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CHAPTER ONE

Ty
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“Are you in the military?”

I glanced to my left, right into the face of an angel. She had peaches and cream skin with a scattering of tawny freckles across her nose and cheekbones. Her eyes were brown with streaks of gold in the irises and lined with thick, sooty lashes. Perfect lips were pursed slightly as she met my gaze. My mouth was so dry, I had to work to swallow before I could speak.

“No, ma’am,” I said. One corner of her mouth ticked up in a smirk. She must have found the “ma’am” amusing; she looked younger than me. “Not for”—I glanced at the Luminox on my wrist—“about forty-eight hours now.” I leaned back a bit to take in the whole picture. She was perched on a bar stool with one long, tanned leg stretched out to the floor, the other resting on the rung of her stool. Dark brown hair had been gathered into a messy bun on the crown of her head, and she was wearing a black bikini top and the tiniest black shorts I’d ever seen. A pair of cheap plastic flip-flops sat neatly beneath the stool. There was a tattoo of a purple flower on the inside of her left wrist.

“Oh,” she said, nodding slowly. She bit her lower lip and leaned closer to me. I got a heady whiff of her perfume—woodsy and spicy. “Are you AWOL?” she asked sotto voce. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

I laughed. Beautiful and funny? She was trouble. “No, we separated. The Army and I, I mean. Agreed to see other people.”

“That’s good.” She leaned back and traced the tip of her finger around the rim of her glass. Her short, square nails were painted a dark crimson color. “I’m Frankie.” She had an accent. Irish or maybe Scottish.

“Tyler Henry,” I replied, holding my hand out to her. She took it and gave it a firm shake. Her skin was soft and warm.

“Nice to meet you, Tyler Henry. How long have you been here?”

Here was Milos, an island in the Greek Cyclades. It was just as beautiful as the better known Mykonos or Santorini but hadn’t yet been discovered by tourists. It was quiet and sleepy and laid back, the perfect place for me to unwind and decompress before I returned home.

“Just got in this morning,” I replied, taking a drink of my Loux, a Greek soda flavored with orange, mandarin, and lemon. If pressed, I’d have to admit that it was better than cream soda, which had been my favorite drink since my fifth birthday. “You?”

“This is our third day,” she replied. “Tomorrow morning, we’re catching a ferry to Naxos. Or maybe Mykonos. I can’t remember.”

“Who’s we? Are you here with your boyfriend?”

She laughed and shook her head. There was a certain ruefulness in both the sound and her expression. “Oh, no. No boyfriend for me. He dumped me about a month ago. I’m here with some of my friends. We just graduated from university, and we’re spending the summer in the Greek Isles before the three of them go back for advanced degrees and I...” She trailed off and shrugged. “Well, I don’t know yet what I’m going to do.” She looked away, down into her empty drink, with such sadness that I wanted to hug her.

“You’re young,” I replied, finishing off my Loux and signaling the bartender for another and pointing to Frankie's drink as well. “You’ve got time to figure it out. Where did you go to school?”

“Oxford. I studied English Literature, while my best friend got a degree in biology and is going to medical school. One of the other girls with us is going to law school and the fourth is going to the London School of Economics to study international economic development.”

“Wow,” I said. “Why English Literature?”

She shrugged and smiled at the bartender when he put a drink down in front of her. “I like to read, and it was the safe choice.” She sipped her drink and turned to me. “You’re an American?”

“Yes, ma’am. Born and bred.” I nodded a thanks to the bartender as he brought me another Loux.

‘“Yes, ma’am. Born and bred,’” she said, apparently trying to duplicate my accent. It was terrible. She scrunched up her nose and shook her head. I laughed. “Awful,” she said.  “I’m sorry about that.”

“No worries. Where are you from?”

“Edinburgh. Born and bred.”

“Scotland?” 

“Of course. Is there another?”

“Texas, maybe.” I shrugged and sipped.

“Well, in that case, I’d like to change my answer. I’m from Edinburgh, Texas, pardner.” She tried a Texas accent. It was just as awful as her attempt at mine.

I laughed again. “Never been to the UK. Closest I’ve been in Germany. How’d you know I was in the military?”

She took another sip of her drink and reached out to stroke the back of her fingers against the side of my head, just above my ear. “My best friend’s brother is in the British Army, and he had the same haircut. High and tight, right? That’s what the style is called?”

“That’s right.” I held my breath until she withdrew her hand, trying not to think of what it would feel like if she touched me elsewhere.

“Let’s go for a swim,” she said after a moment and slid off her stool. She downed the rest of her drink in one long swallow, slipped her feet into her flip-flops, and took my hand. I stood up and shouldered the threadbare rucksack that had been at my feet. It contained all my worldly belongings—extra t-shirts, boxers, some socks, my wallet, and my passport. I followed her down the beach to a pair of lounge chairs that had been set up in the sand just above the waterline.

She skinned out of her shorts, kicked off her flip-flops, and turned to me. Her skin glowed in the moonlight, and I just stared at her before she tipped her head to the side and nodding at my clothing. I shrugged apologetically before leaning down and unlacing my sand-colored jump boots and pulling them and my socks off. I shrugged out of my t-shirt and dropped it on the chair next to my rucksack. Her brows rose a bit as her eyes dragged over me from head to toe.

“Lovely,” she commented with a sideways smile and grabbed my hand again, pulling me into the water. It was a little cooler than I’d anticipated, but it felt good after the heat of the day. We stood side by side, hand in hand, the waves lapping around our ankles before wading out until the water came up to Frankie’s waist. She let go and flopped onto her back. I had at least six inches on her, so I waded out a little farther before flipping onto my back as well. She floated closer and we fell silent, holding hands again as we stared up at the night sky. It was cloudless and filled with millions of twinkling stars. The moon was full, just above the western horizon. It must have been almost midnight. I was half-worried that Frankie would have to get back to her dreary castle or risk her carriage turning into a pumpkin soon. I knew how Prince Charming felt.

“I’ve never seen so many stars,” she said, her voice hushed with awe. “It’s beautiful.”

I turned my head so I could look at her, my gaze tracing her profile over and over. “You should see the stars at home,” I said. “Puts these to shame.”

She met my eyes. “Where’s home?”

“Spanish Vista. Little town in southern Colorado, about an hour north of the New Mexico border.”

“Huh. Maybe I should visit and see them for myself.”

“I reckon you should,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

She smiled and sat up, swimming towards me, making heavy eye contact the entire time. When she was near enough, she reached out, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and pressed her body against mine. Our face were mere inches apart. My head was filled with the heat of her body, and I pulled her closer, resting my linked hands on the small of her back.

“Do you have a girlfriend? A wife?” she asked.

“No, ma’am. Neither one.”

“Good.” She leaned forward and pressed her mouth against mine, claiming my lower lip between her teeth and biting down gently before thrusting her tongue into my mouth. She tasted sweet, like grenadine and maraschino cherries. She felt sweet, too, crushed against me. Sweet and soft. I stood up, planting my feet on the bay’s rocky bottom, and her legs came up, circling my hips.

The kiss deepened, and my hands wandered down her body, cupping her firm ass and hauling her even closer against me. She groaned when she felt the burgeoning sign of my interest between her thighs and broke the kiss, trailing her lips along my jaw to my earlobe. She bit down gently, flicked it with the tip of her tongue before whispering, “Do you want to go back to your hotel room?”

I groaned softly and drew away enough that I could see her clearly, keeping my arms around her, my hands beneath her ass. “I don’t have a room,” I confessed, hating that I had planned to sleep on the beach for the next three nights. I hadn’t expected to find someone like her.

“I do,” she replied, one corner of her mouth kicking up in a smile. That smile was going to be my undoing. “Come with me?”

“Absolutely.”

She kissed me again before sliding down my body and turning to swim to shore. I followed her, watching her hips sway as she walked out of the surf. My heart was pounding in my chest. It had been a long time since I’d been with a woman, not since my high school girlfriend had dumped me just before I shipped off to boot camp. That had been four years ago, and although there had been plenty of opportunities—the uniform was like catnip to some girls—I hadn’t wanted any of them. Frankie, though? I wanted her like I wanted oxygen.

She slipped on her shorts and flip-flops, and after I’d shoved my shirt and jump boots into my rucksack, I took Frankie’s hand again and followed her up the rickety wooden stairs that led to the parking lot at the top of the cliff that overlooked the beach. She led me to a tiny car that looked like it needed a key to wind it up. After opening the passenger door, she pushed the seat back all the way for me and gave me a smile.

I gave her a skeptical look but climbed in anyway, surprised by how roomy the car was. I closed the door and set my rucksack on the floor between my bare, sand-encrusted feet. Once she was in and behind the wheel, I asked, “How far to your hotel?”

“Ten minutes,” she said, turning the key in the ignition and reaching for my hand. She turned in her seat and searched my face. I gazed back at her, staring into her eyes and feeling my desire growing. This might just be a one-night stand, but I knew it was one I’d never forget.

Whatever she saw in my expression sealed her decision, and she threw the car into reverse and we pulled out of the tiny parking lot onto a rutted, unpaved road that snaked through the hills above the sea. She was a careful driver but took the curves a little too fast for my liking. I could understand her hurry, though. I couldn’t wait to kiss her, touch her, taste her again.

Ten minutes later, we pulled up in front of a sprawling, two-story, whitewashed building that glowed in the waning moonlight. The doors and window shutters appeared to be the same shade of blue as the sky had been that afternoon. She turned off the car and looked at me again, once more searching my face. I reached for her hand, took it between both of mine, and stroked the back of it with my thumbs.

“We don’t have to do anything,” I said, looking into her eyes. “We can just sit and talk, watch the sun come up. Do you have a minibar?”

“Fully stocked. There’s rum. Tequila. Vodka. Maybe some bourbon. Cowboys drink bourbon, right?”

“Some of them do,” I answered with a soft laugh. I let go of her hand and opened my door, filling the tiny car with the sound and the scent of the sea. “C’mon.”

“Okay,” she said, climbing out after me. She came around the car and reached for my hand, leading me past the entrance to the boutique hotel, around the side of the building to the back. The hotel sat atop one of Milos’s amazing sea cliffs and afforded a breath-taking view of the ocean. Frankie stopped in front of a tall gate, glancing over her shoulder at me before opening it and stepping through. I followed her and came out onto an expansive, private terrace. It was planted with bright fuchsia bougainvillea and tall, feathery palms. In the center of the stone-covered patio was a bed suspended on thick ropes from a gauze-draped wooden frame.

“Wow,” I said, taking in my surroundings, glancing to the left, towards the door where Frankie was hovering. “This is amazing. Do you sleep out here?”

“Of course.” She crooked her finger before going inside. I joined her a moment later, taking in the dimly lit room. It was furnished with simple pieces: a double bed with an iron frame, an old sea trunk that served as a coffee table in front of a couch, a dresser with a mirror, and a side table with a collection of liquor bottles, a bucket for ice, and two tumblers.

Frankie sat on the arm of the couch, watching me with dark, hooded eyes. I flashed her a little smile and made a beeline to the booze. “Nice,” I said, picking up the half-full bottle of The Macallan and holding it out to her. “Scotch. Twelve years old. Sherry-cask aged. Expensive stuff. Want some?”

She nodded, and I poured her two fingers and a splash of water from a bottle of Evian. I crossed the room to hand the glass to her, and she smiled her thanks before taking a tiny sip. I watched for a moment then reached out to cup her cheek, my thumb caressing her cheekbone. I leaned forward and pressed a kiss against the side of her neck, just below her earlobe. She shivered and reached out to wrap her free hand around my forearm.

“Wanna take that outside?” I asked, my lips brushing the shell of her ear. A flush of goosebumps broke out along her shoulders and down her arms.

She nodded and rose, looking at the bar and then at me. “You’re not going to have one, too?”

“I don’t drink,” I said, my hand sliding down her back to rest just above the swell of her luscious ass.

“Oh.” She sounded a little disappointed or maybe it was guilt. “It’s okay that I do, though?”

“Absolutely. I’m not the boss of you.”

She laughed, and we went out to the terrace, passing beneath a grapevine-and-wisteria-covered loggia, headed straight for the hanging bed. She sat down on the edge of it, setting it rocking back and forth gently, and sipped more scotch. After setting the glass down on the flagstone beneath our feet, she patted the bed next to her. “Sit. Quit hovering. You’re making me nervous.”

“Can’t have that,” I commented before sitting down next to her. She turned to face me, curling one leg up onto the bed’s surface, the other still on the ground. The bed groaned when I sat down on it, and I froze, my eyes going wide with panic. I shot to my feet and my gaze ping-ponged back and forth between her face and the rickety-sounding bed. She laughed at my reaction. “You sure about this?” I asked. “It’s not gonna break, is it?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “It’s sturdy. My friends and I were all on it last night.”

“Oh?” I sat down, relaxed, and leaned back. I ended up laying on my side and propping my head up on my palm, my eyes tracing her face—the arch of her eyebrows, the blade of her nose, the sweep of her jaw—over and over. “Please tell me there were skimpy pajamas and a pillow fight.”

“Hardly,” she said with an indelicate snort. “We were watching the meteor shower. Did you see it?” 

“I missed it. Germany was rainy last night. A lot of cloud cover.”

“Too bad. It was a good one.” She laid down facing me, mirroring my posture. She bit her lower lip and looked down, her lashes fanning out against her cheeks. She was breath-taking. Literally. My chest felt tight. How could she be having such a profound effect on me after only an hour of knowing her?

I leaned forward, my hand raising to pinch her chin softly, tipping her head back to look up at me. “We don’t have to do anything,” I whispered, wanting to take the nervousness out of her expression.

“You said,” she replied, her voice even as her eyes met mine. “Don’t you want to?”

“More than I could possibly say, but you seem nervous. I want to give you an out if you need it.”

“It’s been a while since I was with anyone other than my ex.”

“Me, too. Four years, in fact.”

“Almost that for me, too.” She was quiet for a moment, looking down at the bed between us. When she spoke again, her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “I don’t want to mess it up.”

“How about some ground rules then?”

“Alright. Like what?”

“Well, let’s agree that this is probably going to be a one-night stand, right?” She nodded. I thought I saw her cheeks pink with embarrassment, so I reached out to cup her face. She nuzzled my hand and held my gaze. “So that already takes a lot of pressure off. And I have no expectations beyond having an incredible night with a gorgeous woman, so you don’t need to worry about trying to impress me. Let’s just agree to have fun. No strings, no expectations. Okay?”

“Yes,” she said, one corner of her mouth tipping up in a smile. “I can do that.”

“Excellent. Now, come here.” I reached for her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and pulling her down atop me. I kissed her mouth. She tasted like the scotch, smoky and sharp. I dragged my lips over her chin and jaw line as my hands roamed over her back and ass. She felt so good against me. I cupped her face, my fingers splaying out over her cheek. I wanted to plunge my hand into her hair but was thwarted by a hair tie. “Take your hair down,” I said, whispering against her lips before kissing her again.

She pulled the hair tie out and shook her head, her hair cascading down around her face in soft waves. It smelled heavenly, a concentrated dose of the wood and spice I’d smelled earlier. I gathered a handful of it and pressed it against my nose, feeling the warm silk of it against my face. “Gorgeous,” I whispered before kissing her once more.

Our clothes came off, thrown heedlessly to the flagstones beneath the bed. Her body was perfect, her small, firm breasts outlined by triangles of pale skin that matched the one at the junction of her thighs. I explored her with my hands and fingers, lips and teeth and tongue, bringing her to a breathless release over and over before sliding inside her at last. She was incredibly hot and wet, and it was all I could do not to explode after only a few strokes. When I finally came, it left me weak, dizzy, completely spent.

We lay side by side on our backs, a thin linen sheet pulled over our bodies. She was pressed against me from shoulder to hip, her eyes closed, lips parted a bit. “Good?” I asked, turning on my side and resting my arm across her flat belly. I idly traced the swell of her hip through the sheet.

“So good,” she said, her voice soft and sleepy. She opened her eyes and smiled at me.

“Good,” I said, scooting forward a bit to press a kiss against the tip of her nose. “Give me a couple of minutes and we can do it again.”

The smile turned into a grin, and she laughed. “Take your time. Do you need refreshment?”

“Some water would be awesome.”

“You got it,” she said, sliding out of the bed and walking naked across the terrace. I rolled onto my side, pillowing my head on my forearm, my gaze on her, pale skin glowing in the moonlight. The sky was lightening from black to dove grey in the east, out over the vast sea. Soon everything would turn to gold as the sun rose, and this amazing night would be over. Frankie and I would go our back to our separate worlds, never to see each other again. I sighed, feeling a little sad.

Frankie came back a few moments later, carrying two bottles of water. She handed one to me and then crawled back into bed to snuggle against my side. I took a deep drink and set the bottle down on the ground before turning to claim her once more. We drifted off to sleep an hour later, entwined in each other’s arms.

When I woke later that afternoon, the sun’s reflection off the white building was blinding. I was alone. My rucksack sat on the ground next to the bed, and there was a paper napkin with a lipstick print on it. It smelled like her perfume.
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CHAPTER TWO

Ty
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Nine years later...

“Who are we waiting for?”

I shot my best friend, Jake, a frustrated glare. It was the third time he’d asked me the same question in the past hour. “I still don’t know,” I said, not bothering to keep the exasperation out of my voice. “I didn’t know when you asked after we parked. I didn’t know when we rode the train over from Concourse A. And I don’t know now that we’re standing at baggage claim. Quit asking.”

He gave me a hurt look and mumbled an apology. I felt guilty and sighed. “I’m sorry, too. It’s just... You know how I feel about this whole stupid enterprise. I have no idea why Dad decided to go through with this, and then to make me the one who had to drive up here to meet the guy? Talk about insult to injury.”

“Dude,” Jake said, ignoring the gaggle of girls who were staring at him as they waited for their bags to arrive. Jake was an attractive guy who received more than his fair share of female—and occasionally male—attention. He was tall, three or four inches above my six-foot-two, and had a lean, athletic build, like a running back or a hockey center. He also had thick, dark brown, wavy hair that he wore long, and arresting, unique eyes. He had sectoral heterochromia in his right eye; the left half was icy blue, and the right half was warm brown.

“Don’t ‘dude’ me,” I said and turned to the carousel as the light above it started blinking and the conveyor belt began moving. “I know you think I’m stupid for resisting this whole thing.”

“It’s two and a half million dollars a year, Ty. For five years,” Jake said, nodding to the girls and giving them a distracted smile. “Do you know what you can do with that?”
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