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				Chapter 1

				Timothy O’Shay was positive of one thing.

				He would be dragging his friends’ drunken asses out of a ditch before morning if things progressed the same way the rest of the night.

				“Twenty!” Dwayne crooned next to him. Whenever D drank, his southern accent only became thicker until it was all twang. If someone wasn’t careful, they could easily take Dwayne for an idiot. Big mistake.

				“Twenty-one. Sorry, sir,” the blackjack dealer said in a monotone voice before sweeping a crestfallen Dwayne’s chips away.

				Somewhere else in the casino, a siren alerted to a slot machine winner. The sound seemed to rub the loss in Dwayne’s face as he scowled more.

				“You’re going to lose everything you have on the last night in Vegas,” Jeremy warned. Not drunk, but plenty buzzed, he seemed to be slowly working his way toward the hammered side of life.

				Since Tim had zero intention of using his last night of pre-deployment leave on babysitting their drunk asses—again—he shoved Dwayne until he tumbled out of the chair. “Grab some food to soak up the keg in your stomach. I’m not hauling you around by your shirt collar for what’s left of leave.”

				Tim loved his friends like brothers. Meeting them in The Basic School was the best thing that had happened to him, to all of them. But often their fondness for free-for-all fun led to more problems than good times. Tim’s tendency toward moderation and keeping a cool head kept them out of hot water more than once.

				“Tim, let me borrow a few more bucks.”

				“And watch you lose my cash as fast as you lost yours? Hell no.” Tim made another modest bet and watched as he broke even with the dealer. Unlike Dwayne and Jeremy, Tim was about to leave Vegas with the exact amount of cash he entered it with. Moderate play and moderate drinking ensured he never played too deep.

				Moderate. The story of his life. Hard to shake the “play it safe” feeling when your entire life in the Marines consisted of just that. But then again, if he wasn’t willing to play nanny to the two boobs he came with, they’d all be knee-deep in shit.

				“Bet your own cash, then. It’s our last night,” Jeremy reminded him as he doubled down on his next hand.

				“I am betting my money, Jer. And I’m doing just fine without a drunken Statler and Waldorf in my ear.”

				“Statler and who?” Dwayne asked.

				“The Muppet hecklers, you idiot,” Jeremy shot back.

				“Both of you knock it off,” Tim started. “I’m not going to—” He cut off, turning his head to follow a woman who passed behind the table, headed toward the slots. She was tall, her head high, and she floated more than walked. A thick mass of chestnut curls rioted down her back, almost covering her bare shoulders.

				“Tim. Earth to Timmy.” Jeremy waved a hand in front of his face.

				Tim slapped it away and snapped, “What?”

				“You’re daydreaming and the dealer’s waiting.”

				“Oh, sure. Right.” Trying to find the brunette again, he shoved some chips out in front without counting. Jeremy whistled and Dwayne muttered a curse, but he didn’t take his eyes away from the hunt. She must have slipped down an aisle of slots.

				And why did he care? One woman, one night. In the end it amounted to nothing.

				“Congratulations, sir.”

				“Holy shit,” Jeremy breathed next to him.

				Dwayne slapped his shoulder. “That was some playing, bro.”

				Huh? Tim looked down and saw that instead of his normal modest bets, he’d shoved almost three hundred dollars in for the hand. And won.

				Holy shit indeed. He could have lost three hundred dollars and never even realized it. A cocktail waitress bent over to hand Dwayne the whiskey he’d ordered. Tim grabbed the glass first and tossed the drink back. The burn down his throat only ignited the adrenaline that was blazing low in his gut.

				One shot wouldn’t kill him. He wouldn’t lose control from one shot.

				“Do it again,” Dwayne encouraged. His friend was starting to sound less sloppy, more like his normal good ole country boy self.

				“Are you crazy?” Tim asked. “I could have lost that entire thing!” And why, when the thought should have been a cold wake-up call, did the fear thrill him, just a little?

				“That’s why it’s called gambling,” Jeremy pointed out. “Don’t be a pussy. Do it again.”

				“You two are nuts.”

				Jeremy grabbed his wrist in a tight grip. “If you lose, I’ll pay you back every penny,” he muttered in a low voice.

				“What the hell has gotten into you?” Tim started to scrape his chips into the palm of his hand. Maybe he could catch up with the hot brunette before she got too far away. Playing all or nothing wasn’t his style. Never had been. Measured risks made him a good officer and kept his ass out of trouble.

				“Place your bets, gentlemen,” the dealer intoned over the clang of another winning alarm bell somewhere in the slots section. Where his anonymous woman had disappeared to. Where he was heading.

				“You have spent the entire trip playing nanny. And don’t pretend you haven’t.”

				“Someone has to,” Tim grumbled. And yeah, it grated just a little that even if he wanted to have fun, it wouldn’t be possible. Not with his two friends always being the first to sign up for Party Mascot.

				“And we love you for it. But it just occurred to me that while you’re babysitting, you’re not having as much fun.” Jeremy took the glass of Jack and Coke and pushed it in front. When Tim stared at him, he motioned to the glass. Tim took a sip, then a gulp.

				“Place your bets.” The request was more forceful.

				“Hold on,” Jeremy shot back, then faced Tim. “Do this. You’re my best friend. You need to live. For one fucking night, stop thinking about what can go wrong. We have seven months in Afghanistan to worry about that. Have fun and let go. Don’t be a pussy; just go for it.”

				Let go. It sounded like heaven. And really, if Jeremy was going to pay him back, was it really that much of a risk? For one night, he could act a fool like his friends normally did and worry about the consequences later.

				He took all of one second to debate. He stole Dwayne’s shot of tequila, ignoring Dwayne’s protests, and tossed it back, adding to the burn of whiskey. Then he shoved his pile of chips forward.

				“All in.”

				***

				“Do you hear that?”

				Skye McDermott turned to her best friend, Tasha, and asked, “What?”

				“That noise. Coming from the tables. Sounds like someone’s going to win big,” her friend replied.

				Skye checked her watch and tried to remember what time the show started. “That happens. It’s a casino, after all,” she pointed out.

				“Do you wanna go watch?” Jessie asked.

				Skye watched as she came up broke on the slot and swiveled on the stool. “This is girls’ night out. Do you really want to spend it watching some fat, balding CPA have a lucky streak at cards while he pinches the waitresses’ butts?”

				“Girls’ night out. As in the three of us. And two want to go. GNO is a democracy,” Tasha said with a smile. “Come on. If it’s boring we’ll come back.”

				Skye heaved a sigh but followed in their wake, winding through the rows of slot machines. Just go with the flow. There was likely a reason her friends were so insistent, even if they’d never find out. Fate was weird that way, and like an experienced cardsharp, she didn’t always show her hand.

				Pulling her hair off her neck for a moment, she gave another sigh—this one of pleasure—as the cool casino air hit her hot skin. The curse of thick curls. She debated pulling it up in a ponytail but didn’t bother. She pulled a few strands loose that were caught in her large hoop earrings.

				“Can someone remind me why we didn’t go elsewhere for our GNO anyway?” Jessie asked. “How much of a night out is it if we hang where we work?”

				“We work at Cloud Nine, the restaurant. Just because it’s inside the casino doesn’t mean we work here on the floor,” Skye reminded her. “And it’s good to show support for our employer.”

				“Spoken like a true manager,” Tasha teased, then stopped short. With a wide grin splitting her beautiful face, she pointed. “Now tell me. Does that look like a balding CPA?”

				Skye glanced around her and saw the blackjack table causing the commotion. A crowd had formed in a semi-circle, completely enamored with the action. And no wonder.

				Three men sat at the table meant for eight, but only one was actually playing the game. The one on the left was the largest of the three, his height evident even though they were sitting down. His grin was a bit loopy, as if he was fighting off a good drunk. The one on the right was smaller for sure, more lean than large. He was concentrating hard on the dealer’s hands, as if memorizing every move. His body almost quivered with anticipation with each card pulled.

				But the man in the middle grabbed her attention and held on tight. Military short, light brown hair, eyes that took in everything, and a mouth that she could watch for hours. He wasn’t handsome in an obvious way. And nobody would dare call him pretty. But he was tempting all the same. He looked… relaxed. One arm draped over the back of the tallest one’s chair, the other rested on his thigh. No tense energy, no anxiety, as if it was no big deal that he’d just laid down a two-hundred-dollar bet on a ten-dollar table. And he played with reckless abandon. No rhyme or reason. No pattern.

				He lost a hand, and his smile quirked to one side as if to say, Can’t win ’em all. When he won, he grinned like there was no point in playing it cool. He didn’t play to the small crowd. In fact, the whooping, cheering horde of people behind him ceased to exist in his world. He was simply having fun for fun’s sake. The lack of a plan, the absolute abandon that he played with was more attractive than his pile of chips. His easy laughter was infectious, and she found herself smiling along.

				“The guy has absolutely no method to the madness,” Jessie said in a murmur. Of the three women, she would be the one to know. Jessie was obsessed with poker and all things related. Skye didn’t often gamble. Not with cards, anyway. Her philosophy was that life itself was the big gamble. Everything else sort of paled in comparison.

				“I’ll take the big sexy one on the left,” Tasha said. She was almost rubbing her hands together with glee.

				“I want the lean, mean one on the right,” Jessie replied. Then without waiting for her, they slipped through the crowd, abandoning Skye behind the dealer.

				Those two were man-eaters. Some women might pick a man out of a crowd and only dream of snagging him. These two made it an actual habit. She watched while they weaved through the tight crowd until they stood behind the shoulder of their designated men.

				Skye rolled her eyes. There went the designated girls’ night. The poor boys had no chance. Not that they’d mind getting caught. Nobody ever minded getting tangled in Tasha and Jessie’s web.

				After a moment, she watched Tasha lean over, her breasts close to the big one’s face as she shook hands with the table’s other two occupants. The tallest, of course, looked like he’d entered heaven. Then her friend nodded her head, and man in the middle glanced up.

				The look of instant recognition shook Skye. It was as if an electric shock ran through her from fingertips to toes, and she had to rub her arms to settle the goose bumps that rose. Positive she’d never met the man before in her life, Skye was tempted to check over her shoulder. But instead she couldn’t escape the man’s gaze. It was intent, focused, like she had a target painted on her forehead and he was ready to take aim.

				Something both alarming and somehow serene sounded in a corner of her mind. Like this was a significant moment, to pay attention. Skye never ignored those warnings. Like déjà vu, people all too often dismissed things that they find were important later.

				So when the man smiled and motioned for her to join them, it never occurred to Skye to say no.

				Fate is never wrong, her mother used to say. It’s just waiting for you to catch up. After being dragged to the blackjack tables by her friends, she couldn’t ignore that Fate had a reason for her to meet this man.

				She slowly made her way through the crowd, apologizing and weaving until she stood behind the man in the middle, waiting for him to finish his hand.

				Jessie grabbed her arm, as if anchoring her there. “Skye. Finally. This is Dwayne, that’s Jeremy, and this one with the impressive winning streak is Tim.”

				Tim turned around, his eyes searching her face. Did he feel that same moment of instant recognition too? Was he trying to place her, make sense of the feeling?

				“Skye?” he asked. His deep voice flowed down her spine, gave her the shivers. When was the last time a man’s voice—a man’s anything—gave her such an immediate physical response?

				That would have been the week before never.

				She shrugged. “It’s whimsical, I’m told.” Then she grinned when he laughed. She liked his laugh. Quick, full, rich like chocolate.

				“So, Whimsical Skye, are you here to be a good luck charm?”

				“Looks like you’re doing pretty well for yourself without my help,” she pointed out.

				He shrugged, as if the cash in front of him wasn’t the point, and drank half of whatever was in the glass in front of him. “I’m having fun.”

				Ah, she liked that answer. She liked him. “In that case, I’d love to be your good luck charm for fun.”

				Tim motioned something to the dealer that had the crowd—and his friends—groaning.

				“You’re giving up? Tim, come on, man!” the one named Jeremy said. “You were on a roll!”

				“I think I’m going to roll a different direction,” Tim murmured just loud enough for Skye to hear.

				She shivered in response. Her night out was turning into much more than she ever expected. Not that she was complaining. Between relationships, things could be lonely. A little weekend fling might be a nice, uncomplicated way to spice things up for the moment.

				Mom was right. Follow the signs, follow Fate. When you least expected it, She dropped something you didn’t even realize you needed right in your lap.

				Tim pushed his chips forward to the dealer, exchanging them for a smaller, more manageable handful of large denomination chips. Seeing that he was done, the crowd had already dissipated. Vegas tourists had the attention span of a second grader without his ADHD meds. Skye stepped back to give Tim some room, but he grabbed her hand before she got too far away.

				“Stay close,” he said. It was an order, not a request.

				“Are you my designated keeper?” she retorted, though the order gave her another shiver.

				“I am tonight,” Tim replied. He motioned something to his friends who nodded. Jeremy leaned in to speak in his ear, but Tim shook his head and waved him off. “I’m good.” When he glanced down and saw she hadn’t moved, he smiled. The look was predatory, pure male satisfaction. “Very good.”

				With that, he turned on his heel and headed toward the closest cash-out counter. She walked with him, but only because he had an iron grip on her hand and it was either follow or be dragged caveman style.

				“We’re heading to X-cess!” Tasha called out behind her, naming the popular nightclub also housed within the casino. “Call me if you need me!” When Skye glanced back, all she could see were four blurs moving toward the hotel’s largest nightclub.

				Abandoned. Tasha and Jessie were in a matchmaking mood tonight. Otherwise they wouldn’t have dared leave her alone with a stranger.

				Skye stood back a few feet while Tim spoke to the cashier at the window, then a manager. Some papers were thrust at Tim, and he scratched on them with a pen for a few moments and then passed them back. He walked away, slipping what looked like a room card in his pocket.

				“Comped room?”

				He gave her a strange look. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

				“Isn’t that how it always works?” she said vaguely. Of course she knew. She was an employee. A one-night stand didn’t require she share her life story.

				Tim pulled his hand back out of his pocket, the room key still in his hand. Long, tan fingers flipped the card over, rubbed the smooth glossy finish, traced the edges of the plastic. Those fingers—and the not-so-PG images they were creating in her mind—could do some serious damage to her self-control. What little she had.

				“Do you believe in following signs?”

				Skye’s breath caught in her chest. “Yeah. I do.” Talk about a big, neon marquee.

				Tim nodded silently, still staring at the room key. Was he going to ask her up? That’s where this was all heading anyway, right? A night of pleasure before he went back to wherever he came from.

				Not that she did that often. Rarely, actually. Skye was more of a relationship person. But she was also a woman, and between boyfriends she never felt like there was much wrong with enjoying herself.

				But Tim called to her senses like no other man had before. And walking away without even seeing if one night was an option would have been almost painful.

				“Ever realize that you’ve been watching life instead of living it?” He looked at her, but his eyes weren’t seeing her. Skye would have guessed waving a hand in front of his face wouldn’t have fazed him. It was like he mentally left the building.

				“Kind of a philosophical question for the first meeting, don’t you think?” she teased, hoping for a reaction.

				He gave her a grin and she relaxed. “You’re right. Screw being philosophical.” Before she had a chance to say anything in response, he grabbed her wrist and tugged her around a corner. In the shadow of a potted palm tree, he gently nudged her back against a wall. “Just need to see,” he murmured and then his lips were on hers.

				The bright casino lights, the buzz of voices, the clanging of bells and wailing of sirens all faded to nothing, as if they’d stepped in a bubble built for two.

				Skye wasn’t one to lie to herself. She could play the outraged damsel, she could act the indignant uptight woman. But since she was neither, and because it was exactly what she wanted, she only wound her arms around Tim’s neck to bring him closer. To encourage.

				Not that he needed the encouragement. The man was taking what he wanted whether she agreed or not. His tongue licked the seam of her lips and dove in without waiting for her to catch up.

				He tasted like whiskey, and he felt like velvet. Large hands circled her waist and pulled her against him. The outline of his erection was hot against her hip, and she felt powerful. One palm coasted up her ribs until he cupped her breast, then thumbed her nipple through the thin material of her tank top. The other lifted the hem of her shirt up. Just enough to have her gasping, wondering how far he would go. But he only let his thumb rub the skin of her lower stomach. Nothing more.

				All smooth and sensual, the kiss wasn’t meant to make her knees weak. No, it was meant to strengthen her enough to handle what followed. This wasn’t the main course. It was the appetizer.

				Thank you. Thank you, Fate, for bringing me this fine specimen.

				He murmured something in her ear, but she couldn’t hear it.

				“What?” she asked. Oh God, was that her voice? It sounded so thin, so vague.

				“I said marry me,” he said and bit her earlobe.

				Marry? Did he just ask—no, tell—her to marry him?

				What the hell, Fate?

				“Um…” She tried to form a complete sentence, but her mind was slipping into some hazy alternate universe. A universe where, apparently, the thought of a forever commitment with a complete stranger wasn’t enough to send her screaming into the night.

				“I have never felt this pull before. And tonight is about living. And we’re in Vegas.” He took a good nip on her throat and soothed the spot with his tongue. The hand on her breast tugged until her tank neckline lowered. Until his hand was cupping her bra and not her shirt. Oh God, he was going to undress her in the hallway. And she was going to let him.

				Skye let her head fall back until it thudded against the wall. Was this what Fate was planning the entire time? Was the fact that she hadn’t said no automatically a sign?

				“I don’t know anything about you,” she said weakly. Weakly, as if she was losing power by the second.

				“Thirty-one. Never married. Clean bill of health. Captain in the Marine Corps. Twenty-nine Palms. Last name O’Shay.” He ended each description with a pinch of her nipple, a twist of the flesh.

				She was drowning. That’s why her lungs were working double-time to drag air in. No other explanation.

				“Not going to share anything?” His other hand scooted up to her bottom rib, taking her shirt with it.

				“McDermott,” she managed to breathe out. “Twenty-eight. Restaurant manager. Never married.”

				“Sounds good to me,” he said. One knee pried her legs apart until she was riding his thigh. The pressure between her legs was a torment. “Feels better.”

				On that, she couldn’t disagree.

				“Well?” he asked against her lips.

				Fate is never wrong.

				Skye took a deep breath. “Yes.”

				Fate is just waiting for you to catch up.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Tim opened the door to his comped suite with a flourish, then caught himself as he almost fell through the door. “Welcome.”

				The brunette walked in and looked around, dropping her purse on the entry table. Skye. Her name was Skye. How the hell had he gotten her up here? Think, Tim. Think.

				Blackjack. Palm tree. Car ride. Paperwork. Did he bring paperwork? Did he sign something?

				He ran a hand down his face and pressed his thumb and forefinger to his temples. He was losing chunks of time. Damn, why did he keep drinking after he won all that cash?

				This is why I don’t drink whiskey. This is why I’m always the nanny.

				He watched as Skye—what an odd name—surveyed their surroundings. He hadn’t been in the suite himself yet. With each step, her hips swayed in that little black skirt she wore and he stopped caring how they got from Point A to Point B.

				Kissing Skye. That was something he remembered. Vividly.

				She walked over to the L-shaped couch, sat down, and crossed her legs. Her skirt slithered up her thighs, dangerously close to showing him exactly what she was wearing underneath. That was a mystery he was more than willing to look into.

				Patting the couch cushion beside her, she said, “Come over here.”

				He walked over, ignoring the way the room tilted, and plopped down on the couch beside her. Had she followed him up? Or did he invite her? Shit, why couldn’t he remember?

				“I think we need to get to know each other a little.”

				He bit back the urge to ask why. That would have been rude. Tim didn’t do rude. Unless he was drunk. Fuck, was he drunk? No. If he was drunk he wouldn’t be so damn horny. His arm curved around the top of the couch, hand dangling, fingers brushing the soft skin of her shoulder.

				She gave a shy smile, like she was embarrassed. “Tell me something about you. I know your name and your age. But that’s all.”

				“What do you want to know?” To take her mind off conversation, he leaned over and placed a kiss on her cheek, then let his lips roam over her jawline.

				“Well,” she breathed. “What do you do in the Marine Corps?”

				Still talking. He scooted until he was facing her and brushed a hand down her arm. She shivered and he smiled against her neck. Working his way down to the place where her shoulder started, he lightly bit the tendons. She gasped, and a hand came up to cup the back of his head. Ah, that was better. He tugged at the hem of her tank, letting the back of his fingers brush against the warm skin of her stomach while they drifted up.

				“You… you didn’t answer,” she said on a sigh.

				“Comm. I’m a Comm guy.” There. Hopefully that was enough to satisfy her. To ensure her silence, he sealed his mouth over hers.

				God, she tasted good, like something light and not entirely tamed. She groaned in his mouth, firing his blood more. He leaned and shifted enough to get a good grip on her hips, then sat back and dragged her over so that she straddled his lap. Letting his hands wander down, he felt the piece of fabric she called a skirt bunched up around the top of her hips, leaving nothing but a scrap of lace between her core and his fingers.

				He pulled his head back long enough to yank her tank top off, throwing it behind him. Only he forgot the couch backed up to a wall and the back of his hand bashed against a picture frame and her tank top slithered down to drape around his shoulders.

				“Shit,” he groaned. Was that the picture frame or his hand he heard crack? Before he could check for damage to either, he glanced up and his mouth watered at the sight in front of him.

				See-through black lace cups offered up firm breasts, and he took one pebbled nipple in his mouth. The rasp of fabric and his tongue had her panting, moaning his name.

				That was a sound he could get used to. Pain was a long-forgotten sensation.

				Quick fingers undid the front hook and he brushed the bra aside and down her arms. He moved his attention to her other breast, sucking and nibbling, inhaling the faint scent of her. Clean, fresh, like she just stepped out of the shower. No cloying, overly sweet, fake scent. He focused on her breasts with the utmost concentration. If he let his mind wander to the nearly-bare heat pressing against his groin, he’d never last. He needed her desperate for him before he even attempted to go further.

				Her nails scraped in his short hair, scouring his scalp. He could feel her galloping heartbeat under his palm as he massaged her other breast. Her hips thrust forward, rubbing her against him, begging for more.

				He ran a palm down her stomach. Reaching that layer of lace, he traced one finger down her seam, felt the dampness of her arousal through the lace. He damn near lost it then, knowing how primed and ready she was. But his control was a thing of legend, and he wasn’t about to let it go now. He debated for a moment, then took a good hold of the side of her panties and ripped until the fabric split in half.

				She gasped and stared at him with wide, wild eyes. She was a goner, and it gave him a fierce sense of satisfaction.

				He shoved the fabric aside and let his fingers drift once, twice over her damp lips before pushing one finger deep into her wet heat. She groaned, and he would have sworn her pupils dilated. He smiled against her breast and bit the soft flesh, mostly to hear her breath speed up. He wasn’t disappointed.

				Another finger added to the first, and her head dropped back. God, she was something.

				“Please. Tim, please.” Her voice was harsh, like gravel stuck in her throat.

				“What do you want?” Would she ask? Was she too embarrassed to ask for an orgasm?

				“You.” With what looked like great effort, she lifted her head to look directly in his eyes. Her hair was a riot of curls, her eyes were heavy, her mouth swollen. “I want you inside me.”

				He was beyond denying her—or himself—at that point. He nudged her so that she swung one leg back off. With shaking fingers, he undid the buttons to his jeans and slid them down to his knees, taking his boxers with him. His erection thumped his stomach, and he wondered when the last time he’d been so hard so fast was. With an affectionate slap on the thigh, he pulled her over his lap again. She shrieked and laughed, her core heat cradling his cock.

				But when he lifted her up to take him in, she resisted. Looking up, he was surprised to see embarrassment on her face that, seconds ago, had held blind lust.

				“What?”

				She stared at his lap, then back at him. She chewed on her bottom lip for a moment, then asked, “Protection?”

				Shit. How the hell had he forgotten that? Where the fuck was his head? He hadn’t made that mistake since he was seventeen. He motioned for her to scoot once more so he could reach into the back pocket of his jeans, still hanging around his knees. Reaching into the wallet, he grabbed the foil packet there and tossed the billfold on the coffee table. But before he could take care of things himself, sly fingers took the packet from him.

				Gone was the hint of embarrassment. Now that she didn’t have to ask him blatantly stupid questions—like reminding him rule number one of consensual sex—she seemed more at ease. No, not at ease. The slight tilt of her lips as she knelt down on the floor between his legs was one of a temptress who knew exactly what she was doing.

				One slender hand peeled his erection away from his stomach. She stroked him, letting her thumb graze the top of his head and spread the moisture that seeped out at her firm touch. She used her teeth to tear open the packet, and in a smooth caress, she rolled the protection over his cock.

				When had safe sex ever been so damn sexy?

				She stood and gave him a peck on the nose, which had him grinning. Then with a quick zip and a shimmy of her hips, the skirt that had been bunched around her waist fell to the ground with a soft rustle. Keeping her heels on—oh, that was nice—she crawled back onto his lap. Her hands stayed on his shoulders for balance and she rocked against him. Her mouth touched his and he lost all remaining hope of holding off any longer.

				Reaching between them, he guided their bodies until he inched inside the beckoning heat. With slow, controlled movements, she slid down until he was fully encased.

				Holy mother of Chesty Puller. His head dropped to the back of the couch. She rotated around, and he closed his eyes and bit back a groan. God in heaven that was amazing.

				“Feel good?” she asked against his neck. Her teeth grazed his pulse.

				“You have no clue how unbelievable that feels.”

				She chuckled. “I might have an idea. We’re kind of in this together. All the way in this.”

				Her tone was so ominous, he made the effort to look up. For just a moment, her eyes held a serious gleam rather than the sultry promise of earlier. He almost asked what she meant. But then she smiled and rose up on her knees, only to sink down again fully. At that moment, she could have told him she was Mary, Queen of Scots and he wouldn’t have cared.

				He let her set the pace, and he was thankful that it was a bruising one. Sweat created a sheen over their skin. Their stomachs stuck together. The pull and give of their bodies created a wet, suctioning noise that was almost more arousing than anything. But the thing that caught his attention most was the intense way she focused on his face. Peppering kisses, gentle caresses, gazing into his eyes. He wasn’t sure if she knew it or not, but she was imprinting herself on his brain. He doubted he’d forget the look on her face as she climbed toward release if he lived to be ninety.

				She panted his name, but he could barely hear over the buzzing in his ears. His vision started to tunnel. When had that happened before? But he wasn’t about to let go of the opportunity to finish with Skye. He reached between them and used his thumb to rub quick circles around her clit.

				Explosion. That was the only word to describe her reaction. Her head flew back, hair raining down to almost brush his thighs. She moaned; her nails bit into his shoulder. And her body convulsed around him. The reaction triggered his own orgasm, every moment of release pure bliss.

				She dropped her head down onto his shoulder, and all he could think was, I’m done for. I’ve never had an orgasm do this to me. Sex can kill. Then his vision blackened and the world went silent.

				***

				Skye woke up to daylight pouring through the window. What the hell? When had she drawn the curtains? She never left those open.

				Oh, for the love of Mother Earth.

				She shot up in bed, grabbing the sheets to cover her breasts. Hand impatiently pushing away at hair that flew into her face, she scanned the room.

				Bedroom, one of the suites at Celestial Palace. No sign of Tim.

				Her husband.

				Her knees drew up and she let her forehead drop down to rest on them. What the hell had she done? She let her ideals of Fate walk her into a quickie Vegas wedding. A Vegas wedding. The cliché of all clichés. Where was her head? Where was her common sense?

				Where was her husband?

				She gingerly pushed the sheets back and crept out of bed, naked as the day she was born. She didn’t hear anything. No noise coming from the living room. None from the bathroom. Maybe he snuck out for breakfast?

				How he could walk after last night, she wasn’t sure. After sharing that mind-blowing orgasm, she was ready to snuggle up and talk. Get to know each other more. See what they had walked into. Make plans for the future.

				What an idiot she was.

				Instead, Tim had passed out cold. She almost thought he’d died, the way his head tipped back and clonked against the wall. But his breathing had been normal, pulse was steady. Apparently he’d been drunk, and she hadn’t even realized it.

				How did she miss that? Drinking, she knew that much. But drunk as a skunk? She was a restaurant manager, for cripes’ sake. She knew what intoxication looked like. Daily battles were fought with patrons trying for just one more beverage. But she’d either missed every sign he’d given on her quest to follow that conniving bitch Fate, or he was just one of the few who was a light switch. Fine until it flips, then it’s game over.

				There was no way she would have been able to shift him into the bedroom like that, so she did what she could to clean him up and lie him flat on the couch. The faint sound of his snores followed her as she went to the bedroom to sleep by herself. On her wedding night. With her husband passed out on the couch.

				Every bride’s dream.

				She decided to grab a quick shower while she had the chance. If she was going to face her consequences, she wanted to do it feeling fresh and without morning breath.

				A quick shower and blow-dry later, she donned one of the fluffy white robes provided by the hotel. With one hand on the door leading to the living room, she paused. What if he was still asleep? Or waiting for her, ready to ask for an annulment?

				Annulment her ass. There was a reason they were married. And she was going to keep it that way.

				Skye pressed a hand over her racing heart. Pull it together. You can do this. Fate led you here for a reason, and you followed willingly. Put on your big girl panties and face the music. Or, well, the Marine.

				She took a deep breath and opened the door. More light poured in from the window, a stark contrast to the dark, seductive cave from last night. Tim wasn’t on the couch, but her clothes were. Folded neatly, they sat all alone on the middle cushion, the clutch purse she’d had with her resting on top. On the same cushion where they’d made love the night before.

				Her cheeks and neck flushed, though she wasn’t sure why. A quick glance to the kitchenette and balcony showed he wasn’t in the suite at all. Nor were any of his things. Not his wallet or his watch or anything that showed he even existed anywhere but in her mind. The horrible thought made the bottom of her stomach drop, then double-check her purse.

				Yup. Still there. Folded into a tiny square was the marriage license. Signed, dated, and legally binding. She wasn’t sure whether the cool relief she felt was because they really were married, or simply because she wasn’t crazy, hadn’t dreamed the whole thing.

				Another few minutes went by as she grabbed a bottle of water, and no sign of him. Probably checking on his friends, or maybe he ran downstairs for breakfast, not wanting to wake her. Kind of sweet, actually. If she’d had a key to the room, she would go down and check herself. But not knowing where to start, she didn’t want to leave the room, in case he came back soon.

				She dressed in the bathroom and waited, flipping through TV channels. After another twenty minutes, it dawned on her she could check to see if he was downstairs. This was where she worked, after all. And though she was mostly isolated in the restaurant, she knew other employees. Picking up the room phone, she dialed the front desk.

				“Hey, this is Skye McDermott. Is Jimmy working today?”

				The clerk confirmed and put her on hold. She chewed her lip, not sure how to explain the predicament.

				Hey, Jimmy. Skye McDermott. Yeah, so crazy story. Last night I met a guy, got married, and came up to his comped suite to do it like animals. But today he’s gone missing. Does the hotel offer any husband-tracking amenities?

				“Hey, Skye. What’s up?”

				Jimmy’s easy greeting snapped her out of her wallowing. “Jimmy, hi.” Jimmy had been one of her brief forays into inner-Vegas dating. They weren’t a match, but more than that, she quickly learned that what happened in Vegas… was everyone else’s business. At least when you and your current significant other worked in the same hotel and casino, even in different sections. But if there was one person who could help her, it was Jimmy.

				“I’m looking for my… friend. I stayed with him last night, and he’s not around anymore. Could you see if he’s hanging around downstairs? I don’t want to leave the room in case he comes back and we miss each other in the elevators.”

				“Sure. Name and room number?”

				She gave him the info, along with a description of Tim.

				Through the connection, she could hear keys being punched. “Uh, Skye. Are you sure he was coming back?”

				“What? Why wouldn’t he?”

				“My records show he checked out of the comped suite about an hour ago. Hold on, let me ask Mandy. Says here she was the one that helped him.” Without further warning, he put her on hold.

				An hour ago.

				He checked out an hour ago and didn’t say a word. There was nothing he could have possibly been doing for an hour that would keep him from coming back up to the room.

				Skye felt her lungs burn as her breath came in quick, shallow pants. What the hell happened? Did he leave? Was he on the way to get an attorney? Did he even remember that she was there in the bedroom? He’d folded her clothes, surely he knew. Why the hell hadn’t he woken her—

				“Skye?”

				She forced one long breath in and out before answering, “Yeah, Jimmy?”

				“Mandy says she remembered. O’Shay checked out, then walked out the front door with two other big guys. Her impression was that he wasn’t coming back. You should call his cell; looks like you got your wires crossed.”

				“Okay. Thanks,” she said, voice strangled. Before he could ask her what was wrong, she hung up the phone and choked back a sob.

				In the course of twenty-four hours she’d had a girls’ night out, met a man that made her body sing, married him, and been abandoned.

				What a way to start a marriage.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				Tim tossed his rucksack into the bottom of the bus and simply groaned as twelve other bags covered it immediately. That’d be a bitch to find when they got to the airport. Oh well. Nothing he could do about it now.

				He climbed onto the bus and took a seat up front with the other officers. After waiting for everyone to board and taking another quick head count, he signaled for the driver to head out. It was a long drive from California to Quantico, Virginia, but that was the plan. Chartered busses would take them across the country, then they would fly the rest of the way to Afghanistan.

				Finally, after finishing up the annoying details of his company commander duties, he was able to pop his iPod earbuds in and listen to some music. Best of all, he hoped everyone would get the hint to leave him the fuck alone.

				No such luck.

				His earbud was ripped out and someone’s thick finger flicked him on the side of the head. He turned around to see Dwayne’s shit-eating grin, headphone dangling from his hand.

				“What?” he growled. “It’s been ten minutes. You couldn’t possibly have something important to tell me right now.”

				“Actually, since you’re completely caged in with nowhere to go, I was planning on bugging you for details about that hot piece from Vegas. It’s been a week.”

				Jeremy’s head popped up from behind the seat, next to Dwayne. A twin grin split his own face. “Yeah. How about it?”

				Skye. He didn’t want to talk about Skye. And he really didn’t want anyone calling her a “piece” of anything.

				“Leave it alone,” he said, grabbing the earbud back. “I told you everything I planned on telling you on the flight back to Cali. We had a hot night. And I’m still pissed about you guys letting me get that wasted.”

				Dwayne shrugged massive shoulders, their width only emphasized by his cammies. “Hey. You were in control. And you’re a big boy. I’m nobody’s mama.”

				Jeremy gave him a reproving scowl. “You needed to loosen up, Tim. You were completely sober when you made the choice to have some more fun. Don’t act like we tricked you.”

				Tim sighed. It really wasn’t Dwayne or Jeremy’s fault. He hated when other people brushed off responsibility, so he wouldn’t do it himself. But damn, he felt like a fool. And he wasn’t even sure how much he had screwed up.

				Popping the bud back in his ear, he deliberately turned around and ignored their childish punches on the back of his seat. He wasn’t going to give them details about his night with Skye. She didn’t deserve that, whether she’d ever know about it or not.

				And also, he wasn’t sure about a majority of what happened.

				He remembered winning at cards, and he especially remembered exactly how much he had won. The amount still astonished him. He recalled having a drink or five. And then he remembered Skye.

				Skye with her mile-long legs and adorable smile. With her fresh attitude and fun laugh. He remembered searing kisses behind some tree, he remembered a car ride, some flashy guy who looked like Burt Reynolds clapping him on the back. And he remembered opening the door to the free suite the hotel had given him. Everything else to that moment was either fuzzy or completely blank.

				But he remembered her. He remembered how clean she smelled, how soft her breasts were, the way she arched her back when he touched her. The little pants she let out when she begged him to end the slow build and take the plunge.

				Yeah. He remembered Skye. And he remembered what a dick he was the next morning, leaving before she woke up. There was no excuse for it. He’d never left without a word in his life. He didn’t often have one-nighters. They weren’t his style. He was a relationship man and was ready to make a commitment when he found the right woman.

				But for some reason, the shame of facing her the next morning, not knowing what he might have said while piss-drunk or how he might have behaved, overwhelmed him. So he checked out, made sure she wouldn’t be left with any sort of tab, and took off. And he felt like a jackass for it. He wasn’t delusional, didn’t expect their one night would go anywhere. But if he had a single clue how to find her to apologize for his behavior, he would.

				Someone grabbed his shoulder and shook hard.

				He turned around and snapped, “What!”

				Jeremy pointed to his knapsack on the seat next to him. “Your phone’s ringing, you cranky bastard.”

				“Oh. Sorry,” he mumbled as he reached for his cell in the outer pocket. Not his finest moment in leadership. He checked caller ID and saw his sister was calling. He felt his heart expand and a smile crept onto his lips.

				“Hey, Madison. What’s up?”

				“Are you already gone? I just got off work and I was going to rush over to the battalion parking lot to see you.” Her voice was breathless and he smiled at the mental picture of her in scrubs running through the hospital parking lot to her car.

				“Stand down, sweetie. We’re gone. Took off about twenty minutes ago.”

				“Oh. Well never mind then.” She took a big breath and let it out. “Sorry. I tried to switch shifts but nobody was biting. I know we did the good-bye thing already but—”

				“Madison, it’s cool. Don’t worry about it. I get it. You’re a nurse, you’re busy saving lives. I’m just glad you’re on the same base as me now. When we get home, you’ll be right there.”

				“Literally,” she said on a laugh. “Are you sure you’re okay with me staying at your townhouse while you’re gone?”

				“I’d rather have someone there than it sit empty. You can watch over it, take care of the plants, make sure nothing goes wrong or anyone breaks in.”

				“You don’t have any houseplants.” She snickered. “They’d commit suicide before going home with you.”

				“That’s true,” he admitted. “You know I—” He swatted at the hand grabbing for his cell. “You know how much I hate—cut it out!” He turned and glared daggers at Dwayne.

				“Is that your sister?” He gave a sly smile. “Tell her I said hi.”

				“Cut it out,” Jeremy interceded.

				“No, I will not tell her hi for you, asshole.” He turned back around in his seat. “Mad, you still there?”

				“Was that Dwayne?” He could hear the amusement in her voice.

				“Yeah, it was Dwayne. Jeremy too. Ignore them, they’re giving me a—”

				The phone was snatched out of his hands with special ops stealth.

				“Hey there, sugar,” Dwayne drawled behind him. “How’s life treating ya?”

				Tim rolled his eyes and scooted until he was sideways on the seat, able to watch his friends behind him and listen in on their side of the phone conversation. He wasn’t concerned what either bozo might say to his sister. They’d met his family countless times and thought of Madison like a little sister.

				“Yeah? Are you sure you can handle living with this guy? He gets pretty pissy from time to time.” Dwayne cocked his head to one side and laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’d know better than most about his moods, huh? All right, well thanks for the luck, sweets. I appreciate it. Mail me some of those cookies you make. The ones covered in cinnamon. Yeah, those. M’kay. Here’s Jeremy.”

				He held out the phone in front of Jeremy, who had a slightly panicked look on his face.

				“Here,” Dwayne mouthed. “It’s just Madison. She wants to say good-bye.” When Jeremy looked frozen to the spot—what the hell was that all about?—Dwayne held the phone up to Jeremy’s ear and elbowed him in the gut so that he groaned into the receiver.

				“Yeah, it’s me,” he puffed out a second later. “Hey, Madison. What’s up?”

				Dwayne turned back to Tim. “So do you think the rumors are true?”

				Tim snorted. “Which rumors?” Deployments and troop movements were ripe breeding grounds for rumors and hearsay. It was worse than a high school girls’ locker room.

				“The ones about us having to turn around and come back. Delay the deployment last second, come back, and regroup.”

				Tim shrugged. “I don’t know. You know the drill. When I know, you’ll know, unless specifically ordered. It’s been mentioned, but nothing is definite.”

				Dwayne rubbed a hand down his face. “Yeah. This is the part I really hate. We’re already on the bus. Can we just fucking go already?”

				“Hurry up and wait,” Tim said with a smile on his face, quoting a favorite Marine Corps saying.

				Jeremy tossed the phone back in his lap. “There. She’s still on the line.”

				Tim heard Jeremy mutter “jackass” to Dwayne before putting the phone back up to his ear.

				“Mad? I’m gonna get off here. I’ll call you when we get to Quantico and let you know that we’re there.”

				“All right. I love you, you big lug.” Her voice sounded watery, like she was choking back tears. Damn, if there was one person on this earth who could inspire him to cry, it was his baby sister.

				“Cut that out,” he scolded. “You know the deal. I’ll be back before you know it. In the meantime, you get a rent-free place to live. Now, don’t pass all your cookies to Dwayne. Send some my way, okay?”

				“Will do.”

				“Love you, squirt.” He knew she was concentrating too hard on not bawling when she didn’t even object to his old childhood nickname for her. “I’ll call you soon.”

				After hanging up the phone, he glanced back and saw both Dwayne and Jeremy engrossed in their own worlds. Dwayne with Gun Digest magazine, Jeremy writing in a notebook. He was glad for the chance to slip back into his own private thoughts without the peanut gallery commentary.

				But the moment he turned his iPod back on, and closed his eyes, Skye came into focus. Long hair raining down her back, firm thighs clenched around his…

				Shit. He was going to have an obvious boner at this rate. Why, of all women, did he have to get stuck on the one that would never even be an option to try with? She lived in Las Vegas, for crissake. He dealt with enough long distance in life, thanks to deployments. Being with a woman who didn’t even live with him when he was in the country? Not an option.

				Luckily for him, he had several long months to dedicate to forgetting her.

				***

				Skye held the scrap of paper in her hand. The corner was smudged and she’d dropped a piece of her grilled cheese on it. But that didn’t matter. The address it held was the most important part.

				Her husband’s address.

				It was a nice townhouse, about thirty minutes from base according to the Internet. She could see the appeal. Not a horrible commute, but a decent distance away to separate himself from work. Made sense. The front was painted white, with crisp blue shutters. The lawn was immaculate, shrubs all precisely identical. Very well ordered, put together.

				Everything she was not.

				She took a deep breath, hiked her bag up her shoulder, and walked up the sidewalk to the front door.

				Her palms were sweaty as she reached for the doorbell, and she took a moment to wipe them on her light cotton skirt. Then she glanced down at her outfit. Her skirt fell to her calves, and made a fun swish with every step. The happy coral color made her feel brighter despite the circumstances. She wore sandals that tied around her ankles, and a simple white tank to let the skirt take focus. Her hair, because of the heat, was kept off her neck with a braid, though strands were already escaping. Stupid frizz.

				Was this what someone wore to confront their absent husband? Was there such an outfit? She rang the doorbell before she could chicken out, hop back in her car, and head to the hotel and change.

				Ten seconds passed, then twenty. She was about to turn and walk away when the door opened. A woman stood there, eying her like she was public enemy number one. Neither said a word, and Skye used the moment to take stock of the gatekeeper.

				Short, probably not even five foot three. Her face was free of any makeup, but she was pretty enough without any cosmetic help. Though she’d be prettier if her face wasn’t scrunched up into an intimidating frown. Her hair was scraped back into a tight bun, not a stray in sight. Skye’s hand went unconsciously to pat her own messy nest of hair.

				Though from the neck up the woman was all business, the shoulders down was another story. A baggy navy blue T-shirt with a large gold N on the front hung on her frame to almost her knees, paired with stained gray sweatpants that made her look younger than her likely real age. Definitely wearing a male’s clothing. Everything about her screamed “I belong here.”

				Oh God. Was he dating someone else already? Did he have a live-in girlfriend the entire time in Vegas? Horrible thoughts swirled around in her mind, each possibility worse than the one before.

				Thanks, Fate.

				“Do you need something?” Her voice was crisp and full of authority.

				Walk away and say nothing. Walk away. Go. Come back later. “Does Tim live here?”

				The woman raised an eyebrow. “I think I’d like to know who was asking.”

				She took a deep breath, realized it was now or never, and blurted out, “His wife.”

				***

				“How long are we going to sit around here doing nothing?” Jeremy asked, kicking his bag with the toe of his boot.

				Tim just stared at him. “Do I have to give you the same answer again? I told you. We’re heading back. They called us back; we knew it was a possibility. So just calm down until we can figure out the bus situation and we’ll head back.”

				“Just want to do something. Anything,” Jeremy grumbled.

				Tim knew. He understood completely the frustration that Jeremy felt. That bone-deep itching need to be useful. Instead they were stuck in the BOQ at Quantico for another day, waiting to see what kind of mess awaited them at home. It was a rough switch, gearing down from battle-ready to home again. But he didn’t make the final call. Their commanding officer didn’t make the call either. Everyone had a higher power. God probably had a CO.

				His phone rang and he picked it out of his pocket, glad for the distraction from his pissy friend. “O’Shay.”

				“Tim, hey. Still cooling your heels in Quantico?” his sister asked.

				Ah. Madison. Just the distraction he needed. “Yup, still sitting pretty, Mad.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jeremy shift his drooping shoulders. Maybe he wanted something to distract him from the inaction as well. “Actually, plans are changing up around here. I’d tell you more but—”

				“Yeah, I know. OPSEC. It’s all about the operational security. I’ve heard rumors, though. I can guess. Anyway, glad I caught you. There’s a bit of a situation here at the house.”

				The hairs on the back of his neck stood, and his breath caught. “Situation? What? Are you okay?”

				Jeremy moved like lightning, standing beside him, practically breathing down his neck. “What is it?”

				“Yeah, no, I’m fine. Sorry. That sounded ominous, didn’t it?” She laughed, and he felt the tension drain from his body like an uncorked bottle. He nudged Jeremy back a step and signaled that it was fine. Though he moved out of claustrophobic range, Jeremy’s eyes didn’t leave the cell, like he was just waiting for the word to jump through the receiver and end up in California to aid his sister. Times like those, when family might be on the line, he knew he had the best friends possible.

				“All right, so what’s the problem?”

				“Well, it’s not a problem so much as what I said. Situation. A woman showed up on your doorstep today.”

				A woman. He was still at square one. “I need something more than that.”

				“Right, sorry. Does the name Skye McDermott ring a bell for you?”

				He almost dropped the phone. Sweet Jesus. His pulse pounded in his ears, his hands were clammy. “Describe her,” he rasped, mouth almost too dry to talk. “What does she look like?”

				“Um, tall. Way taller than me, which doesn’t say much usually. I mean, I know I’m short and all, but she does seem taller than your average—”

				“Madison.”

				“Oh, right. Sorry. Um, brunette. Long, curly hair. In shape. Really cute. Blue-gray eyes.”

				It was hitting all the right marks. At least, it was hitting all the marks in his foggy memory. What the hell would she have wanted with him? How could she have even tracked him down? He didn’t leave anything with his address in the room, he was sure of it. He certainly hadn’t talked to her in the week and a half since. So why would she even bother tracking—oh God.

				She’s pregnant.

				“You’re pregnant?” his sister shrieked in his ear.

				“No!” someone yelled back, voice slightly muffled.

				Well, fuck. Guess he said that one out loud. Wait—

				“Was that Skye? Is she there with you? Is she still at the house?”

				“Well, yeah.” He could almost see his sister roll her eyes. “You think I’d just kick your wife out on the street?”

				“My…” He looked at Jeremy, who had relaxed enough to sit on top of his bed, but was still paying rapt attention. Normally he’d put the blame on his friends for pulling a horrible joke. But this was a little too much, even for their sick and twisted minds.

				“All right, can you just back up a bit?”

				“Sure,” she said, like there was no problem at all. “I got home from my shift, changed, and there was a knock. Skye here was standing on the doorstep. I didn’t know what to make of it, but then she told me she was your wife.”

				No. This wasn’t making any sense.

				Madison went on without pause. “So I was shocked because, really, why would my brother, one of my best friends in the entire world, go and get married and not tell me? Not to mention your slight anal-retentive problem. Anal-retentive people don’t just up and marry strangers in Vegas. I mean, it seemed a little implausible.”

				That was one word for it.

				“So I basically accused her of being a money-grubbing hussy.”

				“Hussy?” Tim nearly choked on the word. Jeremy’s brows raised in surprise. “Uh, squirt, I don’t think anyone uses that word anymore.”

				“Don’t call me that. That was my first thought. I mean, why else would someone track your ugly mug down from Vegas?”

				“Squirt. The story. It’s kinda important.”

				“No problem. But then she said she had no clue how much you won.”

				Entirely plausible, since even Tim didn’t know how much he’d won until he checked his bank account. Thank God for instant wire transfers.

				“Hold on,” Madison said suddenly. Muffled words he couldn’t quite make out, as if she put her hand over the phone. “She wants me to remind you that you were the one who proposed. Not her. Behind a—behind a what?” Her voice was muted, probably covering the receiver with her fingers. Then she said, “She said you proposed behind a potted palm. Among other things. Apparently the place to be is behind a tree.” The dry humor was too obvious to miss. Madison was thoroughly enjoying this.

				Tim had a flash of exactly what they’d been doing in the darkened hallway behind the tree. Hot lips, smooth skin… He shifted on the bed and turned away from Jeremy to readjust his cammie pants. “Yeah, moving on.”

				“Uh huh. So anyway, after hearing that, I figured I needed to get to the bottom of this. So I asked her for some proof. And she produced a license.”

				A license. A fucking license. How drunk had he been? Where the hell had they gotten a marriage license? And who in God’s name would give a marriage license to a drunk ass like him?

				Someone who worked in Vegas. Hell, sober people were probably an anomaly in the office.

				“But I pointed out—and rightly so—that anyone can forge things these days. Photoshop can do miracle works. Anyway, she wasn’t overly pleased with my logic there. I can’t really blame her. I mean, I’d probably punch someone if they accused me of something illegal. Luckily she didn’t take a swing. But she does have pictures.”

				“Pictures?”

				“Yeah, pictures. Hold on a sec, Skye, I get better reception out here. Help yourself to whatever’s in the fridge.” He heard a door slide open and shut, and he knew she was out on his back patio. “She had a few pictures on her phone. And a few more that she said came from the actual chapel, came with your package apparently, along with the fake bouquet and her veil.” Tim could all but hear the smirk in his sister’s voice. “You guys at the clerk’s office applying, during the wedding, after the ceremony. It’s definitely you, Tim.” Her voice took on a misty, watery sound again. “You look happy. Really happy.”

				Happy? That was one way to describe being so drunk he didn’t even know he was getting married. Yeah, he was happy off his ass. But that wasn’t what his only sister wanted to hear when confronting him about getting married without the family. “Sorry, Madison.”

				“Uh huh. Anyway, I just thought you’d want to know. Tim, obviously you were wasted. You don’t look it, and anyone who didn’t know you well probably wouldn’t realize it. But I know you. You wouldn’t have kept this from me. Not if you were in your right mind.”

				“You’re right.” He sat on the edge of his own bed, rubbing the back of his neck. SNAFU did not begin to describe his life at that very moment.

				“She’s the real deal, Tim.”

				“What does that mean?”

				Madison blew out a breath. “It means, I don’t think she’s a tag chaser or some weirdo with a Marine fetish, or someone who is dead broke and wants a meal ticket and good health insurance. I know I have nothing to go off of, but my instincts say she’s legit. Not quite your type, but legit. When she told me the story, it was like she got just as swept away as you did that night, in an honest chain of mistakes.”

				“I believe it.” He trusted his sister’s judgment. As a nurse, she saw too many people in every stage of life not to have a pretty decent judge of character. “Wait, what do you mean she wasn’t my type?” From his recollection, he’d been attracted to her because she was exactly his type. Beautiful, well-spoken, put together, long legs, big eyes…

				“Um, hmm. Did I say that?”

				“Yeah. You did. Quit stalling, squirt.”

				“What do you want me to do about her?”

				He blew out a breath. “Did she happen to mention what her plans were when she found me?”

				“Not quite. I didn’t think it was my place to ask. I know she has a room already at an extended stay motel for now. But as far as the plan, I think that’s something you should talk to her about. But not right now. She’s tired, and more than a little confused about you not being here. I don’t think she realized how soon you were leaving. Besides, this isn’t really a convo for the phone.”

				“I’ll call you when I know something, okay? Get her contact info—all of it. The name and address of the motel, permanent address, cell phone, everything you can think of. Knock her over, steal her wallet, and write down her driver’s license number if you have to. Just don’t let her get away.”

				“Aye aye, sir,” was her only cheeky remark, then there was dead air.

				He shut the phone and tossed it on the bed.

				“Son of a bitch. What happened?”

				Jeremy’s remark snapped him out of his plan to wallow in the mess his life was turning into. “Yeah, we’ll talk about it later. Let’s go talk to the CO, see if there’s been a change. I’m finding myself more than a little anxious to shore up plans right now.”
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