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Once Her Man, Always Her Man
Always a Marine - Book 1
 
A 1Night Stand Story
 
by
Heather Long


 
 
~DEDICATION~
 
 
For every spouse, child, or parent who waited for their Marine to come home.
They also serve, who stand and wait.


 
 
Chapter One
 
 
Luke Dexter handed his keys over to the red-corseted valet driver, his gaze skimming the generous globes peeking above the open buttons of her white shirt. The Sybarite Club definitely offers the Dallas area generous access to every pleasure. He slipped a membership card from his leather wallet and displayed it to the doorman. A tall, lanky figure dressed in topcoat and tails, the man exuded a sense of elegance that the club’s exclusive clientele enjoyed.
Examining the card, he scanned it with a small device before handing it back to him. Luke admired the caginess of the action. A pen scanner would be out of place with the old world atmosphere encouraged by the man’s uniform. “Good evening, Mr. Dexter. Welcome to the Sybarite Club.”
He passed through the opening double wide doors. Their gothic style was dark cherry, aged like a fine wine and decorated with wood cut carvings of a man and woman engaged in cunnilingus and fellatio. The subtle joining left each crying out in pleasure when the door opened, only to be reunited when the doors closed.
Amused by the art, he smiled before plunging into the velvet darkness of the club’s jazz-infused atmosphere. Every night featured a different style of music, but Fridays were reserved for jazz. Old world, cool, smooth music with smoky voices, haunting guitars and lonely horns played to the soul. The doors barely closed behind him when his phone buzzed.
Pulling it out, he thumbed it on. A new message from Madame Evangeline of the 1Night Stand dating service populated the screen. She’s dressed in green silk and sitting at the bar. Remember, Luke, life doesn’t always offer a second chance….
Clicking the screen off, he walked down the four red-carpeted steps into the lounge proper. He’d only agreed to the dating service in a show of solidarity with the men in his unit. Many of his men struggled with reintegration and forming new relationships. He couldn’t excuse himself from that same issue or the expected invitation to the Sybarite Club. His gaze roamed the room, coming to a halt and fastening on a pair of to-die-for tan legs at the bar. The sweet length of them, one crossed over the other and ended in black heels with crystals glittering around dainty feet.
A green skirt skimmed her knees. He studied the line of her back, curious about the rest of her. His gaze slid higher to the pile of unruly auburn hair fighting to escape a pair of crystal hair combs.
As though sensing his appraisal, the mystery woman turned on the bar stool and his heart tripped.
Rebecca….
 
***
 
Eleven years earlier….
She raced across the field, the sunrise illuminating auburn hair streaming behind her. Luke paused, football helmet in hand. His heart squeezed every time he saw her. He’d known her since kindergarten, dated her since the day she’d turned sixteen and now in the autumn of their senior year, he couldn’t believe she still showed up two hours early for school every morning just to watch him practice and eat breakfast with him.
The guys razzed him about being whipped, but he ignored their ribbing. After all, he had Rebecca. He opened his arms and braced himself for the crushing hug as she wrapped her arms and legs around him. He adored her enthusiastic greetings. He’d adore them more if he weren’t battered, bruised and battened down in football pads.
“Good morning!” She kissed him, simple, sweet and sensational.
“G’morning, sunshine.” He chuckled, nuzzling the corner of her mouth and the scrape of sugar that alerted him to powdered donuts for breakfast. His heart squeezed again. Powdered donuts were his favorite, but he had a strict diet during the season, a diet that she managed to add at least one powdered donut meal to per week.
Two of the new guys catcalled, but his co-captain, Brent, shoved the whistlers onward to follow the rest of the team. After a year of her openly affectionate displays, the team was used to Lowell High’s lovebirds.
She waved to Brent and leaned back, tilting her head toward Luke. “You didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”
“History paper,” he sighed. “Really couldn’t give a damn about the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, but Mr. Paulette didn’t ask for my opinion.”
“Only the facts, Mr. Dexter, or take a seat and zip it.” She dropped her voice an octave, mimicking their world history teacher. Her perfect white teeth bit her lower lip. “Want me to read it over while you practice?”
“Yes, I’m not too proud to admit it, either. It’s in my backpack.” Setting her down, he carefully avoided giving her rump a good squeeze. As affectionate as she was, she had boundaries. Explicit boundaries he respected. No sex in private or carnal petting in public. Of course, that didn’t stop him from looking at her perfect heart-shaped rear. She always complained about her weight and wanted to lose ten pounds.
He really had no idea why, either. Curvy as hell, she filled out her shirts and jeans beautifully and he loved wrapping his arms around her. She felt real against him. The one time he’d gotten her shirt off, he’d gaped at the sweet roundness of her breasts peeking out over the simple white bra. Her nipples stiffened under the fabric, dark and dusky. He’d damn near choked on his own drool at the thought of being able to touch them with his lips.
Maybe after homecoming.
“What are you thinking about?” She set her bag down on the riser next to his.
“You.” He admitted. “Naked.”
She laughed. “You need to think about your end zone and running backs and whatever it is they were doing that got you tackled yesterday.”
And her lack of knowledge about football never stopped her from coming to practice and showing up at every game, even the away ones, to cheer him on. When they’d made divisional the previous year, only strep throat kept her home. Worried about her, he’d sucked hard during that game.
“Yeah, but I don’t want to think about their butts or how they look naked.”
Her cheeks pinkened, a ripe, sweet color and his heart jerked and shook like a dog with a toy.
The coach whistled, done with their dawdling.
“See you in an hour?”
“I’ll be right here.” She pointed at the risers. “Reading your paper.”
“Love you.” His voice dropped, not because it embarrassed him to say it or worried that someone might overhear, but because loving Rebecca was a privilege, his privilege and he sure as shit didn’t plan on sharing it with the team.
“I love you, too.” She mouthed the words, but they drove right into him and lit his insides. Her love honored him. Blowing him a kiss, she shooed him away. He jogged out to meet the team, sure she kept his heart as safe and sound as his homework.
 
***
 
“Rebecca.” He barely managed to mouth her name. Just like that, the jaunt in his step faltered, his heart stuttered and he half-turned to head back out the door. The valet probably hadn’t even parked his car yet.
That’s the coward’s way out.
Luke Dexter wasn’t a coward.
Not anymore.
He thought back to the all-too-knowing text message. Life doesn’t always offer a second chance….
Walk out the door and run away—again—or walk across the floor of the Sybarite and take his chance?
I’m through running.
 
 
Rebecca Rainier glanced at her watch. She’d had some crazy clients over the years, but Delilah Swanson had to be the most eccentric. Becca began her event planning business in college and Rainier’s Intimate Introductions catered to the concept that people needed intimate situations to celebrate, meet, and mark special moments in their lives. She’d split her time between classes and meetings, carrying her supplies, her notes and her files around in the trunk of her car.
After graduation, Delilah made her an offer. She forwarded the financing for a storefront, let Rebecca choose her own clients, save for the once a year soiree Delilah hosted for a handpicked guest list. The ideal silent partner, she maintained a tidy investment, even after Rebecca paid off the initial stake.
For five years, she did exactly as she pleased, planning birthday parties, welcome home parties, wakes, weddings, and everything in between. This year’s grand shindig for Delilah sent Becca to the Sybarite Club in Dallas, only a few miles from where she’d grown up.
If it had been anyone else, she would have said no. But Delilah insisted that no life outside of work would impact her career more than she could imagine, so she’d let her not-so-silent partner sign her up for the 1Night Stand dating service. Delilah chose the Sybarite Club for the meeting, she knew the guys who ran it and that guaranteed her a measure of security. Instead of a huge party on some far-flung island or cruise ship, she waited for the man of the hour.
Delilah’s text had been specific: The Sybarite Club, nine PM., wear a forest green dress. She’d even sent a silver bracelet for her to wear for luck and love. The simple band shackling her wrist was heavier than most of the pieces she favored, but its weight comforted and warmed her.
A mournful melody of horn, piano and guitar tugged her back from the past—a place she rarely ventured anymore. She’d give her partner’s crazy idea another half hour. The white wine, the intimate atmosphere and the jazz were certainly worth another half hour of her time.
Maybe the guy chickened out.
Sadly, it wouldn’t be the first time.
A delicious scent of woodsy vanilla stroked across her senses, locking every muscle in her body. Tension knitted a chain of knots up her spine. Trembling, she set the wine glass down before spilling it. The scent teased her, conjuring memories of high school, football and love. Tears clogged her throat, and the colorful collection of liquors on the bar back rippled as the curtain shrouding her heart ripping away.
Luke….
 
***
 
Eleven years earlier
“I don’t understand.” She sat on the edge of the picnic table. Instead of the movies, they’d planned a quiet Saturday night together. But he’d been late and just when she thought he wouldn’t show up, he’d arrived, agitated, out of sorts and distant. “What happened?”
“September 11th happened, Becca. We’re retaliating and I plan to help.” The sweet autumn of their graduating year had turned into a nightmare a few weeks before. She’d been with him when the first reports of the terrorist attacks came in. School dismissed early, but not early enough to stop the news of the flight numbers involved. His mother and sister had been on a flight out of Dulles that morning, returning home from touring colleges on the east coast.
He’d taken the news without a glimmer of emotion. Her heart ached for him. For weeks, he pressed through funerals, obligatory family visits and bore the brunt of the hushed pity that rippled through the halls of Lowell High wherever they went.
He quit the football team.
His grades slipped.
He stopped coming to school regularly.
But Rebecca hadn’t left him. She brought his homework, bullied him to eat, cleaned up after both he and his father. After 9/11, his retired Marine, Navy reservist father informed them over dinner that he’d been activated. She held Luke’s hand through his father’s speech.
“Dad’s leaving tomorrow. He reports to Camp Pendleton. I’m going with him.” His words struck her like a body blow.
They’re moving. A hell of a long way from Lowell High School and Rockwall, Texas.
“Luke….” She squeezed his hand. The chill icing her heart suffocated the unseasonably warm Christmas air. “Wait.”
He’d avoided direct eye contact since walking up to the picnic table and he’d been stiff when she’d hugged him. He looked at her then, and it wasn’t her Luke, but a stranger, cool and remote. “I’m not sorry. And I’m not going just because Dad got called up. I enlisted in the Marines yesterday.”
I enlisted…. The words knocked around like a silver pinball caught bouncing between two objects, pinging against her soul. Enlisted in what?
“I’m eighteen. I took my GED this morning. Dad has some pull, so basic starts the week after Christmas. I don’t have to wait.”
Confusion added a second ball pinging around with the first. Luke enlisted. He joined the Marines. “When did you…?”
“Last month, after my birthday. Dad drove me down to….” His words drifted away, muted by the static in her brain. “…and that’s that. You’re great, but you’ve already gotten your acceptance letters to Brown and you’re going to school.”
“You’re breaking up with me?” She hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but shock cut off her good sense.
“Becca, America is going to retaliate. We’re already going into Afghanistan, and if I can get done with basic fast enough, I’ll be going with them. Bin Laden needs to die for what he did. Those fanatics need to understand that they attacked us. We have a duty to defend our country, to speak up for everyone who died.”
“Luke, I know. I know how you feel.”
“No.” He pulled his hand out from under hers. “You don’t know how I feel. And I don’t want you to ever know how I feel about this. A clean break is better. You’re great. Some guy is going to snap you right up and you’re going to have a great future. It’ll be easier on both of us if we make it a clean break now. I don’t want you to have to wait, to worry or to wonder.”
Nothing she said after that got through. He’d made up his mind. He’d taken her home, not even kissing her as he left her on the sidewalk in front of her house. He wasn’t home the next day.
Or the day after that.
A week later, the Dexter house had a For Sale sign in front of it.
A month later, a new family moved into it.
Rebecca didn’t know where he’d gone, so she addressed her letters to both he and his father, in care of the Marines.
She wrote him weekly.
Studying any news reports coming out of Afghanistan, she was terrified that one day they’d include a tidbit: local Rockwall boy dies overseas.
She didn’t go to Brown, sticking it out at the University of North Texas and commuting. She wanted to be where he’d left her.
So he could find her again.
A week before she graduated, an email blast from their high school graduating class’s annual newsletter caught her eye. Lieutenant Luke Dexter, former Lowell High football star, had been awarded a medal for bravery in combat. He remained on assignment in Afghanistan after a brief visit to speak at the school.
A brief visit.
He had come home.
But he hadn’t called.
She never sent him another letter.
 
***
 
Her chest squeezed unbearably tight at the scent, the woodsy vanilla as familiar to her as her own skin. She’d never forgotten how he smelled. Even now, the rich warmth of it rolled over her, carrying her back to more carefree days—breakfast at the football field, late afternoons lying in a tangle, trying to study. Long, wet, tongue-stroking kisses.
Painful cracks spider-webbed across the ancient headstone burying her heart. She’d mourned him and stopped visiting him in her heart a long time ago. The scent dragged the roots of her teenage passion, screaming and clawing, out from under the debris of years.
“Rebecca.” His voice washed over her and she closed her eyes. It can’t be him.
Not now.
She didn’t turn. She couldn’t. She squeezed her eyes shut, closing out the abandoned seventeen-year old girl who’d dared to hope, pray and dream that one day he would reach out to her again. Let her be there.
Instead, the twenty-eight-year old woman shook off a teenage melodramatic gasp and forced her eyes back open, glancing toward the mirror behind the bar. Hooded, hazel eyes met hers and her heart belly flopped, pain smashing through every nerve.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Luke’s chest hurt, but he braced himself against it. Shock wrinkled the line between her brows, the emotion far more brutal to him than a firefight in Kandahar or Kabul. She didn’t turn to look at him. But her reflection in the mirror didn’t soften. The familiar, flirtatious smile fled from the cool, firm line of her lips. Color drained from the face of the woman who shifted on the bar stool. Movement to his right caught his attention. A man approached, intent on her, but meeting Luke’s iron expression, the would-be interloper diverted to another table.
Satisfied, his attention returned to the girl—no, the woman—gazing at him, pain etching the softness of her lips. The memory of her lips got him through Paris Island. He’d thought about them, about her smile, every single, damn day.
“Hello, Luke.” Her voice poured over him like warm honey.
Life doesn’t always offer second chances….
“May I join you?” He nodded to the stool next to her.
“It’s a free country.” And just like that, she turned her back and the warm honey chilled, hardening over his chest.
“Thank you, ma’am.” He tacked the ma’am on as an afterthought. But the steel wrapped in her velvety voice jabbed his kidneys. Perching on the edge of the stool, he motioned to the bartender. “Two more of whatever the lady is having.”
She watched him from the mirror. Hungriness reflected in the gold flecked, tawny brown eyes, a perfect contrast to the tight jaw and stiff fingers wrapped around her wine glass. She tossed back a third of a glass like a shot of vodka.
A shot of vodka sounded like a great idea. But he needed his wits about him. IEDs laced the battlefield in front of him and patience and procedure and about eighty-five pounds of protective gear weren’t handy. But the trick to survival was to examine what was right in front of him and to react to it. He could do that in the field, he could do that with her. It was what he did best.
After the bartender served the drinks and took his credit card, Luke shifted to sit sideways, intentionally brushing his leg against hers. She didn’t recoil—exactly—but did shift away after a few seconds. Definitely treading in dangerous waters.
“How are you?” Lame, but it beat the first thing that came to mind. Dragging her off the icy perch and kissing her until she became that soft, warm, dewy-eyed girl he remembered wouldn’t go well. He ignored that savage need.
For now.
“I was sorry to hear about your father.” The words brushed over him, smoothing away the long years stretching between them.
“He died exactly as he intended.” Luke had no illusions. Not anymore. His father had been a Marine through and through. After their family loss, he returned to the Corps with a vengeance. He stopped being Dad and simply became Sir. His work in Afghanistan and Iraq saved a lot of lives, but a roadside bomber claimed him. The old man was at peace, hopefully with Luke’s mom and Brianna.
“You didn’t go to the funeral.” Every inflection carefully measured, she cradled the wine glass and avoided looking at him directly, watching via the mirror instead—a distancing technique—the PSYOP guys would love her. The modulated tone and her expression created a cocktail of distance and intimacy that left the listener eager to bridge the empty spaces.
“I was still overseas. I wasn’t aware there was much of a funeral.” Had she gone? Had she gone hoping to see me? He could have returned for the it, but a near miss on a personal assignment left him laid up for six weeks and the doctors wouldn’t let him fly.
“Mrs. Carter hosted a wake, and half of Rockwall attended the funeral.” Irritation crept into her words. “Protestors posted that they planned to demonstrate. Bastards. So the Carters and the Phelps called home everyone who could make it.”
The town showed up to protect his dad. Something heavy shifted off Luke’s heart. Rebecca showed up to protect his dad. The armed forces defended the rights of the people including those protesting. They didn’t like the protestors, but they’d been trained to ignore them and let them exercise their God-given freedoms.
“Thank you.” Her words echoed through him. “Dad would have appreciated it.”
She nodded, clearly done with speaking. The silence stretched taut between them. He considered all the angles. A loss for words was not a familiar handicap.
“Rebecca.”
“Why are you here, Luke?” She turned then, the full force of her gaze striking him. Nothing prepared him for her, the woman, poised, self-possessed and prettier than a runway model. Her head tilted to the side, she stared at him openly. He leaned forward, closing the distance between them. Once upon a time, he could boast no secrets existed between them because her shining face echoed every thought, every emotion. But that book was closed to him. He couldn’t tell what feelings raced through her, whether happy, sad, or terrifyingly indifferent to seeing him.
“I came home.”
Surprise skittered across her face, cracking the indifferent veneer. Another stone slid away from his heart. Maybe she hadn’t realized it yet, but she was happy to see him. And a little upset. But he could work with both.
“Not to Rockwall, I would have heard if you’d moved home.” No artifice existed in those words. They’d grown up in Rockwall’s bedroom community long before the superhighways extended their reach and the franchises moved in. Their tight neighborhood and Lowell still sent out a newsletter to graduates every year.
He relied on those dribs and drabs of information to keep up with her. She’d graduated from the University of North Texas with a 4.0 and offers from multi-billion dollar corporations. She hosted movie stars at her parties in Texas and around the world. The glamorous graduate never released any information about her personal life, just her success. But is she in love or happy?
“No, not to Rockwall,” he agreed easily, shifting until he set a foot on the bottom of her stool, caging her away from the rest of the bar. The smoky jazz, the hushed atmosphere, even the bartender chatting up some regulars faded away. She passed the wine glass from her left hand to her right and set it down.
His gaze zeroed in on the left hand.
No ring.
No line where a ring might have been.
A third rock tumbled away, unearthing his heart from the tomb he’d locked it away in.
“No, not Rockwall. Allen. I had a house built there. I’m opening a rehabilitation center not far from the Village at Allen, specializing in psychiatric and physical disorders for veterans.” The longest string of words he’d managed since seeing her in the bar, but he could talk about Mike’s Place all day.
“Mike’s Place. You’re opening Mike’s Place?” Interest surged in Rebecca’s voice.
“You’ve heard of it?” They’d netted a fair piece of media attention, but the doors weren’t open yet.
“I’m planning the opening gala in three weeks.”
“We have a company hosting that gala. You work for Intimate Introductions?”
“I own it.”
And just like that, the blocks of information tumbled into place. The company’s representatives had taken a huge interest in Mike’s Place, including a prospective fundraiser for the physical therapy wing. The promised funds allowed him to put more of his resources into other areas. James Westwood from his unit had already put him in touch with more than a dozen solid therapists, all with military backgrounds, who’d leapt eagerly at the chance to work with their own, even those who’d be picking up sticks and moving cross country to set up shop in Allen, Texas.
His Rebecca owned Intimate Introductions.
He owed the lady at 1Night Stand a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates.
“I had no idea you were involved with Mike’s Place.” Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, setting off the warning bells in his head. He jerked his attention back to her as she slid off the stool, away from him. “I’m sorry. I’ll have my assistant manage the onsite coordination. You won’t have to see me.”
Won’t have to see her….
“I’m glad things are going well for you, Luke. It was good to see you again.” A tight smile betrayed anything but and then she walked away, her too-tall heels clicking against the floor like nails being driven into the coffin he’d just busted out of.
The hell she’s walking away.
He tossed a couple of bills on the bar and strode after her. He caught up to her at the curb and handed a hundred to the girl she gave her claim check to. “My car, not hers.”
“Excuse me?” Rebecca wheeled around, but not before he saw her wiping away glittering tears from her eyes.
“My car. Not yours.” His heart constricted. He’d made her cry and that made him the lowest form of life. He’d have to take himself out back to get the shit kicked out of him for that. He knew a couple of guys who’d help him out.
Later.
“You can’t just order me around, Luke.” The wash of tears thickening her voice evaporated in a blast of anger.
“I didn’t order you around. I ordered her.” He nodded toward the valet who’d already disappeared with his money. Rebecca’s sweet mouth rounded into a silent O and he grinned. That was his girl, emotions running riot across the smooth, pristine face. Anger, irritation, sadness and yes, lust, all paraded through her expression. As if aware of his delight, she faced away, her shoulders stiff and jerky.
“That’s semantics.”
“No, that’s fact. I’ve never given you an order.”
“No, you just took the choice out of my hands.” She folded her arms across her chest, a shiver trembling through her tight frame. Shrugging out of his suit jacket, he draped it around her, closing his hands on her shoulders when she would have pulled away.
“You’re cold. It’s a jacket. It won’t bite.” He carefully measured the words, savoring the feeling of her under his hands although touching her had been a mistake. He didn’t want to stop.
The valet pulled his F450 into the slip in front of the Sybarite Club. The engine idled as she stepped out. He circled Rebecca, keeping one hand on her shoulder in case she tried to dart away again. He opened the passenger door and dared a look at her.
The pain and confusion shimmering in her eyes strangled him. I really do need to have my ass kicked. 
“What do you want?”
“I want you to come with me and I want to apologize.” Honest, straightforward and not shying away from the problem. He could take the well-deserved lumps, but she didn’t deserve them. He’d done her a huge disservice. Time to put that right.
Long past time.
“Will you come with me?” Careful not to give her an order, not to push too hard, not to force a retreat.
“Why?”
“Because I won’t leave you behind this time….” I won’t leave you behind ever again.
She hesitated. “My car is here.”
“When you want to come back, I’ll bring you back.”
White teeth pulled at her lower lip, clearly conflicted.
“Becca, I don’t deserve the chance, but I need one. Just one. Please.”
She dropped her gaze. Luke held his breath. He wasn’t above begging. Not for her.
“Okay.”
He barely heard her too-quiet reply, and remained uncertain he heard the answer correctly until she took a step toward the truck. “I’ll go.”
He handed her up into the truck, careful to watch that she didn’t turn an ankle in the insane stilettos, no matter how great they made her legs look. Shutting the door behind her, he caught the doorman’s bemused expression. The man nodded his head, mouthing good luck.
Luke nodded in return, taking it.
He needed all the luck he managed to bank over the years and then some. He’d left her once, but this Marine didn’t make the same mistake twice. And he knew where to go. Leaving Dallas on I-30, he headed for Rockwall.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
The vents blasted a blanket of warmth into the silence, but the heat couldn’t quite touch the icy core solidifying in her chest. She sat next to a stranger. No, she sat next to Luke, far worse than a stranger. She didn’t know what to say. Her tongue seemed thick against the back of her teeth.
Two glasses of wine left her mildly tipsy. The only explanation for why she got into the truck with the man eleven years after he walked away and never looked back. Stupid, stupid, childish mistake. You’re not seventeen anymore, Becca.
At twenty-eight, she had no excuses for bad choices.
“Better?”
“What?” She pulled away from her internal monologue to stare across the shadowy gulf to the man driving.
“Are you warmer?” His voice gentled and she wished he’d stop doing that. Stop sounding like the boy who used to carry her over muddy spots rather than risk her slipping, or the guy who listened intently to every critique she gave him on his homework, or the sweet boyfriend who grinned like an idiot when she raced up to hug him.
She’d missed that boy for years.
“I’m fine.” She licked her lips. This is a bad idea. Why now? Why tonight? Why had Delilah cajoled her into changing her schedule so that she would spend the winter in Dallas rather than Dubai, to plan an event for Mike’s Place rather than an oil tycoon? Did she know? I told her about Luke, but did she realize they were the same man before she set this up?
“Why Mike’s Place?”
If the question surprised him, he didn’t show it. In fact, he looked very relaxed leaning back in the seat, his right hand resting on the steering wheel. Sliding her heels off, she shifted to tuck one leg over the other. The damn shoes cost a fortune and pinched her toes.
“I’ve seen what back to back wars do to the men and women who serve, and their families. Mothers who don’t see their kids for years. Fathers who return, a wad of stress and out of sorts. Soldiers who can’t reintegrate because their personal worlds moved on without them, and the injured who are struggling to figure out who they are now without an arm, a leg or the ability to walk. It’s a bitch and we don’t leave people behind, especially when they come home. Mike’s Place will provide the lodestone for a lot of lives.”
Tears misted across her vision. She’d poured over the literature for Mike’s Place, the thirty-acre complex providing physical therapy centers, mental health pavilions, free clinic services and a childcare facility. Donations requested, but not required, covered the near non-existent cost to patients. Out-of-state visitors would be provided with access to onsite apartments for both patient and family.
“It’s a beautiful idea.” She whispered the words and it was. Thoughtful, generous and compassionate. Just like the boy she’d loved. He had been Lowell High’s best football player. Even the year he’d left the team to enter the military, he’d been nominated for MVP. Not for being best player on the field, but rather because Luke took the concept of, no I in team, to the extreme.
Oh, I’ve missed him so much.
Missed him, past tense, not present. She tugged her gaze away from his profile lest the naked need running rampant through her shine on her face. Every man she’d dared to date had to live up to the ghost of his estimation.
None had passed.
“Thanks.” A note of shyness slipped into his deep voice. “It’s good work. It needs to be done.”
Rebecca rubbed two fingers carefully under one eye, sweeping away the tears that kept trying to slip free. “Who’s Mike?”
It was Luke’s turn to sigh. The poignant note pulled her gaze back. The highway’s interspersed lights strobed across his profile, revealing a raw emotion that had her hand reaching out to rest on his arm. He covered her slender hand with his own, trapping her there, but she didn’t care. Pain echoed through him and he needed her.
“Mike Nowiski went through basic with me. Two years older than me, he’d dropped out of college to enlist. He grew up in New Jersey. His parents owned a pizza joint, and he married his high school sweetheart for love. They had a baby girl, just a year old when Mike enlisted. He was a good guy, never shut up about his kid. He joked that the Marines would give him all the know-how he needed to cap any punk who wanted to date her. I met his wife, twice. Shari was a sweetheart. They had that real thing, crazy in love, but supportive as hell. She was amazing, we spent four years in Afghanistan, and Mike never had leave to go home except for one seventy-two hour furlough. Shari flew to meet him halfway in Germany.”
Dread curled around Rebecca’s heart. So many of Luke’s words were past tense, not present. But she squeezed his arm, the heat of his bicep melting the ice chips on her soul.
“Three years ago, Mike got injured. We were in Iraq, monitoring a school rebuild. Insurgents tossed a few grenades, brought down most of the unfinished building. Mike took shrapnel in the leg helping the workers get out. It was bad. They airlifted him to Germany, and he spent ten weeks getting pins in his leg to rebuild it. Then they sent him home.”
Fear squeezing her heart, she waited. A muscle ticked in his jaw and they were gliding down the exit ramp. He took a left at the light and blended in with the evening traffic. Lights from the strip malls illuminated the truck, reflecting off his angry, tortured visage.
“What happened, Luke?” She couldn’t stand the silence.
“Three weeks after he got home, he shot Shari and then himself. The reports said he suffered from severe PTSD. Shari had spoken to a chaplain about his violent mood swings and nightmares, but the day before the chaplain’s scheduled visit, something in Mike snapped. He was a good man, he loved his wife. What happened to him overseas, the war, the injury, changed him and he didn’t get the support services he needed. I know he shot himself because he killed Shari, but it doesn’t change the fact that his little girl is now an orphan. She’s barely eleven and she has no one, no family. Mike’s Place can’t save everyone, but kids like Amy Nowiski shouldn’t have to bury their parents, and guys like Mike should have a place to go to get better while women like Shari have the support they need to be there for their spouse.”
Her tears fell freely at his words. What a horrible story. “You should tell people Mike’s story,” she sniffled. Damn it, she’d always been a crier and the flow of damp grief stung her eyes. “You should tell them Shari’s story and Amy’s story. It’s terrible, but it makes it more real for those who can’t imagine what that’s like.”
“Aww, hell, Becca, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” His grief stricken expression dissolved in self-recrimination. He shifted to put his left hand on the wheel, his right capturing hers and lifting it to his lips. The tender brush of a kiss across her knuckles damn near brought her to sobbing.
“I can’t help it. You miss Mike. You’re pissed at yourself because Mike went home and you weren’t there to watch his back, to protect his family and save him from himself. But it’s not your fault.” The words hiccupped, but she didn’t care. He swung the truck into a dark parking lot and shifted into park before twisting in the seat.
Between one breath and the next, he’d snapped off her seat belt and tugged her across the bench until she crushed up against him. It was a mistake to hold him like that, to let him hold her. But he needed her.
Hell, I need him.
She sobbed all over his nice dress shirt. Her arms slid around him, her hands going to his hair. Still cut high and tight, she missed the gentler waves where it would tumble in his eyes. He’d come back a bigger, harder man, but cocooned against him, the years slipped away.
A rumble shook through him, a low laugh tickled her and the bubble of tension inside her popped. Laughing through tears was the best emotion and the more he laughed against her, the more laughter punctuated her tears.
“Why are you laughing?” She chuckled, pulling back enough to look at him. But the circle of his arms trapped her close. His forehead drifted down to rest against hers, his eyes dark and unfathomable in the next to nothing light.
“This is so not what I meant when I asked you to come with me. I never wanted you to cry.”
She shrugged, no easy feat this close when it brushed her chest to his and her nipples stiffened. A lazy thread of desire unwound from the tension, zinging along half-forgotten nerve endings. Eleven years and his proximity still turned her on.
Who am I kidding? She’d loved this man her whole life. When he asked her out on a date the day of her sixteenth birthday party, she’d written in her diary that she’d been born to love him. Eleven years and heartbreak didn’t diminish the feeling no matter how much hurt and resentment she’d tried to bury it in.
“Luke,” she whispered. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad you told me. I’ve missed you.”
He went still against her. She shoved away the regret that crept through her. She would never regret reaching out to him. It hurt to think he might reject her.
Again.
But she would never stop being there. He spoke of Shari in wonder, wonder for how she supported the man she loved, wonder for how she managed all those years and would be willing to fly halfway around the world for a couple of days, but she didn’t wonder.
I would have done the same damn thing if he’d just let me.
Resolve exploded through her, she was through waiting for him to give her that opportunity. Nestled close to him, the warmth of his breath tickling her cheek, and the strength of his arms around her, she closed the gap to press her lips to his.
He stiffened, but his mouth opened to her questing tongue. The gentle kiss went from zero to raging forest fire. Liquid heat blasted through her blood and between one breath and the next, she straddled his lap, his hands pulling her hair loose to tumble down around them in a curtain. Every inch of his hard muscle pressed against her softer flesh. He tasted of the wine he’d ordered at Sybarite and something darker, deeper and more masculine.
He tastes like Luke.
A groan rolled through her as his tongue sought entry, dueling with hers, stroking her teeth, lapping up every breath. Her dress inched up her thighs and the hard length of his cock burned through the clothes separating them. She rolled her hips, rubbing against him, sending tingles of electricity darting through her sex.
She soaked her panties at the thought of stripping away those last barriers. She wanted to feel him inside of her. They’d played it safe for years, never even made it past second base.
“Rebecca,” his voice slurred ever so slightly between kisses as their mouths moved together. It was like dancing, tongues waltzing together, circling each other. “Rebecca.”
He leaned his head back, fingers fisting in her hair, trapping her when she would have followed. His chest rose and fell. His excitement fueled her own. “Sweetheart, you’re killing me.” His murmur was low and throaty. Would he sound that raspy and hoarse when they were naked and rolling together? She shuddered, one aching tangle of need. Her body vibrated with it. Her hands flattened against his chest, the pounding of his heart a delicious cadence beneath her questing fingers as she unbuttoned his shirt.
“I don’t think it’s ever hurt this good,” she murmured. She wanted to feel his skin, to see his body, to touch every inch of him with her hands and her mouth. He covered her hands with one of his, halting her action.
“Becca, stop.” The order shuddered through the desire questing in her system.
“You don’t want me?” The traitorous words slipped out before she could stop them. Even in the low light cast by the dashboard, she saw the words strike their mark.
“Baby, I want you more than I can say. But not like this, not because you’re feeling sorry for me.”
He couldn’t have cooled her ardor faster if he’d slapped her. “Sorry for you?” She repeated the words, hardly believing them. “Sorry for you?”
“Becca….” His tone shifted, wary. She tore away, ignoring her body’s lonely cry as she tumbled onto the passenger seat. She grabbed the door handle and jerked it open, all but falling out of the truck.
He was out the driver’s side door and circling around even as she found her shoes and her purse. The cold night air provided the bracing reality check she needed against the wild desire riding hard through her body.
“Becca, wait.”
“The hell I will.” Fury pounded in her temples, mingling with her aggravated desire and frustrated need. “That wasn’t feeling sorry for you, you…you…jerk.” She punched her finger at his chest. “That was me loving you.” He took one step back as her finger jabbed him again. “That was me reaching out to you.”
Another jab. Another step back.
“That was me wanting you.” She jabbed him one more time. “I have never felt sorry for you. I grieved with you. I hurt with you. I missed you until I thought my heart would wither and die. But I have never pitied you.”
She whirled, fueled by eleven years of loneliness and betrayal. She had no idea where the hell they’d parked, but she couldn’t stay there. Not for this. Not when her love bled like a raw wound, the stitches she’d knitted around her broken heart tearing loose.
“Becca, I love you.”
And now he has to go and say that.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Luke clenched his fists, forcing himself to wait. If he touched her again, they would be in the bed of his truck and he’d be driving away all his good intentions as he thrust into her hot, sweet, willing body. He’d called himself a fool for stopping her. The first, sweet taste of her lips in over a decade, and time turned back to high school.
No, not high school—home.
Home. For the first time since he walked out of the damn park, he’d come home. Too much between them to not do this right, to not answer the questions that he’d left burning between them.
No way would he walk away this time, but she deserved every opportunity he’d denied her. Her fury was a beautiful thing. Her swollen lips glistened, her face flushed, and her eyes sparked. His radiant Rebecca, so righteous in her fury.
“Babe, I love you.” He repeated slowly, watching the slim line of the back she’d turned on him. Again. He knew every inch of her, not as intimately as he might like, but he used to be an expert in her expressions, body language, and soul. He might be rusty, but he trusted his instincts. She didn’t run.
Not now.
“What do you want from me?” Pain wrenched through every word.
It’s now or never, Dexter. Man up, Marine.
“I want to tell you about the worst day of my life.” Not an eloquent man, he couldn’t even pretend. But Becca needed truth. She needed honesty. If it hurt him, then he deserved the stripes on his soul for every injury, real or imagined, he’d inflicted on her.
The park had been redubbed President George Bush Park in 2005, but it would always be Preston Park to him. Still the place he met his girlfriend to break her heart.
And mine.
Her shoulders lifted, her head tilted upward. She sucked in a noisy breath of air, exasperation taut in the expression she turned back toward him. Standing there, stocking feet on the hard asphalt, spiky heels in one hand, purse in the other, rumpled dress, and disheveled hair, she seemed both patient and pissed.
God, I love her.
“I’m listening.” If that was the best she had to offer, he’d take it.
“Get back in the truck so you’re not cold?” He tacked the question mark on as an afterthought, but when her eyebrows rose, he backed off. He could warm her feet up when they finished.
“Mom died. Brianna died. Dad went away. I was pissed. Angrier than I’ve ever been about anything. I wanted to do something about it. The Marines offered me a way to not only avenge them, but to honor them, too. I can’t even tell you when the idea entered my head.” He fought for neutrality. He didn’t like explaining himself to anyone. But she isn’t just anyone, she’s the only one.
“I told Dad I wanted to apply and he drove me down to the recruiter. I talked to the guy for an hour and then I signed the papers. I applied for my GED the same day. I wanted to talk to you about it, but I thought it wasn’t fair to you to put that decision on your plate. I didn’t think it was right that I was taking your last year of high school down the drain with mine. I couldn’t protect Mom or Brianna, but I could protect you.”
He dared to look at her and the haughty distance in her expression melted. “You didn’t have to protect me….”
“The hell I didn’t. You were putting everything on hold to look after us. You were at the house every night, cooking dinner, sitting with Dad. Hell, you were even doing the laundry. You were my sanctuary and I wanted to lose myself with you, but if I’d told you I was going, you would have supported it, packed me up and waited. Sat here, waiting for me.” He dared her to disagree with him. But the mutinous expression answered without words. Yes, she would have waited, and he wouldn’t have stopped thinking about her.
“But babe, before you start hating me for not wanting you to wait for me, that wasn’t it…that wasn’t it at all. I wanted to marry you, I wanted to fill you with babies, but I was an eighteen- year old kid with a GED and a hate on for Al Qaida, heading off to the Marines where I was pretty sure I was going to get myself busted up. I wanted more for you than that.”
“You are such an idiot.” She flung her shoes down and he counted himself lucky she didn’t throw them at him. He took a step forward, edging back into her space.
“Yes, I was. But I was a kid. A kid who was stupid in love. A kid who would have been stupid if all I ever thought about was you. If you were here, I didn’t think I could leave you. Making you hate me was the coward’s way out, but I thought you would be better off, you could meet a guy, marry him, have a dozen babies.” Bile crawled up his throat at the idea of some other guy touching her, holding her, loving her. Worse, the sourness at the idea that she might love this faceless, nameless bastard that Luke would have throttled.
“So it was easier to just dump me? To walk away? To say nothing?”
“Yeah. After, I couldn’t take it back. Then your letters came.”
Her sharp, indrawn breath stabbed him in the gut. “You got them.”
“I have every single one that you wrote.” The first one arrived while at basic—the flowing script cutting him. He’d worn away the return address on the first one, stroking a thumb over it. “But I couldn’t open them. I had to make the break clean.”
“Why? Why would it have been so awful to know I was here for you? That I would wait, support you in any way I could? Why wouldn’t you let me be there for you?” She took a step toward him.
“Because I was scared, Becca. Scared that I’d get out there and the only thing I would do is think about you, get killed, and leave you grieving. At least, I told myself, if I did buy it over there, you wouldn’t be mourning me. You’d have a great life and it was all I had to give then.”
If he could go back to his eighteen-year-old self, he’d thump him hard. His dad even agreed with his decision, but in retrospect, his father didn’t see much point to civilian life and love anymore. He turned all Marine, all the time, after their loss.
“But I kept the letters. When I deployed, my base commander kept them and shipped them over in bulk. They went everywhere with me. I promised myself when I came home for good, I’d read them then. I’d read them and see the life you’d built for yourself.”
“And have you?” She stood directly in front of him then, staring up at him, tears shimmering in her eyes.
“Nope. I wanted to, but I had the idea for Mike’s Place and I guess I came back here because I wanted to be close to you. Told myself I’d get Mike’s Place started and then I’d read them.”
“You were never going to read them, Luke Dexter.” Exasperated amusement, not censure, filtered through her words.
“I’m an ass, Becca. I’m an ass who loved you too much to hold onto you. But I’m not ass enough to walk away this time. I’m right here. I’ll do whatever penance you want, I’ll get on my knees if you need me too, and I’ll crawl the rest of my life if that’s what it takes to prove it to you.” The text-messaged words echoed in his mind. They were the right words. “Life doesn’t always offer second chances and I sure as sh—heck don’t deserve one, but….”
He hesitated. He wasn’t pleading his case really well. Hell, he didn’t even know if she had some jackass in her life. He considered the way she’d crawled into his lap and the lack of ring on her finger and he’d bet he could push the imaginary boyfriend out without a hell of a lot of effort.
Rebecca blew a breath up at the hair tumbling in her eyes. She turned back toward the truck and his heart squeezed. He’d blown it. Somewhere in that muddied, dumbass explanation he’d shot his chance to hell. But instead of getting in the truck, she tossed her purse inside and pivoted to race across the six feet separating them.
He braced, catching her as she slammed into him. Her legs wrapped around his hips, her arms around his neck and then she kissed him. He devoured her mouth, meeting her eager tongue with his own. She was soft and curvy beneath the dress. His hands closed over her bottom, kneading it through the material. She’d always been soft.
But her girlish figure was beautifully rounded now. In the hind part of his brain, he recognized she’d put on weight, but it filled out all the right parts of her body. The woman in his arms was like a live grenade and his body was the clip. Her mouth moved to his jaw and when her teeth bit down on his throat, he laughed. Her greedy little mouth always left hickeys.
God, I hope she leaves one right now.
“Make love to me, Luke.” The words lodged next to his heart, shoving away the last barricade to the past.
“It’s a thirty minute drive to the house,” he groaned. His cock was so hard, he regretted the fit of his dress pants. “But I think we can make it in fifteen.”
“No.” She leaned back, trusting her weight to his hands, her fingers playing with the short hairs at the nape of his neck. He needed a haircut.
And a shave.
And a shower.
And some roses.
Hell, he needed a lot of roses.
Wait, did she just say no?
“Babe?” The word came out on a harsh exhale.
“No. No driving, no house, no waiting. Right now. Right there.” She jerked her thumb toward the truck. “You have a blanket in the back seat.”
His body revved at the thought. “But sweetheart, it’s cold.”
“So, you don’t think you can warm me up, Marine?” Her lips twitched into a saucy smile and rusty laughter wheezed out of him. Yeah, he could warm her up. He strode toward the truck, every step bumping her hips with his, teasing the hell out of him. He would die if he didn’t get her clothes off.
She started to slide down and he squeezed her ass, pressing her against him. His cock swelled further. “Uh uh. No moving, missy. I got this.”
Her mouth closed on his earlobe and pleasure zinged through him. He one armed open the back door, grabbed his go pack and tossed the whole lot into the bed of the truck. Two rolled blankets followed.
“You came prepared.” Silky amusement colored the voice whispering in his ear and Luke shoved the door shut and carried her around to the back. One click and the gate opened. A hard look around the area revealed they were very much alone and no cameras pointed at the truck. Satisfied, he hoisted her up and followed, barely letting her slide away as she scooched to grab the blankets.
They tripped over each other, laughing as they spread the blankets out. Her fingers went back to the buttons on his shirt and he searched for whatever the hell held her dress together. “Strip, Marine.” The amused arousal thickened her voice.
“Yes ma’am.”
She inched back, peeling out of her dress and his tongue had to be hanging out as the dress vanished, leaving only creamy pale skin, full breasts and hard nipples peeking over the top of two scraps of lace she’d tied together to make a bra. Her pantyhose came next and joined his shirt, belt and pants. His shoes and socks were an afterthought, but he could only stare at the long length of her tanned legs and the scraps of pale skin around her barely-there panties.
“You are so damn beautiful.” And she was. He had to slow down before he embarrassed himself and came inside his shorts.
“Stop talking, Marine. The action’s right here.” The teasing quirk to the corner of her mouth, the spark in her eyes—this was his Rebecca. All fiery passion, spitfire and love.
So much damn love.
“Are you sure? I know I made a mess of that apology and you have every right to….”
She surged up from the blanket, meeting him breast to chest, her fingers covering his mouth. “Shh…it’s always been you. Always. I never wanted anyone else. I thought I got past it, I was over it and I was moving on. But every guy who ever asked me out, I measured against you and they all came up short. I. Love. You.” She punctuated the last three words with a kiss, her cool fingers stroking over his chest.
He knew the moment she found the scars. A burn from a fight in Kandahar. A cluster of three puckered scars from bullets in Kabul. A thick slash from shrapnel in a city he couldn’t remember. Her gaze shifted down and her lips trailed down his jaw to his chest. She stroked each scar gently, before laving her tongue over them. Each touch of her lips added balm to the deeper scars, the ones stretching into his soul.
“We wasted so much time. Please don’t make me wait anymore, Luke.”
He groaned. He could deny her nothing. He tugged her upward, catching her mouth with his. He bit down on her lower lip and shifted her until she lay down against the rough blanket. He barely noticed the scratchy and durable fabric as he took his own time kissing down to her chest. Her bra unhooked in the front, a thought he was vaguely glad for or he would have just ripped it off.
Her sharp cry when his lips rasped over one turgid nipple filled him with satisfaction. He teased it with his teeth, tugging until her fingers closed on his head, before moving to the other and showering it with the same attention. Goose pimples rippled over her flesh, and he blew against the second damp nipple.
He could dine there for hours, playing with her breasts, and feasting on her responses. His fingers slid down to the thin scrap of black. He tugged it, tearing the barely-there panties wide open to explore the damp curls. His cock jerked at the silken heat waiting between her nether lips.
“You’re so wet,” he whispered, half in wonder, half in pleasure-drunken stupor. He stroked the lips apart, teasing the hard, throbbing nub pulsing beneath his thumb. Her moans grew louder and she cried out, spasming against his fingers. He tilted his gaze upward, watching her mouth open and close as he continued to tease her sex. Her orgasm drenched his fingers and he stroked her through it.
Pure, masculine satisfaction rolled through him. He wanted to taste that orgasm and he scooted downwards, his mouth trailing wet kisses across her trembling belly to the curls. The scent of her filled his nostrils. She was so feminine. He tasted sweet vanilla and musky female.
“Luke!” His name bolted from her lips as he stroked his tongue down the wet cleft, lapping at the cream waiting for him. He nosed her clit, intent on being drunk on the scent of her. How many licks to the center of her orgasm drifted across his mind, and he slid his hands under her bottom, lifting her into a better position.
Fingers stroking her anus, he locked his lips around her sweet clit and sucked. She shuddered. Thrumming his tongue against the swollen nub, he laughed as her body twisted, buttocks tightening and the hard catch to her voice warned him that another orgasm approached. Lapping harder, he drove her on. His balls ached when she came. The sweet cream of her orgasm flooded his mouth and he drank her up, his finger pressing into her anus even as her hips bucked up to him.
“Luke.” Her voice stretched out in a hoarse, tortured whisper. He petted her through the orgasm, sliding his finger gently in and out as his tongue mirrored the motion against her sex. He wanted to begin there every night for the rest of her life. He would go to sleep drunk on the taste of her. Her fingers pulled at his shoulders, her nails scraping his skin urgent.
“…you…I need you….”
“I’m coming, baby.” He comforted her, one last stroke of his tongue for luck across her drenched sex before sliding up her body. Her hands tugged at his boxers, shoving them down. He paused at her breasts, worshipping each nipple before kicking the boxers into the darkness. The cool air only increased the heat burning between them. His cock bobbed with eagerness as he shifted, grabbing a condom from his discarded pants pockets. Sheathed, he knelt between her legs, his body aching as the tip of his cock brushed against her wet entrance.
He reached between them, his gaze watching her face. He wanted to watch every nuance of her expression as he sank into her. Her hand wrapped around the head of his cock, her thumb stroking the moisture from the slit and then she guided him, pressing him against her entrance, hips lifting to pull him in when he sank home.
Heat locked around him. She was tight. So gloriously tight.
One thrust and the last barrier between them fell.
His insides jerked and his eyes widened.
She’s a virgin.
“Don’t you dare.” She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper, taking every, hard inch of him.
His balls were going to explode.
“Rebecca,” he groaned, diving in for a kiss.
“Love me, Luke. Just love me.”
Always.
He sank into her, holding on to sanity by his fingertips while she got used to him. He wasn’t a small man and she was so damn, deliciously tight. But her impatient nails raked along his ass and up his back and then he thrust again, driving into her slowly at first, but with increased tempo.
He wanted her pleasure to last forever, but even as he tried to slow down, her hips rose up to meet him greedily stealing the pace away. His balls slapped against her ass and then he came, hard, violent jets of pleasure that turned his insides to jelly. He shook with release and imagined filling her to the brim, marking every sweet part of her sex with the scent of him.
Mine.
She’s always been mine.
She always will be.
Collapsing, he took care not to crush her, but she refused to unwind from him and let him roll away. Sweet kisses touched his face, brushed along his cheek and teased his mouth.
“So.” Her voice blew out on a breathy whisper. “What are we doing tomorrow night?”
Laughter wheezed out of him. Rising up on his arms, he gazed down at her sweat-dampened face. Grabbing the second blanket, he pulled it over them, trapping their body heat lest she begin shivering. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“What? That I’m a twenty-eight-year-old virgin?” Shyness drifted across her face and she ducked her chin.
“Hey.” Luke nuzzled her cheek, gently nudging her expression away from the shadows. “It’s okay.”
“No it’s not,” she laughed, shifting beneath him to rub her face with one hand. “I always wanted you. I had this idea in my head that after playoffs and divisionals that year, it would be you and me and we could explore it. But then you left and I just…I never wanted anyone else.”
“Ever, baby?” He frowned, torn between delight and discomfort.
“Nope. I told you I compared every other man to you and the older I got, the easier it was just to ignore it. They weren’t you.”
“So why were you in the bar tonight?” Curiosity stretched in him, claws threatening to puncture the perfect moment. But he wanted to know. He wanted to know everything, every thought, every dream, every nuance of her expression. He had ten years of catching up to do and he wanted to start right then.
“Promise you won’t laugh?” Her cheeks pinkened, the flush spreading up from her neck and setting her eyes sparkling. His sweet Rebecca remained the innocent, cheerful girl wrapped in a woman’s body.
“I give you my word.” He’d have sworn anything. His fingers drifted up to stroke the tendrils of hair away from her face, balancing his weight on his elbows so that he could keep her warm, but not crush her.
“My business partner bullied me into signing up for this dating service….”
“…1Night Stand.” Luke finished the thought for her, amused.
“Yes, how did you—no—really?” Her shyness evaporated on the wings of her own amusement. Her laughter vibrated through him as her inner walls contracted around him.
I’m gonna need a new condom in a minute.
Several, in fact.
And a bed.
“Yes, guilty as charged, ma’am. Guilty as charged.”
“Why did you sign up for a dating service?”
“For the unit. Some of the guys, they just don’t know how to connect with people, new people, anymore. It can be hard, to date, to meet women, to risk putting themselves out there. We made a pact. We all signed up, we all got vetted.”
“No I in team,” she whispered, lifting her hand to run it over his jaw.
He tilted his head to catch her passing fingers in a kiss. “No ma’am. There is no I in team. But there is one right here and he’s all for you. I know one night doesn’t change everything, but….”
“It’s a start, Luke. I never stopped loving you.”
“I love you, too.” Damn, but the words sounded great in his head, his heart and his soul. If she weren’t naked, he’d stand up in the bed of the truck and shout it to the world.
“So, you never answered my question earlier.” She stroked her fingers through his hair, her nails teasing his scalp, the gesture both soothing and erotic.
“What was your question, sweetheart?” He’d give her whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted it. They had a lot of time to make up.
“What are we doing tomorrow night?” 
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