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Chapter One
 
 
The music playing via her earbuds kept her running apace. Mary, Stormer to her friends in the Corps, jogged through the streets, weaving in and around the businessmen on their way to the office. Some people liked to run on the beach, others preferred the park or the hiking trails. Mary liked the city streets—the thrum of traffic building up, the throb of drums and steel guitar on her iPod, and the road rising up to meet her feet. She ran steadily, her clothing soaked with sweat, but even heading uphill didn’t slow her down.
It wasn’t like she carried a rucksack or wore combat gear. In fact, her shorts and tank top were as close to naked in public as she’d been in months. California breezes washed over her sweat-slicked skin and a wild grin hovered around her lips. It felt good to be home. It felt better to run. The tension at home had reached unbearable levels after just three days back in Los Angeles. Her mother wanted her to opt out of her contract and go civilian while she still had her looks.
Flames of resentment burned through her. Breathe. Three days on leave at home and she wanted to board the first flight for Dallas, but she planned a full week with her parents.
I miss them so much when I’m away, but I forget that most of the time, distance is what we need. I should have just gone to see Jazz. She can sex up her hot fiancés anytime she wants when I’m not around. Fiancés. Stormer snickered. Hard enough to believe that the tough gunny was getting married, even more difficult to wrap her mind around the fact she intended to marry two men.
Dropping her pace to a fast walk, she pressed two fingers to the pulse point on her neck. Four-count breaths brought her heart rate down. She paused at the corner to wait for the traffic light, and took the time to stretch. The area seemed vaguely familiar. It took a moment, but she realized her favorite coffee spot sat a block up.
The temptation of a rich, foamy pumpkin latte on the cool California winter morning verged on perfect. Pleased, she walked across the street and began a light jog toward The Orange Rind. A completely ridiculous name for a coffee shop, but since it sold fresh-squeezed juices and Slushies, she forgave them. Their coffee was unmatched.
The music track rolled over to a personal favorite and cranking the volume  up, she moved at a more sedate pace by the time she reached the shop. Waiting in line patiently wasn’t a hardship, not with the rich coffee scent to tease her palate and solid tunes in her ears. She fought the urge to dance in place, settling for tapping her fingers against her leg.
The line in front of her moved and a tall guy with a thatch of thick black hair brushing his neck and a rumpled appearance that cried, ‘just rolled out of bed,’ stepped to the side and leaned against the counter—clearly to wait for his order.
He glanced back at her and she gave him a quick, polite smile as their gazes collided. She shouldn’t be staring—or judging. Just because the man wore a polo and khakis and seemed ready to walk out to the golf course at seven a.m. on a weekday didn’t make him a lazy bastard or wealthy dilettante. Hell, she’d jogged in an exclusive section of the city, about to order a cup of eight-dollar coffee just for the thrill of it.
Looking him over again, she found him checking her out. He stared at her hard, the tiniest of frowns wrinkling his brow. Lifting her eyebrows in challenge, she waited for him to look away but he didn’t. Thumbing her music off, she pulled out the earbuds to ask what the hell his problem was, but the barista waited on her order.
“What can I get you ma’am?”
“Double tall pumpkin spice latte, with extra foam.” She pulled a credit card out of her back pocket and slid it across the counter. Despite having received his drink, her gawker still stood at the counter when she walked around to wait.
And he still stared.
Maybe it was years in the field or maybe it was just her sour attitude after the argument with her mother the night before, but she wasn’t in the mood to have some stranger undress her with his eyes.
She whistled between her teeth. “My eyes are up here.”
He glanced up and amusement curved his lips. “I know. I wanted to see if you had a tattoo.”
“Is that some new form of pick up line?” Damn, she must be rustier than she thought if she didn’t know the latest techniques. But then, she hadn’t lived in California for years, and her last trip home hadn’t included any kind of dating or introductions. After attending her grandmother’s funeral, she went back to base and off to deployment. She hadn’t spent seventy-two hours straight in the state since she enlisted.
“No.” He shook his head and laughed. The barista called out her order and slid the coffee cup over.
Claiming it, she gave him a half salute. “Have a good one.” She turned to leave, but rather than accepting the brush off, he followed her and grabbed the door.
“Sorry, not trying to go stalker creepy on you, but you remind me of someone I used to know—hence wondering about the tattoo.”
The unabashed flirting rolled over her and she tipped her head back. If this guy thought her an easy mark, she couldn’t wait to disappoint him….
Still, the longer she spent with him the more familiar he seemed. Definitely not a Marine. He didn’t carry himself that way and wore his hair too long. So why did it feel like she recognized him? “What kind of tattoo?”
“A purple butterfly—on her calf, just behind her right ankle—tiny, delicate thing. I used to think it was a fairy, but she corrected me. It was a butterfly.” He cut himself off, perhaps realizing he’d gone to unnecessary lengths.
“I used to wear one in high school, but it was a press on. I had hundreds of them. If I’d gotten real ink, my mother would have had a coronary.” High school. “Kyle?”
“Mary?” His eyes widened and his grin grew with delight.
“Oh my God.” She opened her arms and they hugged, a quick, firm embrace. And despite her joking thoughts earlier, he was hard bodied beneath the polo and khakis. Retreating from the hug, she studied him. “It’s been….”
“A decade, yeah. You look fantastic.”
The affection- laden compliment buoyed her pride. “You’re looking pretty good. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you.”
He snorted. “I grew three inches between graduation and my freshman year at college and all my acne cleared up. I would have been shocked if you did recognize me.”
Now that he mentioned it, he did seem taller than she remembered. He easily topped her five foot nine. Of all the people to run into—she’d liked Kyle in high school. He hadn’t been a douche about her looks, and he never tried to feel her up or ask her out. He actually noticed she had a brain.
Glancing around the rapidly filling street, she motioned to a table. “You have time to…?”
“Hell, yes.” He grabbed a chair and pulled it out for her. It was a sweet, genuine gesture. “How have you been? You moved back here?”
Setting the iPod and earbuds on the table, she said, “No, just a visit.”
“Ah, the reunion.” A hint of bitterness creased the words.
“Yeah, no.” She shook her head. “I know it’s happening this weekend, but I’m not going. You?”
“Thought about it, but….” He shrugged. “You should go though. You had a lot of friends in high school.”
“I knew a lot of people and a lot of people wanted to know me because of—” she grimaced and twirled her finger in the air. “You know, the thing.”
“The beauty pageant thing? Oh yeah. I remember.”
The Marine in her cringed and she swallowed back her embarrassment with a long drink of the latte. “Yeah, that thing.”
 
Of all the people in the world to run into at The Orange Rind—Mary Phillips—deluxe senior goddess with a soul. Yes, she had won the genetic lotto, a gorgeous blend of her African-American father and Asian mother, and yes, he’d had more than a few fantasies about her through their four years together from freshman to senior years. For him, she remained the one who got away—not that he’d ever managed to cobble together the courage to ask her out.
They were in most of the same classes together, and he loved her as a lab partner. She’d never shrugged off the work to hang with her friends or get a pedicure—she actually did the work. Including the single most awesome detonation of a soda bomb their high school had ever seen. Beauty queen or not, hot bod or not, her smarts turned him on. He couldn’t quite keep the grin off his face. “So what have you been up to? Didn’t you enlist in the army or something?”
“Marines.” Her lips twitched with amusement. “And I’m a career grunt. I work for a living and I like it. What about you?”
“Built a company, sold a company, made a few million, and now I’m bored.” Which sounded terrifically lame when compared to her job. “You stationed here or overseas?”
“Overseas mostly. I’m on leave currently.”
He didn’t know a lot of military personnel or whether it would be rude to ask where? Or what? Scratching his jaw, he skipped the question in favor of…. “Got any plans while you’re home?”
“Not really, just seeing my parents. It’s been about five years and I was getting the ‘notes.’” She delivered the last right down to the air quotes. Not even the Marines could take the California out of his girl.
Clearing his throat, he stuffed that thought into a dark closet in his brain and shut the door. They were having coffee, not happily ever after, and he wasn’t a horny teen with a hard dick and a desperate desire to jack off to her text message about explosive equations. “You’re parents can’t be that bad.”
And he would know that how?
Scratching his jaw again, he blew out a breath and leaned back in the chair. He needed to relax. She’d been happy to see him and he no longer worried about some dumbass pantsing him while he talked and leaving him standing there half-naked, effectively killing any chance he might have had to impress her. These days, the same dumbasses who gave him shit back in the day now called him sir and hoped he’d talk to them about a new lucrative venture.
“You’d be surprised. You forget that for my parents, image is everything and I hardly work in a glamorous enough field.” She didn’t sound like she minded their disapproval. “So you built a company? How do you do that?”
“You get a good idea, make it work, patent it, and then start selling it. I worked out of my mom’s garage all the way through college, and made my first million before I finished my bachelor’s degree.” He chuckled. “I honestly hadn’t even realized how much I made until Mom insisted that I hire a real accountant. She was like my secretary, slash manager, slash billing department.”
Mary grinned. “And you made a million bucks?”
“Yeah. She apparently got behind in the bookkeeping that year. I was buried in classes and design and didn’t notice. She took a long weekend and caught it all up and then gave me an earful about being more on top of what I was doing. We got a lawyer and an accountant the next day.”
His mother was the best thing that ever happened to him. She worked two jobs and put herself through school. She bought a house for them during junior high just to get him into a better school and the mortgage half killed her. Paying off that house was the first thing he did with his income and buying her a better one came next.
“That’s—funny as hell actually.” Mary laughed. “I can’t imagine having a million bucks and not even realizing it.”
“It’s never been about the money. I like designing software and I always tried to make the next one and keep my grades up. People actually liked them and apps got popular in the last few years—that made a huge difference.”
“Okay, tell me a program you wrote. Let’s see if I know it.” She propped her chin in her hand and stared at him, her deep black eyes like pieces of the starry sky plucked down to glimmer at him.
He considered it and took a long drink of the coffee. “VerifyIt.”
“Fact-checker software—you wrote that?” How hot is it that she actually recognizes the little program that could?
“Yep. Started off as just something I wrote for myself to help with papers, later it turned out to be pretty lucrative. I modified it last year after all the reports about bad facts in the news and political speeches. You input a statement and it looks it up, runs a Boolean search on about four different search engines, collates the data and gives you results.”
“But how does it know that it’s found ‘facts’ and not just an op ed piece or a fauxpedia entry?”
Her tongue skated across her lower lip and his blood drained south. It actually took him a minute to remember the answer.
“It has an algorithm. It compares the websites it locates to a table of data from location to meta entries, to number of visits, to sources used by the page. For example, if it’s a dot org, because most of those are far more regulated than a dot com, it will give it more weight. If it’s a dot edu it will give that more credibility, too. It can’t tell you that a fact is absolutely true, but it can tell you where to find the information that supports or debunks it.”
“No wonder you made a fortune on that. That’s so cool. Go you.” She drained the last of her coffee and stood. He rose with her and sighed. She probably wanted to return to her run, but he could sit there and talk for hours.
“Thanks. Hey, before you go—” He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Call me before you leave? Maybe we can grab dinner and catch up some more.”
“Got a phone on you?” She took his card and slid it into her sports bra. Yeah, that didn’t help his scrambled thought process any.
He pulled his phone out and she rattled off a series of digits. “That’s my cell. Call it and not my house and yeah, I’d love to get dinner.” She pressed her fingers to her throat and slipped her iPod back into its snap at her waist. “It was good to see you, Kyle.”
“You too, Mary.” Uncertain whether a hug would be appropriate, he held out his hand and she gave it a quick squeeze. Electricity sizzled through his nervous system. She winked, tucked her earbuds into place and jogged off.
She didn’t have her cell phone on her…so he dialed the number. He listened to the quick message that answered as he watched her run down the street. “Hey, Mary, it’s Kyle. What are you doing tonight?”


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
“So he called you before you were even out of sight?” Jazz’s tinny voice echoed from the speaker phone. “Not sure whether that’s creepy or sweet.”
“Sweet.” Mary checked her appearance in the mirror. The buttercream silk dress drifted against her skin like heaven. She skipped jewelry completely, preferring to wear a watch. But she gave a concession to the dress and chose a gold watch. The overstuffed jewelry box on her dresser offered her a wide selection. She didn’t recognize several pieces. Her mother had been shopping again. “Definitely sweet.”
Smoothing a hand over her hair, she shifted sideways to check her silhouette. She’d bought the dress three years before on another leave, but never had an excuse to wear it. The sleeveless top and gathered bodice made it an ideal evening casual dress. Fortunately, it seemed she’d lost a few pounds rather than put any on. Not that she dressed to impress anyone.
“You like him.” Masculine laughter burst out in the background and faded as though Jazz moved away from her fiancés—two of them. Just the idea made Mary laugh. She would settle for one guy, and her best friend had two.
“Yes, as a matter of fact I do but it’s not a kink thing. It’s a he-was-a-decent-guy-in-high-school thing.” She chewed her lower lip. “Lipstick or no lipstick?” She couldn’t quite decide.
“You planning to kiss him?” The bed squeaked and Jazz let out a sigh. She still went to physical therapy three or four times a week. She didn’t have all of her mobility back and occasionally her calls were punctuated with swearing about her leg, but if she didn’t bring it up, neither did Mary. Jazz lived—that’s all Mary cared about.
“No. It’s two people getting together for a meal and to catch up, not one of your sex dates.” The prim note in her voice reminded her of her mother and she winced.
“Hey, my sex date turned out freaking awesome and you asked me for all the details. And if you’re not going to kiss him, wear lipstick so he wants to kiss you.”
The advice made sense, and the laughter in the other Marine’s voice warmed her. “Yes, your sex date was awesome. But this isn’t the same thing.”
“You can still sign up. I have all the info and the referral if you want it.” She must have covered the phone, because her words muffled. “Out, this is girl time, boys. We can play strip poker later.”
Another soft burst of laughter washed over the end of her words.
“Sorry about that. Anyway, what was I saying?”
“You were trying to hook me up. Maybe you’d like to share one of yours—you know since you have two,” she teased.
“Yeah, no.” Jazz replied, cheerfully. “And I mean it. I know it sounds weird, but that 1Night Stand lady—she knows what she’s doing.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. In the meantime, I’ll settle for my vanilla dinner date with the hot millionaire who knows how to treat a lady—” She cleared her throat and glanced at her watch. She ran well ahead of time. She’d told Kyle she would meet him, but he really wanted to pick her up. Capable of getting herself from point to point, his insistence flattered her. And it doesn’t hurt that having a man pick me up will get my mother off my back.
“Millionaire? I thought you said he sold his company.”
“Hence the millionaire, although I have no idea how much money he made.” Mary crossed over to the frilly window seat and sat down. She eased her feet into strappy sandals. She hated heels—she’d spent too many years strutting across a stage in stilts. She’d prefer to wear her boots, but they definitely didn’t go with the dress.
“You don’t care either.” Ever practical, it was one subject she and Jazz agreed on wholeheartedly. Money made life easier, but it sure as hell didn’t make a person worth knowing.
“Nope. He’s really cute—I tried to find my yearbooks to see if he showed that potential back then. I mean he was always smart and polite and sweet, but dayum. He got fine.”
Jazz laughed. “Well then get off the phone with me and go knock him dead. Are you wearing lipstick?”
She lied. “Yep.”
“S’okay, let him kiss it off. I bet it looks better on him anyway.”
“Bitch.”
“I love you, too. Oh, fine. Logan, don’t turn on the football game. Anything but that.”
The mock horror in Jazz’s voice sent another ripple of laughter through Mary. The phone disconnected and she sighed.
After damn near losing her to that IED, she liked hearing Jazz’s voice on the other end of the phone. She would love it more when she got a good look at her in person, and in two weeks she would. She glanced at her watch again…ten minutes until he picked her up. Would he be punctual or annoying?
 
Kyle turned the car in a quiet U-turn to slide up to the valet stand in front of the Nucleus. It was a blues-meets-jazz-meets-modern club that had opened the year before. The laid-back mood inside seemed perfect for chatting and they often featured local musicians, but the food—yeah, he chose the place for the food.
Mary studied the blue electric lights illuminating the club name. “I don’t remember this place.”
“It’s new.” The valet opened her door and another came around to take his keys. She waited on the sidewalk, looking better than a million bucks. “But I think you’ll like it. You remember that old drive-in that used to host Freaky Friday movies?”
“Oh, the Gemini. Yeah, I heard they shut it down.” The last of a dying breed, the lingering holdout to a bygone era couldn’t compete with the move to digital and multiplexes with their one hundred-and-twelve screens. “Which is sad. The sound quality sucked, but it was a great place.”
“Exactly.” He grabbed the door of the club and opened it. She gave him a bemused smile and strolled inside. “The guys that own this place? Owned the Gemini.”
“Oh, God.” She stopped. “Please tell me they serve—”
“Green chile chili fries? Oh yeah, baby. Yes, they do.” Her delight made the surprise completely worth it. The fire hot chili fries tasted beyond excellent and the most popular item served at their little snack shack on the Gemini property.
Mary put a hand over her heart and beamed. The wattage in her smile sent electricity zinging through him. “I think I love you.”
“Just wait till you eat them. You’ll be mine.” He winked and her laughter buoyed him. They didn’t have to wait long. As soon as he’d decided to ask her out, he called in a reservation. The club décor—like the music—mingled classic with the modern. They had a booth near the stage and she slid right in, scooting around so they sat near the center of the horseshoe.
They gave their drink orders to the hostess and Mary reached for the card on the table advertising the evening’s entertainment. “This is nice.”
“I like it. When I heard they planned to open it, I checked it out for nostalgia. But I come back because it’s worth it.”
She ran her finger down the center of the card. Her teeth scraped across her lower lip and for a moment, he envied their ease of contact. What would it be like to kiss her? His dick stiffened and he shifted.
“So, tell me about you and life in the Marines.” Yes, remember she is a Marine and can kick your ass with a hand tied behind her back.
“Well I—” She paused while the waitress delivered the drinks, wine for her and a rum and coke for him. Since he drove, it would be his only drink of the night. “Do we want to order or wait?”
“I think we can agree the green chile cheese fries are a must.” He lifted his eyebrows at the gleam in her eyes. Her thumbs up made him chuckle. He looked at the waitress. “Double up the order if you please.”
“And napkins. We’ll need more,” Mary tacked on. She crossed her legs under the table and his gaze dropped to the flash of cocoa thigh and he sighed a little. Glancing up, he met her bemused gaze. “See something you like?”
“Very nice muscles. You can probably crack me like a walnut.” Ten years ago, he’d have probably turned redder than ketchup saying something like that, but now he just smiled.
Her very inelegant and unladylike snort cracked him up. “We may yet have time to test that theory.”
“I can hardly wait.” And he meant it. “But you were going to tell me about the Marines.”
“What do you want to know?” She sipped her wine and amusement crinkled the corners of her eyes.
What did he want to know? “Not to be blunt but Marines seems a little butch, all things considered.”
“Absolutely and part of the appeal. I wanted to be more than the sum of my parts. I wanted to engage my brain and be used for more than just a pretty face strutting across a stage.” Her mouth twisted. “Don’t get me wrong, you can raise a lot for charity and put the spotlight on a lot of worthwhile issues when you have that tiara on, but I got tired of being ‘just that girl.’ You know, the one who won that beauty contest.”
He nodded. “I’m guessing rocking a swimsuit didn’t help your bid to enlist?”
“They didn’t care. Oh, they gave me crap in boot—I was Combat Barbie for years—but, I didn’t care. I proved myself. They had my back, I had theirs.”
His rum and coke went down the wrong windpipe at the Barbie comment. “Okay, forgive me, but I can’t picture you in uniform.”
Twisting, she opened her purse and brought out her phone. Flipping through the images, she held it over to him. She stood in front of a sandstone building, the yellowish landscape a barren backdrop to the three women in the center, all dressed in fatigues, helmets and carrying very big guns. He enlarged the image with a swipe of his thumb and forefinger. “Wow, it’s hard to tell which one is you, but I think you’re the tallest one.”
“Yep. That’s Jazz on my left and on the other side of her is Roxy. We were part of the same FET.”
“FET?” He passed the phone back reluctantly, curious about what other pictures she might have stored on it.
“Female Engagement Team. We work with the women and girls in the outlying villages and in the cities. We offer them opportunities, listen to their concerns, get them feedback and answer their questions. We’re liaisons for the U.S. forces there and do our best to help them get the aid they might need.” She thumbed across the camera and held up another image. “Those are some of the girls now enrolled in one of the schools we helped build.”
“Cool.” It deserved far more than just a ‘cool,’ but bowing down with an ‘I’m not worthy’ seemed like overkill.
She flicked to another one. “And these are their mothers.” Pride and respect filtered through her voice. A quiet sense of awe slipped through him. “They’re enrolled, too. And that was no easy task, let me tell you. This one here? Sovra is studying education so she can actually teach the children in her village as they get older, and Johnara wants to specialize in women’s medicine. She’s already a midwife, so it’s actually just a matter of giving her access to more information.”
“That’s—amazing.” The word didn’t do her story justice. “You’re changing their worlds.”
“No.” Mary shook her head slowly. “They are. We just plow the row. They take the seeds and make it grow.” She smiled down at the picture on the smartphone and his heart squeezed.
Yeah, he was toast.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
“You did not.” Mary snorted.
They’d talked for hours, listened to some beautiful bluesy horns and a jazz trio before paying the tab and driving down to the beach. Home a week and she hadn’t even made it down to the blue waters.
“I did.” Kyle laughed and skimmed another rock across the water. “School email was still in its infancy, but they used it to keep score in their sex game. So I sent it to all their dates, figured it was the least I could do.”
The wind turned chilly off the Pacific, but she didn’t care. They’d left their shoes at the car and walked along the water’s edge. The sand retained a hint of the day’s earlier heat, and the ocean rolling in offered a beautiful accompaniment to their stroll.
She laughed. “I would have paid money to see their reactions.” Had she been on their score list? The thought sobered her. “Hey, was I…?”
“A gentleman would never tell.” He nudged her around a seaweed covered board, leftover debris the ocean carried home. “Of course, I’m not much of a gentleman, but yeah, you were on there with really sweet odds against anyone ever getting the points.”
“I dunno whether to be flattered or offended.” She touched his elbow and pulled him closer when the chill water raced up toward his feet. He bumped her and linked their arms.
“Be flattered. It would have netted the winner some ridiculous number of points because the odds were a thousand to one anyone would even make it to second base with you.”
Amusement drifted through her. “What a bunch of idiots.”
“Yup. Course, I think they should have given points to the guy with the balls to ask you out.” The water pushed in farther. They danced out of reach and she let out a squeal of laughter as it froze her toes.
“God, I forgot how cold this gets sometimes. Beaches are supposed to be sunny and warm.”
He gave her a dry look. “You grew up here, right?”
“Yes. Course, I’ve been living just south of hell so the Caribbean is probably cold to me at the moment.” A song drifted down on the breeze and she canted her head up. “Oh, I love Pink.”
“Are you sure that’s Pink?” Kyle guided them toward the hillside overlooking the beach as though to get a better earful. “Sounds like Lady Gaga.”
“No, I know Lady Gaga. Roxy listens to her nonstop. That’s Pink.” She started moving to the beat. Kyle shot her another skeptical frown, but the corner of his mouth twitched.
He held out his free hand and she took it and then he spun her out and tugged her back and they were dancing. They danced a half-waltz, half-so-very-not, and she held onto his shoulders as he guided her through the steps. The music faded in and out, louder at times and softer at others.
“Probably a party up there and people are going in and out the doors.”
He twirled her again and she let herself float on the imaginary music. She knew the song well enough to fill in the gaps.
“Probably.” She rested a hand on his shoulder as he drew her close again. He was solid muscle beneath the crisp shirt. It made her double glad he’d shed the jacket along with his shoes before they walked down. Petting the fabric, she studied him. “So why didn’t you ever ask me out in school?”
“Because I was the geek and you were the beauty queen.” He spun her around, and the lightness in his words didn’t make the sentiment any easier.
“So? You were a fun guy.” She would have gone out with him—maybe. Frankly, she hadn’t dated all that much. Most of her free time got sucked up in practicing for pageants and training her skills for talent contests when not on parade for her mother’s friends. “I think I would have liked a date with you.”
“Well, that makes two of us.” Kyle waggled his brows. “So you want to be my date to prom?”
She snorted. “I didn’t go to prom.”
“I noticed.” Something in his voice wiped away her amusement.
“Yeah?”
“Yep. I worked up the courage and told myself I’d ask you to dance—just one. But I waited all night and you never showed. I figured your date skipped the dance and you two just got a room.” The crestfallen note softened with apology. “And I should probably say sorry for that thought. I found out later you didn’t go.”
“Nope. We had to be in Sacramento for the preliminary Miss California run.” Leaning back on his arm, she stared up at the sky. She could make out a few stars. He dipped and spun her again. The lack of music didn’t stop their dance.
“Want to know a secret?” His voice lowered.
Straightening, she wrapped an arm around his shoulder. She should have taken Jazz’s advice and worn the lipstick. She wanted him to want to kiss her. “Yes.”
“I watched that pageant on television. You looked great.” No self-deprecating snark marred the compliment.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He leaned closer and they were dancing, chest to breast, hips brushing. His mouth hovered so close. “So….”
“Yes?”
“About prom…” The warmth of his breath teased her cheek. His smile faded and his expression grew somber. “Reunion is day after tomorrow. Be my date?”
The reunion was the last thing on her mind. She had zero desire to catch up with all the jocks, cheerleaders, nerds, or stoners and everyone in between. But she did want to spend time with Kyle. “On one condition.”
“Name it.”
“I want a corsage and a limo ride.”
His brows rose and he laughed. “I think that can be arranged.”
“Then in that case, Kyle, I would love to be your date for ‘prom.’” She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed him lightly, the barest touch of her lips to his. A tease for him and a promise for her.
She so planned on wearing lipstick for their date.
A bemused expression fell over his face, and she pulled slowly out of his arms but twined her fingers with his. “That does leave us with one quandary.” She started walking.
“What’s that?”
“What are we going to do tomorrow night?”
 
Sadly, they didn’t do anything the next night. Mary’s mother ambushed her with a dinner party. She should have expected it, but calling to let Kyle know she couldn’t make it disappointed her more than she cared to admit. She sucked it up and made herself pretty and played the part of gracious hostess under her mother’s stern eye. After boot camp, her mother shouldn’t be able to intimidate her—on the other hand her drill sergeant could have taken lessons from Mrs. Phillips on how to freeze someone in place with a simple stare.
By the time their dozen guests ate, drank wine, made small talk and finally left, all Mary wanted was to strip down to her PJs and pass out. The tedium actually made her miss Afghanistan. She crawled into bed before she saw the text message from Kyle.
How was the party?
Fluffing a pillow, she picked up the remote, turned on the television and texted back. Boring as hell. How was your evening?
Finished reading the Steve Jobs biography and checked out the fashion channel. Thought I should brush up to be your man candy.
She laughed, exhaustion evaporating. So what tips do you have for me? High skirt or low? Shoulders bare? What’s the new black?
Scrolling through the channels, she waited for his response. Her movie options were sad, sadder, and please kill me now. She scanned the regular stations. Space Marines it was. Nudging the volume up, she waited for the commercial to end to see how far into the movie they were.
Wearing clothes in public is a good plan. I like a little thigh, so high skirt. Bare shoulders work for me. And why does there need to be a new black?
Another snicker escaped. So, mini dress with cleavage, and basic black. Biting her lip, she hesitated a moment before finishing the thought. Where will I wear the gun?
Yes, giving into Freud. Is it a big gun?
She had to stuff the heel of her hand into her mouth to stifle the guffaw rumbling through her. Big enough.
Her phone buzzed. She hit answer and laughed her greeting. “Good evening.”
“So, big enough…. Does that mean big enough for a sexy thigh holster tucked into a garter or ‘make my day,’ bigger?”
“Big enough like a Glock nine. But I’m thinking I don’t need to carry for a dance. I mean, unless you’re planning something.” She snuggled down into the covers and tucked an arm behind her head. Marines blowing away bugs on the screen and Kyle on the phone. Life was good.
“I am totally planning something. You should probably ask your mom if it’s okay to stay out all night. I promise, we’ll be good.” The man definitely knew how to flirt. Her body hummed from the lighthearted teasing.
“You know, I discovered a long time ago that with my mother, it’s better to ask forgiveness than seek permission. So what are you planning?”
“That would be telling.” He sighed. “And I think I want to use a little shock and awe.”
“Are you trying to sweet talk me, military style, Brainy Smurf?” Her lips pursed with the effort to hold back the laughter.
“I dunno, Smurfette. Is it working?”
“I’ll make you a deal. I won’t bring up Smurfs again if—”
“Sold.” He laughed, a warm, low masculine note. “Hey, do you have a sexy nickname? Marines always have some call sign in the movies.”
Grimacing, she chewed her lip. “Stormer.”
“Oh, like the superhero?”
She stretched under the covers, tension winding through her. “No, that’s Storm. I’m Stormer—as in storming the castle.”
The bare sound of his breathing filled the silence. “Not seeing the connection there.”
Yeah, he wanted her to tell the story. “During training exercises post-boot, we broke into six-person units trapped behind enemy lines with heavy fire. Our goal was survival and return to our division. My team took the flag before we went back.” She chuckled. “I stormed the castle and drew fire so that my unit could come in from all sides—”
“You took point? Isn’t that the most dangerous spot?”
“A, it was a training exercise and B, my idea, my unit, made it my lead. She who gives the orders leads the charge. It worked. We took the flag and prisoners and made our way back to base.” But the nickname stuck. It suited her direct attitude. When he said nothing, she frowned. “Kyle?”
“I’m still here. Just trying to wrap my mind around what you do. Part of me hates the idea of you in any kind of danger.”
Well, if that didn’t dampen the ardor, she didn’t know what would. “And the other part of you?”
“Is blown the hell away by the idea of talking to such an amazing woman—Marine—and maybe just the slightest bit intimidated.”
The overwrought feeling relaxed. “Thank you, but I’m not that special. I need you to understand—this is who I am, and what we’re doing right now….it’s fun and I am enjoying the hell out of you and the flirting, but I’m not going to change.” Moment of truth time. Some men couldn’t handle the idea of a woman comfortable in full combat gear. She liked him in high school and he’d been a great guy then, but what kind of man was he now?
“I wouldn’t dream of asking you to change. Frankly, it makes you even sexier than you already were.” He waited a beat. “On the other hand, how do you feel about jotting down a few names to kick their asses for me?”
Her smile grew. “I got your back.”
“See, I feel safer already.”
She yawned and snuggled deeper against the pillows. “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow night?”
“I’m counting down the hours.” They talked for a few more moments and rang off. Mary glanced at the TV screen but didn’t see the gore or the flying body parts. Her mind drifted over Kyle’s words. It makes you even sexier than you already were.
Yeah, she definitely had his back.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
“You’re acting like you’re in high school again.” His mother leaned against the door to the kitchen, a cup of coffee cradled in her hands. “The tie looks fine, just the way it is.”
Kyle smoothed down the navy tie. It was boring, hardly as much fun as the character-driven ties housed in his closet, but he thought sedate seemed the better way to go on this date. “You sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I put the orchid in the refrigerator so it didn’t wilt while you fussed with your clothes. So who is she?”
In her mid-fifties, Florence Stewart stood a full half foot shorter than her son, not that it prevented her from reining him in when he got obsessed. Which, considering his line of work, was more often than not.
“Maybe it’s a he.” He grinned slowly. Somewhere around his sophomore year in college, his mother broached the subject of his sexuality because married to his work and studies, he didn’t date. It had been embarrassing for both of them, but worth a few laughs now.
“Uh huh. Who is she?” She padded forward on her bare feet. Her toes were painted eggshell pink to match the little hearts on her kitchen window curtains. He’d moved her into a nice neighborhood, paid off her house and she still made her own curtains, painted her own nails and treated herself to a cup of standard coffee. Just because a body had money didn’t mean she had to spend it. Someday he’d figure out what frivolous thing she really wanted and spoil her.
“Mom, I came by to fix the sink because you asked me to, and I brought the suit so I could change—”
“And the corsage, and I heard you discussing when the limousine would pick you up so you could pick her up on time.” She patted his chest.
“That’s eavesdropping you know.”
Her eyebrows raised. “If you wanted privacy, then you shouldn’t have taken the call in the middle of my kitchen.”
She had a point. He slipped his hands into his pockets. “Her name is Mary. We went to high school together, and we’re going to the reunion tonight at The Grand.”
“Mary Phillips. Well, you don’t let the moss grow on you. It only took you ten years to ask her out.”
The cheerful glint in her eyes roasted his ego, but Kyle laughed. “Yes, but I still asked.” He winked. “Even better, she said yes.”
Florence waved to the table. “Sit down, I’ll fix some sandwiches and you can tell me all about it before you rush off.”
“Mom, there will be food there—” He swallowed the words at her stern stare. “Yes, ma’am.” It didn’t matter that he was a multi-millionaire or a decade past being a minor. If his mother wanted to take care of him, the least he could do was do as he was told.
Pulling out a chair, he sat and didn’t offer to help. She wanted to fuss, better to let her get it out of her system.
“How did you two meet again?” His mother knew him too well.
“Ran into her at The Orange Rind a couple of days ago. We chatted and swapped numbers, and I took her out to dinner.” He kept it casual, played it cool.
“And now you’re going to the reunion together?” She spread a thin layer of mayo onto bread slices and added a combination of turkey, ham and Swiss, his favorites.
“Yes, ma’am.” He cleared his throat.
“I thought you decided against going to the reunion.”
“Things change.” His evasion techniques left a lot to be desired.
“That they do.” She carried the plates out and set one in front of him. “Kyle, do you really think I don’t remember who she is?”
“One could only hope that even if you didn’t remember, that you’d let me make my own mistakes.”
She ran her fingers through his hair as though straightening it. “Now, why would you think it’s a mistake?”
“Because she’s the one, Mom. The one I really liked and never could ask. But I’m not that nerd anymore. Well, to be fair I’m a nerd, but I’m damn proud of it, and she seems to like me just fine. So get your coffee and your sandwich and let’s talk about something else.” The key to dealing with Florence meant giving her the sense her questions were answered and then moving on.
“So where has she been? I’m assuming she moved away because otherwise you two would have run into each other.” She walked away and missed his rolled eyes. Sure, because in a city of four million, running into each other happened all the time.
“She joined the Marines.”
“The Marines?”
Ha. Got her with that one. He leaned back in the chair and took a healthy bite of the sandwich.
His mother carried the coffee cups out and set his in front of him before taking the chair to his right. “A Marine. Her mother must have had a coronary.”
Determined not to snicker, Kyle managed to hold onto a solemn face. “But she’s been doing great. She works with women in Afghanistan and is trying to help them get education and more. I think she’s seen combat, but she hasn’t talked about it. And if it’s possible, she’s even more gorgeous now than she was then—still—with her brains, she didn’t need the beauty.”
“Only a man could say that.” His mother beamed at him. “When do I get to meet her?”
“In a year, when I’m positive you won’t ask her about potential grandchildren.”
Florence laughed and slapped his arm lightly. “You are a terrible son.”
Widening his eyes, he gave her his most contrite look. “It is a burden for you, I know. I’ll try to do better.”
Her inelegant snort reminded him so much of Mary’s that he couldn’t help but grin.
“Fine, I will leave you alone about it. But you must promise to get me a picture of the two of you together, and I want that corsage on her arm when you do it.”
“Okay.” He frowned. “Why?”
“Because I never got the prom picture you wanted, and I still have the frame we bought for it—”
The donkey kick to the gut evaporated his humor. They had picked out a frame. When he finally confessed he wanted to ask a girl out, his mother coached him on how, used her gas money to rent him a suit and bought the frame that complimented it. When he hadn’t asked Mary, she never once gave him hell about it.
“I’ll get you your picture, Mom. I promise.”
“Thank you.” She picked up her coffee cup and gave him another smile.
He sighed. She won. “What do you want to know?”
“Do you still like her?”
“Very much.” Enthusiasm filled his response. “She’s a hell of a woman and one I want to get to know a lot better. But—” He held up a hand. “She’s on leave. So I don’t know how long we have before she goes back to work overseas. You know, a few thousand miles away.”
“That part doesn’t matter.” His mother continually surprised him.
“No?”
“No.” Putting the cup down, she covered his hand with hers. “Moments, Kyle. Remember that. All we have are moments. When you make the moments count—that’s what matters. If you like her, then you go for it. You enjoy your date, you dance, you laugh and you talk. You make it a great moment. Tomorrow will take care of itself. After all, you waited ten years for this tomorrow, didn’t you?”
“I love you, Mom.”
“I know, dear. Now eat your sandwich.”
 
***
 
Wrapped in a towel, Mary stared at the contents of the closet with her hands on her hips. Reunion meant fancy dress. Asking for a limo and corsage meant she better damn well wear a spectacular dress but nothing in the closet appealed to her. Half the dresses hung there still had their tags and the others were mummified in dry cleaner plastic. Shoving one organza peach nightmare to the back, she tried to arrange the other dresses in order of acceptable to no-effing-way.
Very few made it to the acceptable spot. She’d had a basic black number the last time she visited. She left it behind because she deployed a week after returning to base. So where is it? Sorting through the dresses one more time—because shifting them back and forth on the rack might make the dress reappear, she glanced at the clock. Less than an hour until Kyle arrived. No way she could make it to a shop and back with the right dress, even if she found her mother’s magical dress genie locked up somewhere in the house.
“Mary, a letter arrived for you today from your—what are you doing?”
Gritting her teeth, she looked over her shoulder at her mother, all four-foot ten of her. In her late fifties, Lianne Phillips maintained her figure well and dressed in conservative silk pants and jacket. A pair of peep-toed heels peeked out from beneath the hem of her trousers that had to be hemmed exactly right to fit whatever shoes she purchased to match.
“I left a black dress here on my last visit. The one I wore to the opening of the Kensington.” Mary impressed herself that she even remembered the event her mother dragged her to during that leave. Fortunately, the Kensington hosted an opening of a local photographer—a man who spent years photographing war zones. His images were stark, devastating, and left her moved.
“Hmm. I remember that dress. Too short for you. Wear the sienna, it’s far more flattering and it has a lovely slit that will allow you to accentuate your legs.” Setting the manila envelope down on the dresser, she strode across the room and sorted through the closet. The dress she pulled out didn’t boast of any bustle or frills. It gathered tight at the bodice and fell in a straight line to the floor.
Completely unremarkable.
Unconvinced, Mary stared hard at the closet. She really liked the black dress.
“Mary Elizabeth Phillips, the black dress made you look like a hooker. This dress is elegant, and I wasn’t sure it would fit after your last visit. But your lines are cleaner now than they were at eighteen. Put it on.” She thrust the dress at her and Mary chewed her lip.
“It’s for a reunion, Mom. I don’t really want to arrive dressed as the Great Pumpkin.”
Her mother didn’t dignify her with a response, merely pointed to the oriental divider Mary used since junior high to change behind when her mother came in to help her pick out clothes.
Grabbing a pair of panties and a bra, she walked behind the divider obediently and hung the dress up. Stripping off the towel, she pulled on her undergarments and then frowned. “I don’t have a strapless bra.”
“You won’t need it.” Her mother opened another door on the closet and pulled out a pair of three-inch heels in the exact shade of the dress.
I’d bet money she has an army of personal shoppers, all outfitted with swatches to find the right match.
“Just to be clear, you’re advising me to go out bra-less.” Her poker face held out.
“Don’t be indelicate. The dress is designed to cup and shape your bosom. Even the sag from the lack of a good bra should be corrected easily enough.”
Sag? Mary gaped. Did her mother just say her boobs had gotten saggy? She glanced down at herself. They looked the same. Okay, maybe they hung a little lower, but she worked out regularly and her chest never developed much beyond a B-cup anyway. Grumbling she unzipped the plastic wrap on the dress and slid into it. It hugged her from breast to flat midriff, flaring just over the hips and falling to the tops of her feet.
Perfect length.
Walking out from behind the screen, she studied herself in the mirror. The color was outstanding against the rich, warm cocoa of her skin. If anything, it almost gave her a golden sheen. Her mother walked over and set the shoes down in front of her. Sliding into them, it took her a moment to adjust to the height and the feel. She pivoted and the slit played peekaboo with her leg. Damn the shoes made her calves look fantastic.
A moment later her mother beckoned with a gold choker and she slid it around Mary’s neck. Patting her hair, she twisted it into an elegant knot and fixed it up in two quick gestures, pinning it in place with another gold hair clip.
“The hair up emphasizes your neck and you’ve always had a beautiful one. The necklace is perfect, and I have a bracelet in here that should match.”
“No.” Mary declined, finding an apology because her mother was right—the dress did suit her. “I mean, no thank you. I asked Kyle to bring a corsage.”
“Hmm.” Tapping a finger to her lips, Lianne nodded. “Give me one moment.” She hurried out of the bedroom and left Mary to study her own reflection. She looked good. Elegant, but good. Turning sideways, she ran a hand over her stomach self-consciously. She’d put on muscle weight, but the dress didn’t emphasize that. It smoothed her out—‘better lines,’ her mother said.
Lianne sailed back in with a gold cuff and wrapped it around Mary’s right bicep. “There. Wear the corsage on your left wrist and don’t forget the gold earrings I set out. I have a clutch bag that would match this but do you prefer a strap?”
“Sure. Whatever you have, I bet it’s perfect.” Impulsively, she leaned forward and hugged her mother. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Now, go do your makeup. The cake should always have a fine frosting on the top.” Lianne waved her off and disappeared down the hallway again.
Stomach fluttering, Mary laughed and walked over to the vanity. She added a light touch of eyeliner and a dusting of eye shadow. Inheriting her mother’s fine skin and her father’s complexion eliminated the need for base. She just applied a shiny gloss to her lips by the time her mother returned. Approval radiated the air around her.
“He must be a worthy man.” She set the purse down on the dresser.
“What does that mean?” Mary met her gaze in the mirror.
“It means exactly what I said and a car just pulled up out front. I imagine he’s here. Shall I have your father meet him?”
Was her mother messing with her?
“I think I can handle it.” She smiled.
“Good. Call if you don’t plan to come home. You know I worry.” And with that, Lianne sailed out of the room again. Yes, her mother did worry.
Putting her keys, mirror, lipstick, a credit card and a couple of condoms into her purse, Mary glanced at the envelope.
Her new orders had arrived.
Wrinkling her nose, she patted them. They would be there tomorrow.
Tonight she had other plans.


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Kyle’s tongue felt permanently stuck to the top of his mouth. He always forgot how close to Beverly Hills her parents’ house sat and the fact that they had staff. Reminding himself money didn’t define a person sounded a lot better when a housekeeper didn’t answer the door. Mary descended the stairs, her thigh flashing with every step. Ten years of success melted away. The words I’m not worthy echoed in his mind.
“Hey.” Her mouth curved around the word and all the blood rushed from his head to his cock, then bounced back up again.
“Hey, you look—” He needed an adjective. “Fantastic.”
“Thank you. You’re pretty tasty, too.” She lifted her chin. “Is that for me?”
Following her gaze to the corsage, he chuckled. He’d forgotten all about it. “Yes, ma’am. As requested, one lovely flower sacrificed for the pleasure of being against your skin.” Okay, lay off the poetry, you are not Shakespeare. He opened the box and took the corsage out. The orchid was a lovely enough flower, but it truly did not come close to matching her.
She held out her wrist. “The sacrifice is duly noted and I will honor it.”
Sliding the band over her hand, he fastened it and caught her fingers with his. “Thank you.”
“For what?” Her brows lifted.
“For being you.” He pivoted and swept an arm toward the limo with a half bow. “Your chariot.”
Taking one step forward, she brushed her lips to his cheek and murmured, “Marines are infantry, not cavalry.”
“Then would you like a lift?” The kiss, the teasing words, and the ease of her manner relaxed him. He flashed forward from awkward teen to accomplished adult again.
“I would love one.”
Inside, she crossed one leg over the other and leaned back. “This is nice.”
“It’s not bad.” A closed partition separated them from the driver. Since he was about to share her with their entire graduating class, he wanted the privacy for the ride there. “I don’t do this that often.”
“Me neither. Usually it’s a MRAP that’s roasting us alive or freezing our private parts to death.” She rubbed her palms against the soft leather seats.
“Does it ever bother you?” He shifted, sitting so he could rest an arm along the back of the seat and look at her. “Spending so much time in a battle zone like that and then coming home to this?”
“Sometimes.” Her bare shoulders lifted in a shrug. “But you have to remember this is what we’re fighting for—not a limousine ride, obviously—but the right to achieve your dreams. To be you, to have fantastic ideas and turn them into a fortune, or to be my mom who hosts her tea parties and luncheons and receptions for a hundred different causes and be obsessed with shoes. It’s not easy, but I didn’t sign up for easy.”
“You okay?” A distant air of melancholy seemed to hover around her.
“Yeah, I was—I was thinking about my mom. She said something when I was getting ready and it’s—it’s playing a loop in the back of my mind. Sorry.” A tight smile dragged at the corners of her mouth.
Going with his gut, he reached over and caught her right hand in his and interlaced his fingers. “So talk it out. I’m really good at listening.”
Surprise creased her brow then she grimaced. “It might be a little heavy for first date conversation.”
“Okay, then let’s call it an old friend’s conversation while we’re in the car and when we get there, we can pretend we’re on our way to prom, play it up and forget about everything else.” Hell, they could forget about the reunion entirely if she wanted. He preferred to erase the shadows in her eyes.
“Deal.” She squeezed his hand. “I give my mom a lot of crap because she was obsessed with the beauty queen thing and dresses and shoes, and she’s always after me about my appearance. The other day, she said something about me getting out of the Marines while I still had my looks. It pissed me right the hell off. But tonight she asked me to give her a call if I wasn’t coming home because she worries.”
“And maybe all her comments about you getting out are more because she worries about you being in danger?” He hated the idea of her being over there, facing potential fire. The reports of casualties and injuries didn’t seem to have the impact they once did, not when they came every day. The reality turned into the second donkey kick of the day. He didn’t blame her mother for worrying.
“I’m a bad daughter.” She castigated herself in word and tone.
“No, you’re not. My mom would say that parents worry—period. They worry when we learn to walk, when we go to school, when we cross a street: it’s how it goes. She loves you. I’m thinking that it’s a good thing for you to know rather than resenting the way she shows it.”
“Does it sound completely stupid that I was surprised she felt that way?”
Knowing everyone had self-worth issues at some point and time or another and seeing someone as amazing as Mary express them were two completely different things. “No. And I don’t say that lightly. I’ve learned that we don’t always value about ourselves what others value in us. Parents are tough because they’re supposed to love us, but they’re people so they don’t always show it well. Case in point—” He took a deep breath. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I totally had a thing for you in high school.”
Bracing himself, he tossed that kernel of information onto the fire.
“Seriously?” She blinked slowly and studied him, as if seeking the truth in his expression.
“Swear to God. I wanted to ask you out a hundred different times. But every time I opened my mouth to do it—I couldn’t. I didn’t know how to say, ‘Hey Mary, want to get a cup of coffee? And you know you’re really smart, want to come check out this game I designed?’” Tracing the line between her thumb and forefinger with his thumb, he concentrated on that contact and not the sinking gut feeling he’d given into when he was a teen.
“I’m not going to lie and say I would have gone out with you.” The blatant honesty drew his gaze up. “But I didn’t date anyone. Little known fact about Mary Phillips—the jocks thought I was a tease and the others thought I believed myself better than anyone else.”
“I never saw you act that way.” He frowned. “Did your parents not let you date?”
“No, my mother wanted me to meet a nice boy—preferably one who would get a medical or law degree and move me into a big house just down the street from her. But I wanted—I wanted more. I wanted to get out of high school and Carlysle and the pageant circuit. It took going Marine to make me grow up and realize that what I really wanted was to be me, and I didn’t think I could be in high school.” She bumped his shoulder. “Except with you. I didn’t have to pretend when I was with you. So, maybe I would have broken my rule for you.”
“Kind of glad you didn’t.” Self-realization was a quirky thing; it always hit when a body least expected it.
The limo swung into the car port of The Grand Hotel. Mary glanced out the window and then back to him. “Before we dive into our Back to the Future prom date—why are you glad I didn’t?”
“I lacked the confidence to follow through in high school.” The driver opened the door and Kyle slid out first and held out his hand to her. She glided out as graceful and elegant as any ballet dancer. He kissed her fingers once and then tucked them into the crook of his arm.
“Does that mean I might get lucky on this date?” She murmured against his ear.
He grinned. “I might let you get to second base, if you play your cards right.”
She’d laughed away her earlier melancholy by the time they walked through the main doors. He wished he could say the same of his apprehension for the evening.
 
The party was in full swing by the time they signed in with the welcome committee and picked up their name tags. She refused to stick a pin in her mother’s pretty dress so Kyle volunteered to wear both name tags.
“And if they ask, I’ll tell them I got a sex change.” He winked, making her laugh. He probably would, too. His confession in the car surprised the hell out of her and left her a little wistful for what might have been. Realistically, you would have had a couple of dates and then left him for the Marines anyway.
The practical side of her nature couldn’t be less interested in making excuses or speculating on the past. The ballroom was done up in black and silver with streamers and balloons everywhere. Kyle surprised her by navigating right over to the decorated arch and posing for a couple of photographs. Waiters in white suits carried trays of champagne flutes, and he snagged two for them and then they were in the crowd.
“It’s so great to see you!” Mimi, former student body president-turned aide to a city councilman, oozed earnestness when shaking their hands.
“Babe, you turned into a real looker.” The very-married Chad Murray, former prom king, point guard for the basketball team and the owner of a car dealership in Fresno, was already well on his way to being blitzed.
“I totally bought every one of your games.” Vapid little Marcy Cates cooed at Kyle. “You think maybe we could get a drink and talk Code One Red?”
Poor Kyle seemed completely flummoxed, and Mary threaded her arm through his and gave little Marcy a hard stare. “I’m sorry, his dance card is full for the foreseeable future. Ta ta.” She gave him a light tug and they were off. She bypassed the next set of land sharks and they glided out onto the dance floor. “Kyle is the hot guy on campus now. I shall have to keep my wary eye out for possible ambush.”
He snorted. “I’m not worried.”
She looped her arms around his neck and drifted to a song she barely recognized. “No?”
“Hell no.” He leaned in close and murmured. “I have a Combat Barbie on my arm. She can kill them and not even break a nail doing it.”
Mary gaped, speechless, before throwing her head back and laughing. “I will so get you back for that.”
“Challenge accepted.” He winked and spun her around the floor. “Besides, I didn’t design the game she mentioned. That’s an EarthBWare product. Not a Kyle Stewart.”
“Tsk tsk. Shot down in flames by flubbing the nerd. However will Marcy survive?” Not that she cared.
“Don’t know. Don’t care. Heads up—Jones Briggs just walked in.” He maneuvered them around another pair of swaying couples and turned so she could survey.
Jones Briggs. NFL linebacker, MVP three years running and all around son of a bitch in school. He studied the crowd, sweeping his gaze back and forth across it—passing right over them. Her relief was short lived however when he zeroed in on her and Kyle and made a beeline for them.
Would the joy ever end?
“And he’s coming this way.” She gave Kyle’s shoulder a squeeze and considered putting herself right between the two men. She knew the kind of hell the jerk had heaped on him in school. Rites of passage be damned, it seemed like the man had made it his mission in life to treat Kyle like crap.
Linebacker or not, she’d dropped Marines far bigger—and better—than him. On the other hand, she didn’t want Kyle to think she didn’t believe he could handle himself. So she chose her position carefully, taking up right at his side.
The football player arrived, gave them a quick, hard grin and stuck his hand out. Kyle didn’t show an ounce of reluctance in taking the offered handshake.
“Jones. Congrats on winning MVP again.” Smooth as silk and utterly polite, he didn’t even twitch delivering the compliment.
“Thanks. It’s good to see you, man and no hard feelings, you know?” Suddenly, Jones seemed uncomfortable and took a step back. “Probably not the time and the place. But I’m sorry for all the crap I gave you in school. I had some anger management issues. I got it together now and one of my assignments is making amends. I’m sorry.”
“No problem, man. It’s in the past. Let’s leave it there.” An uncomfortable silence stretched out between them and Jones gave them another nod and walked away faster than he’d approached.
“Okay. That was weird.” Mary stared after him.
“Nah. He rated MVP, but he’s got issues and I heard his team is considering trading him—which could mean a lucrative new contract or a move to a less successful team. Apparently his ‘anger management’ issues cause problems in the locker room, and the coaches ordered him into therapy.”
“Well, check you out knowing all the dirt.”
They wandered away from the dance floor, sharing polite nods here and there.
“Nah, I did my homework after we agreed to come here.” He rubbed a hand against the back of his neck. “Besides, Jones’ issues are all over the sports news network. I actually thought he wanted to come over and ask you for a dance.”
“No, I’m not the one everyone is paying attention to tonight.” She watched a cluster of girls she vaguely recognized from Lit class murmuring excitedly to each other and gesturing at Kyle. “Of course, if they overstep, I’ll make sure they notice.”
He grinned. “How much longer do we have to endure this torture?”
She mimed looking at her watch. “Five minutes?”
“Sold.”


 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
It took them almost thirty minutes to negotiate their way through the crowd. It surprised Kyle just how many people recognized him, shook his hand, and seemed genuinely happy to see him or Mary, or both. He and Mary separated briefly when a man in a deep blue uniform wheeled through the door. He seemed vaguely familiar, but Kyle couldn’t place him. He exchanged business cards with Fisher Thom, another nerd-made-success-story and his former co-captain of the AV club, and made plans to meet for a round of golf sometime—the vague niceties observed, he made his way over to rejoin her.
The wide, warm grin she flashed him threatened to stop his heart. “Kyle, do you remember Boone Stevens?” Despite the introduction, he couldn’t reconcile the name to the boy he remembered. The close-cropped military cut and the uniform, didn’t match the high school memory. They shook hands and he stepped back to rest a hand on the back of the chair Mary claimed.
The clues snapped an image in his mind—long blond hair, scruffy beard, board shorts year-round and a surfboard secured to the back of his jeep. Boone was one of those guys who coasted through high school, friends with everyone and belonging to no particular group. He preferred the waves to the classroom and his grades often reflected it.
“He doesn’t.” The officer laughed. “But I think it’s the lack of shaggy hair and a surfboard.”
“Holy shit, no I almost didn’t. But how the hell are you?” The minute the words left his mouth, he could have kicked himself. The guy sat in a wheelchair.
“Not bad. Enjoying shocking the hell out of people. You?” The corners of Boone’s eyes creased in easy humor.
“I can’t complain and I think I’ve shocked my fair share. Navy?” It didn’t surprise him—he could easily picture Boone as a sailor—particularly with the clean-shaven appearance he sported.
“Yup. Mary here was just telling me about a rehab center in Texas. But you two look ready to get out of here….”
“We can hang out if you want back up.” Mary glanced at Kyle when she made the offer, but he nodded in agreement. He’d tutored Boone through most of their junior and senior years. In turn, Boone taught him to surf. A skill, he let drift away after those couple of years, but he still enjoyed the memories.
“I’m good. You two get the hell out of here, especially if you’re deploying again in a few weeks. You need the break. I’ll check out Mike’s Place though. The docs are planning to get me fitted with a prosthetic that doesn’t chafe.”
The words dragged Kyle’s gaze downward. It wasn’t noticeable at first, but Boone’s left pant leg draped a little different than his right. The third donkey kick of the day left him a little sick to his stomach.
Boone gave him a patient look. “It’s cool, man, seriously. Accidents happen. I’ll be on my feet in no time.”
“Good for you.” He reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a card. “If I can do anything or you need a job or just want to grab a beer—gimme a call.” He didn’t have a company to hire him with right now, but a new idea began to form in the back of his mind. He’d have to let it ruminate, but he had over two hundred million in the bank.
I could do some good with that.
“You got it. Watch your back, Mary.” He and Mary shook hands and the image of the two vital people exchanging such a private salute and mutual respect shook Kyle to his core. He was still trying to wrap his mind around it all when they strolled across the lobby ten minutes later.
“You got quiet. You okay?” They held hands as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
“Yeah, I’m just—” How did he put his thoughts into words without sounding like a complete jackass?
“It’s okay to be a little fucked up over seeing someone you knew stuck in a wheelchair.” She paused next to a column. The lobby bustled with evening activity, but she chose the one quiet corner. Her dark eyes softened in understanding and he sighed.
“You’ve seen that a lot, haven’t you?” How close had she been to ending up like that? Would she yet if she planned to deploy again? The sobering thought gnawed on his soul.
“More than I like to think about, but it’s the price we’re willing to pay. My best friend got hit by an IED a few months ago—I was thirty feet away? Forty?” Dark emotion clouded her voice. “She was talking to a kid. It was a routine day, and one moment she’s standing there and the next she’s running, pushing the kid out of the way and blowing into a wall. People make jokes about the bone-crunching noise you make when you slam into something, but I heard the crunch and then she was down and bleeding.”
He crowded closer to her and slid an arm around her. He didn’t know what to say, but he wanted to give her support at the same time. “I’m sorry.”
“She’s okay—now. But it was touch and go for a long time, and I couldn’t do anything about it except pray and hope. She’s at the rehab facility I told Boone about, and I’m going to her wedding in a week or so. They had to postpone the official ceremony last Christmas for one more surgery, even though Jazz swore it gave her two honeymoons.” Tears glimmered in Mary’s eyes, and she swiped a hand against her face.
“I’m glad.” And he was. Glad her friend was okay and beyond grateful it hadn’t been her. He closed the distance between them, his mouth hovering close to hers. She stopped him with a hand on his chest.
“Kyle—”
Dammit, here comes the rejection. He could handle it. “Yeah?”
“I’m a Marine.” She met his gaze steadily. “It’s not just what I do—it’s who I am.”
“I know.”
“That means I could end up like that, I could end up not coming home, and—”
He pressed a finger to her lips. “Life is about moments, Mary. This is our moment. Let’s worry about today and let tomorrow take care of itself.”
“Okay.” Her breath tickled his finger, and he traced the soft skin of her lower lip.
“I’m going to kiss you.”
She smiled. “Okay.”
He wasn’t sure which one of them moved, but she was in his arms and his mouth slanted over hers. Her tongue met his in a fierce dance. She tasted as sweet and strong as she looked and fit against him perfectly, supple steel and utter femininity. He cupped the back of her neck, caressing the skin with his thumb. The cascade of worry inside him parted for the pleasure of just holding her close.
The slow heat building in the kiss soothed the fist of tension in his gut. Over and over again their mouths came together, the kiss taking on a life of its own—playful and intense by turns. Heart hammering in his chest, he lifted his head and gazed down at her. “You need to call your mom.”
She laughed and nibbled his lower lip. “I should, especially if I’m not going home tonight.”
“Yeah.” Sliding an arm around her waist, he fished his phone out of his pocket and unlocked the screen. “Here, use my phone.”
Her orchid corsage tickled his wrist as she took the device and punched in the number without looking away from him. She held the phone to her ear, her free hand stroking the hair at the base of his neck. Her mother answered.
“Hi, Mom. Just wanted to let you know I’m going to be out the rest of the night. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
His heart kicked against his ribs.
“I will Mom, love you, too.” She hung up. “All good.”
“You will what?” He tucked the phone back into his pocket.
“Have a good time.” And their mouths came together in another kiss. They needed to walk over to the elevators, but Kyle contented himself with the intoxication of her kiss and the sweet spice of the moment.
The perfect moment.
 
“You were that certain I’d be a sure thing?” She teased.
Kyle let her go long enough to slide the card key into the door. They were on the top floor of The Grand, and he pushed open the double doors to reveal a hedonistic suite done in sweeping white with gold accents. Candles decorated the sitting room, along with flowers, a bottle of champagne chilling in an ice bucket, and a table with warming lids over a meal laid out next to a panoramic view overlooking Los Angeles.
“Let’s say I like to think positive.” His ears actually turned a faint shade of pink. He delighted her. He was so real and despite his success, managed to hang onto what had made him so awesome in high school. Sexy, sweet and smart. God, I’m lucky.
Dropping her purse on the table, she let him draw her into the room and close the doors. It was beautiful and romantic—and unmistakably sweet and thoughtful.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d like to eat, so I ordered up several different dishes….” He paused halfway to the table and glanced at her. “If you’re hungry.”
“Not particularly.” She crooked her finger at him, beckoning.
He pivoted slowly and walked back toward her. “No?”
“Nope.” She flattened her hands on his chest and rubbed her palms over the fabric. “Not for food at least.”
“Well, okay then….” And their mouths came together. She didn’t need words or long conversation, but this? This she needed. The electricity skating over her nerves kindled a deeper heat in her belly. They glided across the room. She loosened his tie and pushed his jacket free. He pulled the clip from her hair and combed his fingers through it. Their tongues twined, rubbing along each other, and she tasted a hint of the champagne they’d drank downstairs and the intensely masculine flavor of him.
They made it to the bedroom door. Leaning back, she panted for a breath and gazed up at him. The quiet heat of him pressed against her raced through her veins like a fever. She didn’t want the moment to end. Everything he’d done since running into him three days before collided through her in a wealth of intimacy.
He dipped his face to her throat and inhaled deeply. A raw shudder of need trembled through her. He drew his tongue along her neck, tracing small circles around the pulse point, and she wanted to go up in flames. The feel of his hands over her breasts made her hate the dress. It separated her skin from his.
“The zipper is on the side,” she whispered breathlessly, and God bless him, he took the hint and peeled it downward. The dress fell, pooling at her feet, and he eased his way along her body, breathing fire across her skin until he captured a nipple in his mouth. The point ached with want, and she clutched his hair, holding him to her as he lavished attention to her breasts. So lost in the pleasure of his tongue and teeth teasing her nipple that his fingers slipping under the waistband of her panties shocked her.
A moan wrenched free and she banged her head on the wall. The tiny bite of pain just enhanced the pleasure throbbing in her center. Every hard pull of his mouth teased the liquid heat in her core higher, she burned from the want of him. And the man had way too many clothes on. He slid his hand around and cupped her ass. Accepting the invitation, she ground against the erection tenting his pants. The door opened and he ushered her backward. They tumbled onto the bed. He lay across her and she parted her legs to keep them touching.
“You have too many clothes on.” She pulled off the corsage and worked her hands between them to unbutton his shirt. He laughed softly and caught a nipple between his thumb and forefinger.
“You don’t.” He kissed a path to the other breast and lavished it, every motion pressing him against her, and she arched her back. God, the man had a beautiful mouth and he knew how to use it. He continued to slide down her body, pulling free of her hands. He hooked a finger into the scrap of fabric and peeled her panties down, then stood over her staring down.
“Damn—” Panting, he seemed to be struggling for a breath. He smoothed a palm over her belly. “Stay—right there.”
Going to his knees, he pulled her legs until they slid over his shoulders. Rising to her elbows, she met his gaze down the length of her body. Pure lust and deep affection collided in his eyes and she felt beautiful.
“I told myself I’d lick you everywhere if I ever got the chance. I’d taste you, stroke and explore every inch of this gorgeous body.” His breath teased her sex, and she clenched her thighs at the promise in his dark voice. He pressed a kiss to the inside of her thigh and she moaned. She didn’t have to imagine the sensation because he moved his mouth to her sex and drew a long lick up from her entrance to her clit.
Her mind locked up. Every stroke of his tongue, every light bite of his teeth enchanted her and she writhed under his mouth, spreading her legs wider and digging her heels into his back. The pressure mounted, and when he slid a finger to test her entrance and pushed inside, she came with a shout. He didn’t back off, driving her past one orgasm and straight into the tumbling force of another.
When she floated back to earth, he stared up at her—fascinated.
“Get naked, mister—now.”
He grinned slowly and pulled free of her. Stripping out of his clothes in short order, he lowered over her, covering her chest, belly and thighs before taking her mouth in another searing kiss. The musky spice of him filled her nostrils and the wild need he unleashed within her roused.
“Condom,” he murmured and she broke from the kiss to bite his shoulder.
“Hurry up.” The order turned into demand, and he laughed at her before rolling over to grab the foil package she hadn’t even seen him drop on the bed. His cock rose hard and proud, jutting up toward his belly. She rolled onto her side and traced a finger from his pectorals to his abdomen. He wasn’t ripped like a bodybuilder, but no spare flesh marked his tan skin. Watching him sheath himself had to be one of the sexiest things she’d ever seen. Impatient, she rose up and straddled his hips.
He looked up at her and his mouth quirked teasingly. “Hello there.”
“Hello.” She stroked her hand down to cup his balls and massage the soft skin. He sucked in a hard breath, delighting her. “You’re a beautiful man, you know that?”
“No, but I’ll take your word for it.” He didn’t lay there idle, instead rubbed her sides, then under her breasts, teasing the swell before tracing caresses across her nipples. She firmed her grip on his cock, adjusting him to her entrance and easing onto him. He pushed into her, inch by glorious inch. She didn’t pause or slow, just one long relentless thrust until he filled her. God, he was so huge and stretched her.
She couldn’t catch her breath. It was perfect—she wanted to feel him deep and know he belonged to her. Pride filled her at the adoration in his gaze, a thrill that he wanted her—her—the woman and the Marine with a mind and a desire to do good in the world. She impaled herself on the last of his hard length and shared a groan with him. He fit her.
Surging up, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her until the dizzying feeling threatened to carry her away. “You’re really here,” he murmured against her mouth, the sensual words unlocking another tidal wave of pleasure and then they moved together, a coordinated dance that took her breath away with every thrust.
He flipped her over and every nerve pinged to life. She gave him the control and the pace, locking her legs around his hips and meeting his kisses with fervor. The world faded and she and Kyle existed in a cocoon of pleasure. He filled her over and over again and she rode the flash of sensations bursting through her body. Each wild kiss and frantic moment drove her closer to the edge and she urged him on, digging her fingers into his back and the pleasure spiraled out of control.
Hot sensations exploded through her—strafing fire like a hundred rockets taking off at once. She barely heard his shouts, but the lock of his muscles increased the friction, and she clenched him, holding him fast through his orgasm. He jolted and they shook with the force of it. When he collapsed, she cradled him close and tears floated in her eyes.


 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Morning came too soon and Kyle stared with a sigh out the window at the rising sun. Mary sprawled next to him, pillowed on his chest. She’d fallen asleep sometime around three, exhausted and happy, but sleep eluded him. He felt raw—everywhere—inside. Spending the night with her filled him with such an incredible sense of rightness, and his heart longed to not let her go. But he couldn’t keep her chained to his side and that meant accepting she would go back to work—go back to a war zone.
Glancing down at her, he sighed again. He loved the sight of her darker skin next to his, the taut muscles illustrating her strength. He wanted to capture the moment forever, and keep her safe, but he refused to lame up their night by getting needy.
Moments. Hang on to the moments and let tomorrow take care of itself.
“Morning,” she whispered, her breath feathering along his chest. Her eyes were still closed and he smiled.
“Good morning.” He stroked the hair away from her cheek. “How are you doing?”
“I’m good.” The lazy sweetness in her voice stroked him. “But you’re worried.”
Was he really that transparent? “Pensive, maybe,” he conceded.
She shifted, settling her chin on his chest to look at him. “We can talk about it now, if you want.”
“Don’t want to spoil the day.” He rubbed her shoulder.
“It won’t.” She seemed so certain. But then she always did. It was one of the most fascinating parts of her—that determination to make the world the place she wanted to be in. Hell, he wanted to be in that world she made, even in some small way.
“I’m worried I won’t be able to let you go when you deploy again.” The confession tweaked his pride, but he preferred honesty.
“You don’t have to let me go,” she murmured. “You just have to be here when I come home.”
His heart thudded, squeezing with the pressure of saying goodbye. “How is that different? Doesn’t one have to happen for the other?”
She chuckled. “It’s hard. I’m not going to lie. I see it all the time and I’ve never been in the position to have to say ‘until I see you again.’ But you’re a smart guy, we can do this.”
“You know, I’m not going to worry about that right now.” Decision made, he tightened his arms around her. She was there, in his arms, and they were together. “Tell me something you’ve always wanted to do—”
“Yeah?” Her eyebrows lifted, her gaze softening on him.
“Yeah. See I can’t change everything, but name one thing you’ve always wanted to do and let’s see if I can make that happen.” Moments. He couldn’t change her orders, her determination, or her service, and he didn’t want to. He wanted to make moments for her though, moments they could share.
She sucked on her upper lip and he could almost see the thought occurring to her. He waited.
“You’re going to think it’s silly.”
“No, I won’t,” he promised, curious now.
“Okay.” She eased over to sprawl across him, their legs tangling. “I want to go to Disney World.”
If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn she blushed. Truly intrigued, he traced a path down her back and waited.
“I want to wear mouse ears and ride the rides and get pictures with the characters and stare up at the fireworks as they go off every night—I want to feel the magic….”
“Done.” He didn’t even care what it involved.
“Yeah?”
“Honey, I’ll buy you an entire hotel and throw in a cruise if that’s what you want.”
She tilted her head, her smile turning playful and coy. “I always wanted to go to Disney World—I know we have Disneyland and it’s great, but…”
“You don’t have to sell me. I’m in.”
“I adore you.” Her eyes widened.
“Right back atcha.” Pulling her closer, he kissed her. “You let me take care of it, and I’ll give you a vacation you won’t forget.”
Her sigh pierced him to his soul. “You already have.”
And they didn’t need any more words.


 
 
~ABOUT THE AUTHOR~
 
 
Heather Long lives in Texas with her family and their menagerie of animals. As a child, Heather skipped picture books and enjoyed the Harlequin romance novels by Penny Jordan and Nora Roberts that her grandmother read to her. Heather believes that laughter is as important to life as breathing and that the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy and Santa Claus are very real. In the meanwhile, she is hard at work on her next novel.
 
You can visit Heather at:
http://www.heatherlong.net


 
 
Once Her Man, Always Her Man by Heather Long
 
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?
 



 
 
Whiskey Tango Foxtrot
 
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?
Marine Captain, Joe Anderson Cooper, received the Silver Star for Valor when he led his unit through heavy fire to rescue fellow Marines. Despite numerous injuries, the Captain refused medical aid, insisting that the medics attend others. A broken back and shattered bones put Captain Cooper in a wheelchair and every day is a battle to keep his recovery on track and his sanity intact. When a single mom moves in to the apartment next door to his and he recognizes kindred—damaged—soul, can he overcome her fear and be the man she’s always needed?
 
Can these two lonely souls rise to the challenge or will their scars trap them forever?
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