinging to the driftwood of memories, memories that tie them together. Her slender fingers curled into a fist and Brody studied the whitening knuckles. Letting go of his beer glass, he reached over and laid his hand over hers. Her soft, sharp inhalation pressed her closer to him. But he forced his fingers to relax, to drape over her hand as though a cloak, a human shield against the sadness ebbing in the song.

Her breath escaped in a whispery hiss, but she neither pulled away nor stiffened further. As the man took up the song again, she might have even relaxed. Or maybe it was Brodys imagination.

He knows he will be waking soon and she will not be there when he opens his eyes, and though he is leaving, he must try to go on believing that their time together in dreams is real. He doesnt know the reason, but it is as close as he can come to home across that ocean of reason. He will hold fast to it and he will find his way to her again. She went silent, the music rolling over the mans last note and then the stage went black. The applause, when it came, cracked like multiple gunshots through the reverent silence.

Shannon jerked and Brody wrapped his arm around her. Its okay, he murmured and her shaky laugh relaxed the tension in her shoulders. Squeezing her once, he loosened his hold so she could shift away if she chose.

As the lights came up and jugglers bounced onto the stage to lighten the gloom created by the singers, she dared a look at him. He met the nervous gaze with an easy smile. Youre really quite good at that translating.

Thank you. I did an exchange program in Florence when I was in high school.

Ive never made it to Italy. Ill have to go now.

I loved it. I always said I would go back, but Ive never had the time or the money. A flush stole over her face. What is it about you? I just keep saying the first thing in my mind. Im usually a lot more filtered than this.

I like this. So dont change. What did you love most about Italy? He glanced up and caught the waitresss eye. With a jerk of his chin, Brody nodded to the coffee cup and held up two fingers.

The art, the history, the feeling of walking down the same roads that the Medicis traveled, where the riots happened, where some of the greatest artists came to study, and the greater artists built their magnificent monuments. It was home to Michelangelo, del Verrocchio and so many others. The Renaissance was born there. I didnt think I would ever get tired of the city, and my host family was wonderful. They took me to see everything, willing to spend hours as I sketched, and studied. The wild light in her eyes transformed her from simply lovely to absolutely stunning.

Youre an artist.

The blush rising in her cheeks added another facet of loveliness. Guilty.

What kind of art do you do?

Shannon hesitated as the waitress brought over two fresh cups of the cinnamon coffee. Brody slid her hand over to the cup and gave her a light squeeze before staging a strategic withdrawal. She was still sitting right next to him, her leg pressed against his, her shoulder leaning against his chest and his arm around her back where his fingers could just toy with the collar of her jacket.

He could stand to let go of her hand.

Im a sculptor and it sounds a lot more glamorous than it is.

I dont know. He cocked his head and looked at her with a smile. I think youre pretty glamorous.

She paused, coffee cup halfway to her lips, and burst out laughing. It was the first real laugh hed heard fall from her lips since hed arrived at the club. It was rich, throaty, and filled with life. The laughter created sparks in her amber eyes, heating them as though a candle flickered just behind the irises. The sound reached inside of him and gathered his guts up in a fist, shaking him to the core.

Ive been called a lot of things. But never glamorous. She set down the coffee cup and twisted toward him. Her thigh slid along the seat until her knee tucked up. The casual contact sent a flood of heat into his stirring cock.

Do these look like glamorous hands to you? Shannon held up her fingers. Slender and evenly shaped, they boasted little to no nail length. Her knuckles were scraped, every single one, and the skin was torn, red and fleshy along the edges. Frowning, he caught her offered wrists, turning her hands out so he could inspect the callused palms.

No. They look like strong, capable hands unafraid of getting dirty, doing hard work, or reaching out to grasp what they want. They looked like the hands of any Marine after weeks in the desertparched fingers, cracked and blistered from the heat, and cut and scraped from the work.

Her eye twitched and Brody lifted her hands to his lips where he could lay a kiss to the tips of each hand. A lot like the very smart, sexy woman in front of me.

How do you do that? Her eyes widened a little, but her smile dazzled.

Do what? His brows rose in quiet challenge.

Turn a negative into such a positive. I cant possibly be what you imagined for tonight.

I work with what I have and when you spend your life with very little, you learn to appreciate every nuance of what is there as opposed to what might be. I had no illusions about tonight, so please stop picturing me as some brute who just wants to take you out to his car for a quickie in the back seat. I dont have time for beggars or bullshit. I like you. Youre funny. Youre smart. Youre sexy. You dont eat a lot. The corner of his mouth quirked up at her second burst of laughter.

I like you, too. The words bounced with the weight of her smile. I thought it was ridiculous to sign up for a one-night stand….

Brody lowered her hands, holding them lightly. He enjoyed the fact that she didnt pull away. Why did you sign up?

I dont want to be a downer.

Honesty isnt a downer. If you dont want to tell me, thats fine. But I would like to know.

He didnt push, but he also didnt pull his gaze away, not even for the crazy carnival characters laughing and dancing on the stage. The room faded behind her, a blurred background where the only sharply defined image was her sweetheart face creased by indecision.

I make men. Her lips twisted as though she thought better of the statement, so Brody waited for it to play out. I make sculptures of men. Its what I specialize in. I love the male body, the shape, the contours, the strength, the rugged and the soft. I love every part of it. But ever since college, one teacher after another, one art critic after another, has said my work is too cold, too clinical and it lacks passion. She nibbled on her lower lip.

So you want to capture the passion again?

Yes. I dont date. I dont like men, I mean I like guys, a lot of them, but only as friends. She sighed. This keeps coming out wrong.

Youre scared. Brody tested a theory and raised his hand to stroke a finger down her cheek. She went completely still at the action, but she didnt withdraw. Her pupils dilated, her lips parted, and her breathing grew shallow. Youre really scared, and youre not even sure totally what youre scared of. That makes it harder to put into words.

He paid attention to the sensitivity training hed received. As an officer, it was his job to look after his men and to watch for the warning signs. Posttraumatic stress radiated off Shannon, whether she was aware of it or not and made worse because she didnt remember her assault, just the guilt and shame of waking up after the fact.

It seems easier with you. Maybe youre right, its because youre a stranger, but you dont even feel like a stranger now.

He liked that admission and continued to stroke her cheek gently. She relaxed. Brody was a patient guy and he could give her the time she needed. I have an idea…its a little unconventional though.

Oh? Interest flared in her eyes.

I take it you have a studio?

Yes. A loft space in a reclaimed warehouse.

How far away is it? He traced the line of her jaw, edging gently toward her ear and down again to her chin, the motion smooth and even.

Just a couple of blocks, actually. A huge section of this area used to be nothing but old industrial warehouses. But most are converted lofts, apartments, studios, and clubs.

He slowly nodded. Would you be comfortable taking me there?

Her breath caught and her chin jerked up. Why?

You want to touch, to find the passion for the body again. I happen to have a body, and you can touch me at your leisure with no expectations, no demands, and all the control you could desire.

When she pulled back, he released her and let his hand rest on the back of the booth. Her mouth worked, but no sound emerged. A wild battle waged inside of her and every emotion flickered across her expressive face. Brody ordered himself to still and gentled his expression. It was a crazy idea, but fear was an insidious enemy. It burrowed in, sinking hooks into the tender part of the soul, rending and tearing when it was tugged at. Soon it became easier to hold onto the fear than risk the wounds of breaking free.

He understood it.

Hed fought it every day in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and more countries than he could name. He fought it when he got on a plane, when he stepped out of a Humvee and when he woke up in the morning. He never let the hooks sink in. She wanted to rip them out. It was why shed signed up with the 1Night Stand service. She wanted to find passion with a stranger, face down her fears and drive them away.

Brody was the right guy for the job. Hed face down every fear, no matter how bad it left him aching.

I dont know if I can, she admitted.

But you want to try. He heard her unspoken words.

At her slow nod, he slipped his hand around the back of her neck in a light caress. Her pulse beat madly in her throat. Nothing will happen that you dont want to happen. You want it to stop, you say stop. You want me to hush, say hush. You say it and I will do it, you have my word.

Do you mind if we walk there? Its not far and the crime rates really dropped in this area.

Sweetheart, it would be my honor to walk you to your studio, and trust me, no one is going to bother you.








Chapter Four





Shannon folded her arms across her chest as they stepped outside the club. The October air carried the promise of chill, but warmth from the day still drifted up from the cement. The smell of car exhaust mingled with scents of ivy, a hint of beer and from upwind, the rich, roasting aroma of beef from the steakhouse a block away. Brody spoke to the valet and came back with his keys. He wanted access to his car in case the club closed before he returned. He walked with such an easy, loping confidence. His posture never varied and his shoulders never slumped.

He really was a beautiful man.

And she was completely out of her mind. He lifted his brows at her.

Oh. Another blush rushed to her cheeks. Shed forgotten he didnt know which way, and she pointed east up the block. Its this way.

He hooked his thumbs into his jean pockets and cocked an elbow toward her. Uncrossing her arms, she slid her hand carefully into the nook created. He tugged her a fraction closer, sandwiching her hand into the warm of his body.

Are you for real? When shed signed up for the one-night stand, shed read all the literature, forced herself through the online interviews and questionnaires with the idea that it would all be worth it, if she could just get back on that horse again, take control of her reactions, and her body.

Last time I checked. Want to pinch me and find out?

No. She shook her head, laughing at herself. If I am imagining all of this, I dont want to wake up. The words sang with more truth than she could have believed. A surreptitious glance at her watch told her it had been less than two hours since shed walked up to Brody in the club, since she translated that first song and been transported by the sweeping emotions in the words to this warm bubble that now included the Marine.

Sitting in the booth, shed forgotten how tall he was. He stood more than a head taller than her, the perfect height to rest her head on his shoulder. It helped that he shortened his stride to accommodate hers and once again she was grateful not to be teetering on high heels.

If you were imagining all this, what would you change?

Hmm…Id be taller, prettier and a heck of a lot more confident. The words rolled off her tongue without a second thought, but they trembled with honesty. An honesty that was easier with Brody than any person shed ever met. Do you believe in reincarnation?

He didnt answer immediately. At the corner, he leaned away to hit the button and waited for the walk signal before answering. I dont not believe in it, but I cant say Ive really thought about it that much, either. Why?

She twisted to walk sideways, wanting to see his face, but her hand stayed firm in his arm. The casual contact was almost overwhelming in its intimacy. Because Ive known you for less than two hours and youre easy to talk to. I never thought anyone in the military would be easy to talk to, so damn easy to look at, or that I would invite him back to my studio.

Amusement crinkled the corners of his eyes. And youve known a lot of us military types?

A couple. Army mostly.

Oh. Them. That explains it. You just needed to meet a Marine, maam. The easy wink and gentle smile boosted her hear, and she skipped a half step and then they were at her building. Her legs locked, as though the cement reached up to grab her ankles.

Indecision swept over her. What was she doing, inviting him back to her place? Had she invited him? Or had he invited himself? Raw terror clawed at the insides of her belly and scraped against her spine.

What if she couldnt go through with it? Was that fair to him? Wouldnt that make her a tease of the worse kind?

Youre having a whole conversation inside that beautiful head. Brodys slow drawl tugged her gaze upward. He tilted his head, consideration and patience tangible in his gentle smile. Be nice if youd invite a guy to participate in his own defense.

Im crazy, she blurted.

Okay.

What? Shannon blinked, turning until she faced him. He shifted his arm, her grip slid off the crook of his elbow, but he caught her hand in his. The chill of the air teased the warmth suffusing her hand, adding tingles to where his fingers caressed hers.

Okay, youre crazy.

How is that okay?

Because crazy is in the eye of the beholder. Ive jumped out of planes, driven right into enemy fire, and conducted building-by-building searches in hostile territory for insurgents where the natives would be just as happy to blow my head off. Top that.

Shannons mouth opened and then promptly closed. Her heart pumped a little drum cadence against her ribs. Laughter popped the bubbles of nervousness flooding through her. Are you sure you want to come up to the studio?

Only if you want me there. Remember, this is all about you. You control what we do and you make the decisions. I am in your hands, maam.

Absolutely no artifice, teasing, or even hint of untruth flavored the words. The earnest declaration carried simple fait accompli. He meant it. Her confidence unraveled swifter than she could gather it together.

Get it together, Shannon. This is what you wanted. To feel, to touch, to look, and to experience passion again. Passion is standing right there, staring at you with those fuck-me-hard brown eyes and love-me-longer lips.

All right. Nothing like grabbing the bull by the horns. Or the Marine by the hand. She squeezed his fingers lightly. We go upstairs, I can show you around the studio, and we take it slow.

Yes, maam. The verbal snap of his heels in his words emboldened her further.

But if I say no….

No means no, maam.

She giggled. Please dont call me, maam.

His eyes crinkled with amusement. Sir, yes sir.

Laughter burst through her nerves, and she shook with it as she plucked her keys from a pocket and let him into the building.



***



They rode up the rickety basket elevator to the top floor, and Brody waited patiently while she disengaged the electronic security and relocked the doors four slide bolts. Shannon leased the entire top floor of the converted warehouse, with statues and sculptures in various states of completion filling a full half. Shed been getting ready for another show and shed already sold three of her marbles. Their owners loaned them back to her for the duration of the show. But the dispassion her critics pointed out was easy to see in the warm yellow light of the studios night system.

Her heart started jogging as she watched him stroll through the studio space. His gaze seemed to absorb every inch of the vaulted ceilings, the floor to ceiling windows, the stone and wooden bracers that created an illusion of filler, and the statues themselves. Brody paused in front of one, a sandstone-colored marble of a man sitting with a laptop propped open on his lap. Modeled on Rodins, The Thinker, shed added careful hints of modern technology from the computer to the iPhone sticking out of one pocket. The phone had taken her a week to get right.

Where do you want me? He stood in the center of the room, patient and relaxed.

You are so male. Her breath caught in her throat as she stared at him. In the low illumination of the studios nightlights he was pure man, shadows feathered half his face, casting him in sharp relief. His lips were barely parted, but were full, firm and even. His nose curved gently along the line of his profile, adding just the barest hint of softness to the hard jaw line.

Thank you. The easy grin stretched his mouth wide, but she shook her head slowly.

Dont smile and just stay right there. She stripped off her jacket and tossed it uncaringly onto a table littered with brushes, pencils, sketch pads and chisels. She fumbled through the stack until she found a clean sketchpad and a pencil.

Sliding off her shoes, she padded in a circle around him. The light was damn near perfect, but with only a look over her shoulder at him, she bounced over to the wall switches. Flicking two off, she glanced back and grinned. The change bathed him in a pale, golden glow and gave his tanned skin a burnished edge. The shadows were softer.

He watched her with amusement glittering in his gaze, but his lips were relaxed and unsmiling, just like shed said.

Now to find the perfect spot….

Somewhere between deciding on the settings and where to sit, her heart calmed to a gentle, sure cadence. The tension eased out of her joints and she moved in a slow loose, fashion. Brody waited patiently until shed settled, six feet away from him. Gliding down into a yoga position, she hooked her ankles on her knees and flipped open the sketchpad.

How long can you stand like that? she asked, her chin tilted up and pencil poised.

As long as you need me to. Confident, not arrogant.

She just might be in love.

For the next two hours she drew him, moving him to a new position about every third or fourth drawing. She concentrated on his face and his posture. When she asked him to take off the jacket, hed lifted both eyebrows.

Is that an order?

A delicious shiver of pleasure uncurled in her belly at the challenge. Her mouth dried and she flicked her tongue over her lips, desperate to moisten them.

Yes? The question mark punctuating the word didnt sound as confident.

Then make it one.

A second finger of heat stroked through her. Biting down on her lip, she glanced at the profile on the paper. It was probably the best shed done in years, and she still hadnt quite captured the pure masculine beauty standing in front of her.

Take the jacket off. She swallowed the please.

Yes, sir. The words reflected humor that didnt crease his lips reminding her that shed told him not to smile earlier.

And he hadnt.

He stripped off the jacket. The white cotton stretched hard against thick biceps as he hung it neatly off the back of a chair just a foot away. He took his position again.

Did she dare?

Take the shirt off, too. Her voice squeaked at the end, all the oxygen rushing out.

The barest hint of amusement curled the corners of his lips, but relaxed immediately and he nodded. Approval gleamed in his eyes as he stared right at her, his fingers loosening the buttons down his glorious chest. He tugged the shirt out of his pants and peeled it off, folding it like the jacket before setting it down.

The smooth bronze expanse of his wonderfully broad chest captivated her. Sinewy muscle stretched tightly under the bare skin and tapered down to his packed abdomen. Every gesture elicited a ripple of muscle.

Heat flushed her skin, but his nipples were erect and stiff against his broad chest. Exhaling a slow breath, she flipped the page of the sketchbook and didnt take her eyes off him as she began to work.

Broad chest.

Broad shoulders.

His shoulders bunched despite his relaxed stance.

The corrugated ripple of his abdomen was in sharp definition and contrast of his lean hips. But his jeans were in the way and she was already flipping to the next page, concentrating on sketching those abdominals, trying to split her attention between the page and his body. Flipping to a new sheet, she unlocked her legs and edged up onto her knees, sliding forward to get a better look. The overhead lights enhanced the taut plane, emphasizing each abdominal as a part of the whole.

Capturing the contours was the most difficult, but also the most provocative. Without thinking, she stretched out her hand to trace the line of his abdominal to the faint curl of hair visible above the cut of his jeans. Her fingertips burned at the contact and she jerked her head up to find his heavy-lidded gaze watching her.

Somehow shed closed the entire distance between them and touched him. Did that go beyond what hed offered her? How shy are you?

How shy do you want me to be? His words sent a tremor of excitement racing through her.

Not at all. She lifted hopeful brows.

Then Im not shy at all.

Her stomach rippled and she stroked down to the edge of the rough denim. Little shivers of electricity slid along her nerves. Her sex clenched in anticipation, an uncomfortable and exhilarating feeling. Shed long since accepted her immunity to even the loveliest of men. Then take these off.

His fingers drifted to the button of his fly and she considered moving away, but the hell of it was, she didnt want to. She wanted to see every inch of skin as it was revealed. Meeting his eyes, she said, Now, Marine.

Yes, sir.

The rasp of his zipper echoed loudly to her ears. The man wore neither boxer nor briefs. Her panties soaked through and she swallowed a little moaning sound because the sharp, sinewy definition popped in his thighs.

The experience of lascivious thoughts riding side-by-side with her artistic fascination struck her as surreal, but she enjoyed it. Brody simply exuded pure masculinity.








Chapter Five





The studios chilly air glided over his skin, but he barely noticed it. Somewhere between arriving at the studio and starting to sketch, Shannons eyes had filled with passion. Her scorching looks raked over him hotter than a desert sun.

He folded his jeans in half and set them with the shirt and jacket. He slid his shoes under the chair and scooped up the socks to roll neatly before depositing them with the rest. Shannon still knelt at the edge of the spot shed directed him too, so he resumed a relaxed attention stance. His cock stretched and thickened lazily under her heated gaze, and his balls tightened.

But she was in charge, so he would stand for hours if needed. The rapt appreciation in her attention added more tinder to the fire beginning the slow burn inside of him.

I…wow…um…just like that. Her breathy little whispers popped with feeling, and she split her attention between him and the sketchpad. Her pencils whispered across the page, scratching noises filling the air. She shuttled sideways on her knees to circle to his side.

She pointed a finger at him. Eyes front.

Swallowing the laughter the demure little order tickled inside of him, he focused on her worktable. Different blocks of stone and marble rested in piles. Some looked like debris, but he could see the beginning of a shape in one. Awareness of her flared along his nerve endings as she moved behind him.

It was harder to remain still with the soft feminine scent drifting around him. The subtle scent of apples and spring rain teased his nostrils. The artist girl next door, she mixed two stereotypes into a beautiful blend. Her unease and confession drew out the need to pound some idiot college kid flat. Sadly, the kid probably didnt even realize what hed done because it was all about a good time in college.

He subtly shifted his stance, tipping his head to the right, relieving the pull on his back and spine. Shannon entered his periphery again. Her pencil flew over the page, her lips parted, pink tongue peeking out as she focused. Hed never been the object of such intense scrutiny. It was at once both a turn on and mildly disconcerting.

Can you twist a little more toward me? She hesitated, the question tripping over a little catch in her voice.

Is that an order? He nudged her. She may have signed up for a 1Night Stand because she thought sex would reawaken the passion in her work, but it wasnt sex she needed. It was control. Control shed lost those years ago. Hed debated the validity of PTSD with James on many an occasion and the doc had a lot of good information, but one key fact seemed to be present in every victim.

Powerlessness.

The loss of control was the hardest to reclaim. So if he did nothing else tonight, he would give Shannon her power back. Shed grabbed at it with both hands earlier when shed ordered him to shed the denim.

She cleared her throat. Yes, thats an order.

Doesnt sound like an order, he teased, looking sideways at her. Her face was flushed a deep pink and her amber eyes shined.

Twist toward me, Marine. Hands loose at your sides, feet forward, chin dipped a fraction.

Yes, sir, he murmured. His cock strained. Who knew a woman giving him orders would be such a turn on? He didnt mind the position. It put her in his direct line of sight. Her stiffened nipples clearly tented the shirt she wore, the cotton clinging to the pebbled skin.

His balls squeezed. She wasnt wearing a bra.

He approved.

Better? He tested the limits of what she was going to tell him to do.

Yes. She breathed out the word and even the tips of her ears reddened where they peeked out from the black mass of hair piled up in curls. He wondered what it would be like to strip the pins out and let that magnificent length of hair fall. Do you want to see?

Hell yes he wanted to see, but it was probably just the sketch she was offering. Please.

Air brushed against him as she rose to her feet and held out the sketchpad. Shed filled a dozen pages easily. Shed sketched his face, his chest, his shoulders, a length of his thigh and to his own amusement, his ass. Shed drawn three pages of his ass.

You have the most amazing definition. I can see every muscle group clearly. She mimed shaping his chest in the air. I cant wait to get my hands wet and start work.

His cock bobbed its approval. Of course, it had to be her call. Her order. If she didnt demand it, he and his enthusiastic cock would be shipping out of her studio in a few hours. He tamped down the desire to push for more right then and grinned at her.

Youre really talented.

Thank you. She looked up, the blush stained her cheeks to pure pink. She wore next to nothing in makeup, scrubbed fresh and bright eyed. A contrast to the nervous woman fighting to keep her hands around her coffee cup, but far closer to the sultry voice shed adopted when translating the song.

He could spend weeks delving into every layer of this woman. He wanted to know every facet of her personality. He ached to explore every inch of her slender, compact body with its aroused nipples teasing him through her shirt.

Slow down, Marine.

The internal order did little to quench the thirst developing for a particular drink of the cool, endless water he imagined on her parted lips.

Do you mind if I touch you?

Hardly. But he didnt give voice to the thought. Thats up to you. Youre in control, remember? You decide.

She sucked her lower lip between her teeth the way he wanted to, but he remained still.

That doesnt seem fair to you. Her voice quavered on every word. I mean, youre naked and Im not. Im drawing you and youre just standing there.

I dont mind. I like the way you look at me. Id like it even better if you touched me, so seize that brass ring, woman. Ill catch you. But he kept that thought to himself. He could only give her so much control and she had to take the rest. Reclaim her power and wield it.

He was more than willing to let her wield it over him.

Lieutenant….

Seriously? My name is Brody. He gave her a stern look. Im right here, Shannon. You can do what you want. You dont have to do anything but make sketches. Youre the one in control.

But doesnt that take away your ability to choose? She swayed away from him and then back, each motion inching her closer to him.

Only if I didnt want to give that power to you. He sighed. Maybe he was going about it the wrong way. Maybe it wasnt enough to tell her she had the power, to encourage her to take it, but showing her might scare her more. Look at me, Shannon. Look at all of me.

He watched her eyes dip, the heat of her gaze scorching his skin. She fixated on his chest. Her expression betrayed the struggle against looking lower, but she won and her audible inhale encouraged him. She circled until she stood less than a foot away, staring at his fully engorged dick. Swollen to the point of discomfort, he didnt think it could be any clearer that he was all in.

Her hand eased forward and Brody forced every muscle to rigid stillness. His cock jerked in anticipation of the first brush of air preceding her fingers. She drew one over the tip and it beaded with pre-cum. His body didnt give a damn about his good intentions.

You can do this, Shannon. Trust me. You can do this. The thoughts filled with encouragement barely drowned out the roar of need racing through his blood. It was a hell of a good thing he was there and not Matt. The younger Marine wouldnt have had it in him to take care of her. Brody ignored the irrational flare of jealousy thinking about the kid being there instead of him.

Matt wasnt. Brody was. End of story.

I want to do more, but I am not even sure how to start, so…. Her hesitation tightened the pressure on his scrotum, but he waited patiently while her finger stroked the line of his cock to the base and up again.

Help me. The quaver in her voice didnt sound like an order. She sucked in a noisy breath then exhaled roughly. Show me how to do this, Marine. Take my clothes off and show me how to touch you.

Now, that was an order.

Hallelujah.





Shannons body pulsed with arousal, fear, uncertainty, and a desperate longing she could barely identify. Shed run away from intimate situations before, fled from them as though the devil himself rode at her heels. Shed signed up for a recovery class, attended therapy sessions, and read dozens of books on the subject. Shed even allowed two artist friends to try and make love to her, but their touch left her cold, alone, and uncomfortable. But not Brody.

God, not Brody.

He touched her with his gaze in a way that seemed to caress her soulfrom that first moment in the club when he reacted to the music, to the approval in his eyes when shed told him to strip. He reacted to her, but he didnt treat her like a victim.

The rational part of her mind acknowledged that he was seducing her. Surrender and seduction werent mutually exclusive, but the challenge of having this strong man surrender to her will was overwhelming. She could do what she wanted to do, but beyond studying his beautifully sculpted body and the fervent desire to lick him up one side and down the other, she didnt know what to do.

Worse, she didnt know how to communicate that need. Rational thought dissolved with the need to take what the man in front of her was offering. If she knew how, shed already be wrapping her body around him and begging him to drive that fierce, thick cock into her.

But she did know how. Didnt she?

Is that an order? His voice whispered seductively in her mind, trailing lazy tendrils of desire through the ribbons of thought.

She didnt know how to do it, but he did.

Help me. Dammit, she sounded so weak. She forced a long breath and banished her fear with the exhale. She could do this. She could drag the control away from him and surrender to it at the same time. Show me how to do this Marine, take my clothes off and show me how to touch you.

His smile grew and every muscle in her body tensed. Triumph and pride filled his eyes and he reached out to tug her shirt from her pants. He took his time and his fingers grazed her bare sides.

She forgot how to breathe. Emotion fisted around her heart, it wasnt only lust, but it certainly tasted like it. Shed almost forgotten how the wild, rampant tingles could pierce through her reserve. He urged her arms upward, his gaze never leaving hers. She had to pull her hands away from the swollen heat of his cock and the damp, flushed tip.

An electric current raced through her blood as the shirt came away. She stood, bare-chested and vulnerable to his gaze. Shed always thought herself small compared to other women. She didnt think shed enjoy being nude, especially not with a man looking at her. But Brody was so much more than just a man and his attention caressed her stiffened her nipples further. The awareness that shed captured his attention so overwhelmingly crowded through her mind.

She wanted to cover her breasts, but the very idea repulsed her so she held her arms aloft. Arousal clenched her sex tightly, but where she was hesitant, Brody was patient.

Kneeling slowly in front of her, he slid the zipper down on the side of her pants, his hands framing her hips. Thumbs hooking into waistband of the dress slacks, he peeled them down and carried her damp panties with them. He said nothing, carefully bracing her as she stepped out of the pants. He smiled, his nostrils flaring as he paused to press a kiss to her navel, just above the dark curls hiding her sex.

The feathery glide of his lips against her skin filled her mind with the most provocative images. Her imagination didnt need a lot of encouragement to feel his breath against her thighs, or the hard heat of his muscles stroking her body. Her nipples tightened, almost painfully, and she wanted to weep for the emotion sweeping through her.

The fear tumbled free, smashed by the excitement lancing through her. She wanted him to touch her. The lust gleaming in his eyes said he wanted to touch her.

He paused, almost considering. His gaze skated around the room. She didnt know what he saw when he looked at her studio with its wild variety of statues and sculptures in various states of completion.

What are you looking for? She couldnt quite mask the breathless anticipation in her voice or the impatience surging through her. Her sex clenched, dampness moistening her thighs. This close to such utter perfection and she was ready to explode from want.

A bed, he murmured. Or something that isnt filled with sharp tools that would damage your perfect skin.

Oh.

He thought she was perfect. Tears flooded her eyes and she lowered her arms slowly and held out a hand. Come with me.

Threading her fingers with his, she pivoted slowly on one foot and half-skipped, half-danced through the shadows cast by the overhead lights. She guided him through her workspace to the room hidden by an oriental divider. She spent so much time in her studio, shed installed a bed where she could pass out when the muse let her go. Anticipation curled through her, chasing away the sudden surge of old doubts.

The oversized double mattress was hardly big enough for Brody. The tangle of sheets was all jersey cotton and shed forgotten to make it again. She turned toward him and he crowded into her until the back of her knees touched the edge. Pulling her hands up to his chest, he flattened her palms against the flexing muscles, guiding her hands with easy strokes, letting her fingers trace the lines of his chest. His heart beat a steady cadence and his chest rose and fell with shallow breaths.

He seemed to be as affected by their touching as she was. She swallowed convulsively, aching with so many different emotions, and she didnt know how to give voice to them all.

Shannon? The gentle, sweeping word teased and comforted her. The absolute gentleness carried no hint of judgment and released a wave of tenderness in her breast.

Warmth teased her skin as the length of his body pressed close to hers, not quite touching. She basked in the heat, the slow understanding, the naked desire that he made no show of hiding, or the patience that shook off the last, lingering doubt.

She wasnt that girl anymore. She had the control, it didnt matter how much he wanted her. He wasnt doing a damn thing unless she told him to do it. Hed given his pleasure into her hands and from the wide, thick size of his cock, his want was apparent. But he only stroked his body with her hands, doing exactly what shed told him to do.

Why not your cock? She asked the question, blushing at the boldness obvious in her words.

Because Im worried that Ill come all over you if I let you stroke me.

She loved his rippling muscles beneath her fingers. She could study their shape for hours, but the easy confession of his own precarious state had her pulling her hands from his. She took his face in her hands. Despite his shaved appearance, she felt the hint of stubble on his cheeks.

Rising to her tiptoes, she guided his face down to hers and whispered, Kiss me. Their lips brushed together, once, twice, three times and then his mouth slanted over hers, his tongue gliding in and demanding entrance. She parted her lips under his, clinging to him while their tongues tangled.

She slid her hands up to smooth over his close-cropped hair. The cut tickled and tingled against her palms. She surrendered to the need to touch him and stepped into him, electricity bloomed through her as her nipples brushed his chest and his stiff erection thrummed against her belly.

He tasted so wildly, intensely masculine that she barely noticed the undercurrents of coffee, or the light dinner they shared. All she tasted was Brody, and she moaned his name into his mouth.

The delicious moment filled her with a confidence shed never experienced and when she broke the kiss, they both panted heavily. His eyelids were lowered, drowsy with passion, and his firm lips curved into the sexiest smile.

Make love to me, she beckoned. Touch me.





Brody held onto his control by the thinnest of strings. Watching her take back her own power through control was the most arousing thing hed ever experienced. Imagining his cock sliding into the vise of her sex had him on the cusp of blowing. He wasnt kidding when he said he wasnt sure he could hold out against the stroke of her fingers, not after nearly losing it to the single brush of her fingertip along his head.

But this wasnt about him. Hed given the entire night to her and his pleasure stoked hotter because of the woman blooming in his arms. She tasted of coffee, sweet cinnamon, and a spice so feminine that it provoked every male instinct he had to claim her.

The rapid beat of her pulse, the quiver in her words, even the hesitation in her smoldering eyes told him that as titillated as she was, the power he gave her was as frightening as it was intoxicating. So she was giving it back, through her orders.

Brody slid his hands down to cup her sweet little ass and then he lifted her, driving himself crazy by stroking her body up the length of his. He deposited her on the bed, following her down and catching himself on one arm. He teased the line of her jaw and then swept down to one breast, sucking the hard little nipple into his mouth.

Her skin was a wild contrast of petal softness and pebbled hardness. Her fingers clutched his head, but he refused to hurry. He transferred his attention to her other breast, teasing the hard little nipple with light grazes of his teeth until she began to roll underneath him. His body throbbed, begging him to bury himself in the sweet, little sex. He traced his lips down her belly, pressing a kiss to the ridge of curls before delving deeper.

She was wet with need and the musk of it filled his mind with erotic images of hot, wet, mind-blowing sex. Wildness filled him along with the urge to flip her over and pound out the desperate need for release crawling through him. He wanted to pick her up and settle her on his cock and encourage her to ride him into oblivion.

He wanted to slam her against a wall.

He wanted to take her on the floor.

Every position flashed through his mind as his fingers parted her damp lips, and the heady scent of her arousal filled his lungs. She rose up to her elbows, her mouth parted as she stared at him. Their eyes met and he leaned forward to draw his tongue up the length of her slit.

Her head fell back and she cried out, the response so raw, naked and primal, he refused to tease her any further. She wanted him to make love to her. Pushing a hand under each thigh, he pressed her wider so he could delve his tongue between the folds.

Her muscles clamped, flexing and pushing back at him, but he held her firm and took her sweet little clit into his mouth. She moved under his mouth, her ass grinding against the bed. Three firm flicks of his tongue and she exploded. He drew away, slipping his finger along the labia until he could stroke her clit gently, petting her through the orgasm. He drank in the image of her, her curls tumbling free as her head rubbed against the sheets.

As she finally stilled and looked up at him, her amber eyes warm with release and passion, he slid his finger away and put it to his lips. She tasted so fucking sweet. Her mouth opened and he saw the tension beginning to coil in her. She reached out, but he evaded, backing up quickly to dart into the other room. Hed never moved so fast in his life when he grabbed his jeans and jerked a condom from the pocket.

He was back in record time, unrolling the latex over his aching cock. She was up on her elbows, her face softening at his return. He wasted no time in covering her orgasm-loose body with his. He dove down to capture the smile on her lips in a kiss. She responded, her tongue gliding out to meet his. The abandon with which she gripped him was his undoing. Shannon had no idea what control she really had over him, and he realized it only in the moment that his patience snapped.

He devoured her mouth, shifting his hands down to lift her hips, positioning her. He broke the kiss and grasped his cock to guide it to her slick entrance and pressed forward slowly. Desire flooded her expression and she dug her fingers into his shoulders. But she didnt close her eyes as he pushed his way into the silken, hot glove of her sex, the muscles clenching him so fiercely he thought he would explode.

She was so damn tight.

Inch by inch, he worked into her sex. Because no matter what her experiences were before, she was tighter than any virgin hed ever had the pleasure of tasting, and they all paled in comparison to the wild, wanton rising to meet him. She nodded her head as though giving him the assent he needed. Bracing her hips, he pulled back and thrust in, deeper and deeper. Her legs rose to lock around him.

He wanted to make it last, but his body had other ideas, especially when she thrashed up to meet him, pelvis to pelvis and stroke for stroke.. His balls drew tight and when she let out a moan that carried his name, he jerked convulsively against the hard fisting of her sex around him.

The orgasm shredded him and he collapsed slowly, careful to not crush her and then rolled, pulling her boneless, trembling body on top of him. They tangled in the sheets and the musky scent of their passion. She lifted her head drowsily and looked down at him, an almost heathen-like smile.

How long before I can order you to do that again?

Brody laughed.








Epilogue





Six Months Later

Somewhere in the Middle East



Lieutenant, mail call. The private dropped a small bundle on his belly and ducked back out of the dimly lit room without waiting for a response. The dry heat of the day permeated the sandstone building and if he didnt have night patrols to run, he wouldnt even be in his bunk. Picking up the little bundle, he stared at the return address.

Shannon.

He grinned. The sexy little artist had turned out to be a hellion in bed. Hed spent most of his leave going back and forth between Mikes Place and her studio. They talked. They had sex. They talked some more. And he posed for her.

When his leave was up, the hardest part had been saying goodbye. Harder still was her driving him to the airport and standing there with that wobbling smile. She didnt cry, but hed seen the glimmer of tears in her eyes. It was the first time anyone had been there to see him off and it unraveled a fierce emotion in his chest.

He forgave the guys in that moment. Forgave them for setting him up, a confession hed wrung out of Damon after admitting he was crazy about Shannon, but didnt want to tell her that hed been a stand in. Apparently, theyd signed him up for Madame Eves 1Night Stand, but didnt think hed go for it. Matt, it seemed, volunteered for the ruse and hed fallen for it.

Thank God, I did.

Touching the envelope to his nose, he could imagine it perfumed with Shannons elusive spice. She wrote him religiously, mostly about her work and how excited she was. She filled every letter with so many details. He could see her working away in her studio. She was going back to Italy in three months and he had leave coming.

He was going to meet her in Florence.

Tearing the envelope open carefully, he caught the photo that fell out. The writing on the back was in Shannons curly, artistic scrawl and it just said, My Marine.

Flipping it over, he grinned.

The statue stood brazenly in the center of her studio. The mans rugged features were definitely Brodys. But it wasnt just the raw naked man, but the mirror formed from dark marble that reflected a saluting Marine, field gear and all, facing the nude that undid him.

Damn right, Im her Marine.

Semper fi.
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