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			To err is human. To forgive is divine. Neither is Marine Corps policy.

			—Bumper sticker

			Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a desire fulfilled is a tree of life.

			—Proverbs 13:12
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			IN LATE SEPTEMBER, twilight turned to darkness with little warning. Turning off County Highway 12, Adam Collins braked hard, and the rear end of his Charger, loaded with what few personal possessions he’d accumulated during twelve years in the Marine Corps, swerved on the mud and loose gravel. He cursed and steered out of the skid, but the car’s high beams veered crazily in a white swath across Brookhaven. The house loomed black and huge, sharp-angled peaks and chimneys jutting from the top of the hill into the foreboding gray sky. For a moment the headlights illuminated a woman’s curvaceous figure, tall and proud, on one of the second-floor balconies, her outstretched arm pointing through the rain toward the cottonwoods lining the creek at the bottom of the hill. Only after he parked in the first available spot at the bottom of the driveway and began the long walk up the semicircular gravel drive did his tired brain realize the too-still figure was actually a wooden figurehead from a sailing ship.

			The incongruity jerked him out of his driving fog, then made him laugh. Whoever owned the house now had a screwed-up sense of place. They couldn’t choose a decoration more wrong for a historic mansion looming over the prairie surrounding Walkers Ford, South Dakota.

			A group of men huddled under the overhang protecting the door to the kitchen. Cigarette smoke drifted downwind to Adam. He recognized a few of the men by the set of their shoulders or the way they held their cigarette. A whispered, “Adam’s here?” reached his ears, but he just gave the group a nod as he passed, moving quickly to retain the element of surprise. Bright patches of yellow light on the grass mirrored the enormous first-floor windows, and excited girl chatter drifted from the open front doors. He climbed the three slate slabs forming the steps to the front door, and strode into the entry hall. Light blinded him and he blinked, as much from the high-gloss clear coat on the polished oak parquet floor and grand staircase climbing to the second floor as the shock of seeing his fiancée in his best friend’s arms.

			But while Keith Herndon had been his best friend for going on fifteen years, Delaney wasn’t his fiancée anymore. She’d been engaged to Keith for four months, and not Adam’s for eight. All conversation in the huge room halted as everyone turned to stare at the man who shouldn’t be there. His mouth open with shock, Keith’s arm tightened reflexively around Delaney’s shoulders. She’d frozen mid-gesture, her hands raised, fingers splayed as if she were being held at gunpoint, or pleading for quiet with the elementary school students she counseled. Before the surprise they’d looked happy, his ex-fiancée and his best friend from childhood. A matched pair, really, both the product of Norwegian ancestors that settled in the eastern part of South Dakota, with blond hair, blue eyes, and fair skin still tanned from a summer of sunbathing on the artificial lake on the county’s golf course, where the Walkers and the Herndons both lived.

			“Well, goodness gracious, if it isn’t Adam!” Delaney’s mother broke the silence with this genuinely pleased exclamation. A crowd of the town’s middle-aged female residents, all cooing and exclaiming, surged around Mrs. Walker, carefully avoiding the cane her Parkinson’s diagnosis only recently had forced her to use. Adam had time only to blink before he was engulfed in a cloud of competing perfumes and big hugs from Mrs. Walker, and Mrs. Lerner, his junior-year English teacher. Welcome home, we’re so glad you’re back; a credit to the town; such a long drive, you didn’t do it all in one day, I hope, and similar phrases bombarded him before he managed to get a little space.

			“No, ma’am,” he said to Mrs. Lerner. “I got as far as Grand Junction and stopped for the night. Came the rest of the way today.”

			“You should have told someone,” she said. “We would have had a reception for you. It’s not every day one of our own comes home from active duty service. Are you a civilian now?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said. His separation became official just a few days earlier, but the title of civilian didn’t fit. Neither did former Marine. Marine was all he’d been for the last twelve years. In January he’d start graduate school in South Dakota State’s architecture program. Between now and then, he had a few loose ends to tie up.

			Performing the duties of a best man headed that list. He squared his shoulders; crossed the slick, gleaming floor; stopped in front of them; and held out his hand to Keith.

			“Congratulations,” he said.

			Keith reached out and gave Adam’s hand a firm shake. “Thanks,” he said.

			Adam then turned to Delaney. “Congratulations, Delaney.”

			She said his name in the quiet, tempered voice he’d heard ten thousand times, in person, over the phone, over Skype. The pitch had transformed from girlish to womanly over the last ten years, but always held a note of unshakable certainty. Delaney knew wrong from right when he was still fucking that up.

			“It’s so good to see you,” she continued, “but we weren’t expecting you until a couple of days before the wedding. You didn’t need to come so early.”

			He just looked at her, the woman he’d planned to marry when he left the Corps. “I came home, Delaney.”

			She blushed. “Oh. Of course you did.”

			“I’ve got some things to do,” he said. Find an apartment. Sort through the boxes stored in his mother’s garage for the last twelve years. Start the internship arranged by an organization that helped veterans transition back into civilian life. Among other things.

			But Delaney didn’t ask, a simple reminder that his list of objectives was no longer her concern. Conversation flowed around them. Delaney’s mother and a couple of aunts from Minnesota discussed table arrangements and decorations with a confident-looking woman in a black pantsuit carrying a clipboard, who could only be the wedding coordinator, in town from Brookings to get familiar with the venue.

			The acoustics in the enormous room brought him low-voiced snatches, words like candelabra and deployments, tablecloths and red rose centerpieces, such a strain on relationships, ivy and white lights, candles, the contingency plan of an awning over the entrance in case it rained on the wedding day, three weeks away.

			“Excuse me,” Delaney said. “I really should talk to Stacey about the tent.”

			“It’s not going to rain on our wedding day,” Keith said confidently.

			Delaney looked back at her fiancé. “We should be prepared,” she said before the knot of people absorbed her.

			“Long drive?” Keith asked easily.

			“Fifteen hours,” Adam said as he looked around. The last half of the drive had been through a cool, rainy front carpeting Nebraska and South Dakota; his eyes were gritty with exhaustion and strain, and the room looked almost surreal. The crystal chandelier overhead refracted modern electric light while antique-looking sconces cast soft pools on the parquet flooring. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the west-facing wall, Delaney’s family reflected in the glass. At either end of the room a fire burned in a tall fireplace, but while the mantel and woodwork remained intact around the smaller of the two, bricks, plaster, and lathing framed the taller fireplace.

			Memory flashed in his mind, the picture made hazy by time and his blood alcohol level at the time. His hands, holding a pry bar and a hammer, as he balanced precariously on a ladder and ripped another square of hundred-and-thirty-year-old oak paneling from the wall. Marissa’s face, wet with tears, brown eyes enormous, pleading as she reached up the ladder, her hands plucking at his ankles.

			Drunk teens surrounding a fire roaring not in the fireplace but in the backyard. Cheers erupting skyward as he carried more of the paneling outside and hurled it onto the flames. Yeah, he’d gotten that party started, all right. Burning most of Brookhaven’s irreplaceable wall was just the beginning of what he’d destroyed that night.

			He cleared his throat. “How’d you talk the new owners into clearing out the furniture for a wedding reception?”

			“We didn’t,” Keith said. “Marissa owns the house. Bought it back for taxes owed five, maybe six years ago. She’s been renovating it ever since. Jesus, man, you’d think you’d been in Afghanistan or something.”

			He’d put Marissa and Brookhaven out of his mind the day he left for boot camp in San Diego. So the sprawling, incongruent house belonged once again to the last living descendant of the Brooks family, like the Walkers, a founding family of Walkers Ford. Despite him, Marissa’s dream had come true.

			Gray shimmered in his peripheral vision. Keeping his gaze fixed on Keith, he absorbed more details. Bare shoulders exposed by the halter-style top, silky fabric clinging to breasts. Arms folded across a slender torso, muscles delineated in forearms, biceps, shoulders. Dark brown hair cascading over one bare shoulder. A ruffled black skirt that stopped mid-thigh. Long, bare legs. Black heels.

			His heart slammed into his breastbone, then took off in triple time. “You’re holding your wedding reception in Marissa Brooks’s house,” he said, but it wasn’t a question.

			“The country club was booked until late January and Delaney didn’t want a winter wedding,” Keith said, and this time his voice held a hint of discomfort.

			Adam didn’t bother reminding Keith he knew all about Delaney’s preferences for her wedding. For example, he knew the country club was the only place in three counties elegant enough to hold a Walker-Herndon wedding reception, but if couples wanted quiet elegance, Brookhaven would give them a run for their money. He looked around the empty room. “She rents it out?”

			“First time,” he said. “Won’t be the last, either. I hear she’s in debt up to her eyeballs at the lumberyard. It’s great, but a total fucking boondoggle. She can’t live here by herself.” Keith stepped away, putting distance between him and Adam by looking around and spreading his hands. “You’d never guess what went on here when we were in high school.”

			With that, Keith turned and walked away. What went on here in high school was Adam and Marissa almost having sex in every room in this house. Back then the windows were missing, the flooring water stained, filthy, scuffed; the plaster chipped, cracked, or missing. But over the spring of their senior year, they’d almost, almost had sex in this house more times than he could count.

			She’d been willing. Experienced to his virgin. Despite desire raging inside him like a dragon’s fury, he’d stopped just short. Every time. That uncharacteristic discipline cost him. Cost her. Cost everyone in town, but he, Marissa, and Josh Wilmont paid the most.

			The presence hovering at the edge of Adam’s vision coalesced into a living, breathing woman standing in the doorway leading into the kitchen. He’d seen her since he’d left, but never alone, never up close.

			Another woman stood next to her. Adam recognized Alana Wentworth from the newspaper article link his mother sent him, but the town’s contract librarian blended into the woodwork next to Marissa. A smile on her face, Alana said something to Marissa, then crossed the room to speak with Mrs. Walker, leaving Marissa all alone.

			You can face her. What you felt, for her, around her, is long gone.

			One breath. A second, as he fought combustible emotions. With his third inhale he bent his head and counted the strips of wood forming one parquet square, but on the exhale he put his hands on his hips and cut her a glance. One shoulder braced against the kitchen door frame, she didn’t move, but the only color in her face was the red on her mouth, a deep, rich color he only saw on models on the backs of women’s magazines. No real woman wore lipstick that red.

			No woman in Walkers Ford drew that much attention to her mouth. The older females in the room wore skirts and blouses, and the younger ones wore tight jeans and low-cut tops, but none of them radiated Marissa’s sheer sexual energy. Back in the day, he and Ris had had enough chemistry to set fire to rain-soaked wood. Today, right now, he stood in a no-man’s-land between the wedding party and Marissa, and given a choice between the group planning wedding logistics like it was a two-week reconnaissance mission for an entire platoon and the girl he left behind twelve years ago, he chose the girl. The Marine Corps taught him how to handle himself. Surely he could handle a simple conversation with someone he used to know.

			His boots sounded unnaturally loud on the parquet as he walked over and stopped in front of her. “Hey, Ris.”

			She tilted her head up and looked at him. In the heels she was only a couple of inches shorter than his six feet, and that mouth; that red, lush, wet mouth. Thick black lashes fringed her dark chocolate eyes. She didn’t need mascara. Years ago, shaking in the grip of demanding lust, he’d brushed his open mouth over her lashes, her mouth, her cheekbones, past sexual desire, desperate to absorb her in every way possible. Memory sliced into his awareness: of his body pressed against hers as he rocked his pelvis into the soft give of her hip, of sharp, agonizing pressure aching in his cock, of his fingers exploring mysterious, slick heat while her gaze went distant and her lips parted in a soft cry . . .

			She peered around his shoulder at the throng of people in the room, then looked at him. “You made that look easy.”

			Something resembling a laugh huffed from his chest. “Nothing to it,” he said.

			“Oh, sure,” she said, as mockingly casual as he’d been. “Because that’s not your ex-fiancée and your best friend planning the wedding that should have been yours.”

			Trust Marissa to cut right to the bone. “As long as she’s happy,” he said, a little less casually. “How’ve you been?”

			She shrugged. “Fine.”

			Twelve years of near silence summed up in a single word, but she had every right not to tell him anything. “The house looks good,” he said.

			She kept watching Delaney and her flock of attendants. “Good?”

			“Amazing,” he admitted with a glance over his shoulder.

			“That’s better,” she said, then looked back at him again. “Want a tour?”

			Was there a hint of invitation under the simple question? “Yes.”

			He could do this. He was a world champion at resisting Marissa Brooks. He’d done it since he was seventeen years old.

			But now you don’t have to . . .

			She led him to the center of the room, under the massive chandelier. “The house was designed by Henry Dalton Mead at Josiah Brooks’s request when he traveled west from Connecticut in the eighteen-eighties,” she started. “He’d sailed to Japan and China before he came to Dakota territory, and he was obsessed with the Japanese custom of sliding walls that partitioned off smaller spaces inside one large family home. So he had Mead build Brookhaven’s living space with that in mind.” She pointed to paneled places at the ends of the walls. “The panels slide into those compartments when he wanted an open space for parties or dances. Otherwise he would slide them out, along the runners in the ceiling to close off a smaller space by the fire.”

			“To heat it,” Adam said.

			“To heat it,” she agreed. “My grandfather put in a furnace. I updated it to a heat pump, but it still gets cold in here in the winter.”

			She set off through the smaller groups still focused on wedding details, up the broad, oak staircase to the second floor. The upstairs resembled any other large house, with a row of white paneled doors on either side of a long hallway. She held open a door into an empty, square room with hardwood floors, a fireplace, and a large, rain-lashed window. “Each bedroom has its own fireplace. Seven smaller bedrooms share three full bathrooms, but the master bedroom has its own bath and sitting room.”

			He leaned past her to peer into the room, large enough for a queen-sized bed and a chair and rug by the fire. “I remember cracked plaster. Some water damage to the flooring.”

			“I got lucky. She was structurally sound, but needed a lot of cosmetic help,” Marissa said. “If you remember that, you probably remember her background. Sorry to bore you.”

			“I wasn’t bored,” he said, and turned to look down at her. “You loved to talk about the house. Remember?”

			And just like that, the space between them filled with the electric heat of the spring of their senior year in high school. They’d ended up out here all the time, officially trespassing because the county owned the house by then. Marissa would wander through the empty, rundown rooms, repeating her dad’s tales about Brookhaven and his family’s glory years. Adam would follow her, watching her talk, deafened to the point of hearing one word in four by the unsatisfied sexual longing thumping under his skin. Eventually they’d end up somewhere—the barn, if it was raining, by the creek if it wasn’t—in a tangle of arms and legs, tongues and gripping hands—

			“I remember,” she said.

			He jerked back to the present to find her looking into the room, heat staining the cheek turned to him. Goose bumps rippled along the pale skin, and her nipples peaked under the gray halter top.

			Pretend that’s about chilly air, not hot longing that should have gone away . . .

			“You’re cold,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Let’s go back downstairs.”

			That sounded better. He stepped back, she closed the door, and at his extended hand, led him back down the stairs to the comparatively warm, brightly lit main floor.

			“It looks great,” he said as they cleared the last stair, pitching his voice to carry. “You do good work.”

			The look she shot him under her lashes told him he might have fooled everyone else in the room, but not her. “Thank you,” she said.

			No one came to lay claim to him, so he fell back on small talk. She was watching him, her eyes curious, amused, maybe even challenging. “Still living in town?”

			“No, I fixed up the servants’ quarters,” she said, tilting her head to indicate what he remembered as a tiny set of rooms off the kitchen. “I couldn’t afford to renovate Brookhaven and pay rent on the State Street house. I moved back here after Chris died.”

			At the opposite end of the room Keith laughed, the sound rich and easy, his perfect teeth and blond hair catching the light from the chandelier when Adam glanced at him. Delaney looked at Adam, then slipped her hand into Keith’s.

			When he looked back at Marissa she was watching him again. “You want a drink?”

			To do what he needed to do, he had to stay clearheaded. He really didn’t need to add alcohol to the hot chemistry sparking between him and Marissa. He wished he could blame it on her mouth, her eyes, the length of her legs, the fact that he hadn’t had sex in over a year, but it was him, too. The heat simmering in his veins, slipping along nerves and skin to pool in his cock, fueled those flames. It wasn’t him, or her. It was them.

			I’m fine sounded in his head, but what came out of his mouth was, “Yeah.”

			“Come on,” she said with a tip of her head, then the swinging kitchen door closed on the conversations behind them. The silky ties of her halter hung between her shoulder blades as she disappeared through a door between the fridge and a closet, returning moments later to hand him a nearly full bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label whiskey. Adam looked around as he twisted the bottle’s cap. He remembered a chipped white sink and a wood counter over Depression-era linoleum, not gleaming steel and granite countertops.

			“You did this yourself?” he asked.

			“Anything I could teach myself. I got help with the rest, apprenticed myself as free labor. An artist in residence at SDSU did the stained-glass windows,” she said, finding glasses in a nearly empty cupboard. “New deck. New roof. I kept it simple on the second floor, and just sanded and stained the floors and patched the plaster.”

			“You do good work,” he said. He ran his hand over the granite while she poured. The joins in the granite were nearly invisible. He tried to remember what her career aspirations had been in high school and came up blank, but he doubted construction had been on the list.

			“Thanks,” she said, and handed him a shot glass. She considered him for a moment, then poured out two shots. “So, Staff Sergeant Collins, what we should drink to?”
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			WAS HIS RANK an attempt to put some distance between them? Adam couldn’t tell. The outfit was sheer sex, the look in her eyes harder to read. “I’m out,” he said brusquely.

			Her eyebrows lifted. “Really?”

			“I start grad school in Brookings in January.”

			She cocked her head and considered him over the glass. “In what?”

			“Architecture.”

			Her eyes narrowed, somehow at once amused and suspicious. “Architecture. That’s what you want to do now that you’re out of the Corps. You want to be an architect.”

			He felt his face go expressionless. That was the plan, back before he’d ended things with Delaney. Once his future was supper for one, not two, architecture school seemed as good a career choice as any. Rural communities needed architects; he was coming home to a rural community, and he needed to do something. “I replaced my destructive habits with something more constructive. You didn’t know?”

			“No one talks to me about you.” She said the words without a hint of inflection, no teasing, no flirting, no anger. That unemotional appearance could stem from total serenity, or a really good cover for a sea of emotions.

			You should know . . .

			“It’s Mr. Collins, now.” Fuck, that title sounded foreign, or maybe just wrong. He lifted his glass. “Adam, to an old friend. So . . . to old friends.”

			Marissa downed the whiskey in one swallow and set the glass on the counter next to his.

			“Is that what we are? Old friends?”

			He’d been engaged to Delaney long enough to know when not answering a question was in his best interests. He exhaled against the burn. “Hit me again.”

			With another little smile she poured out two more shots. The warm amber liquid picked up flecks of brown in the granite under the shot glass, and her gray top stood out against the white cabinets and granite.

			“Your turn,” he said as they lifted their glasses.

			“To reunions,” she said.

			He lifted the glass in salute, and downed the shot. This time the fire seared along nerves already wide awake and tingling, and a glow ignited in his stomach.

			He looked at the rim of her glass, free of lipstick, then at her mouth. Big mistake. “That color doesn’t come off?” he asked with a vague gesture.

			“Special protective layer for shine and durability. Like a clear coat on wood,” she said. When he huffed, she flicked him a shuttered glance through her lashes and lifted the bottle. “Want to go again?”

			“Hell, yes.”

			Her hand was steady as she splashed the third round into the glasses. “Your turn.”

			He thought for a second about coming home, about weddings, about life after the Marine Corps, about loose ends. About the step he had to take, and might as well take now. “To new experiences.”

			She paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. “You’ve never been a best man before.”

			“Nope,” he said, and tossed the shot back. He flicked a glance at the full glass she held. The silky halter top draped over her peaked nipples, and another bolt of lust crashed through him, spurred on by whiskey, exhaustion, and a sense of recklessness he thought the Marine Corps had trained out of him. “Try to keep up, Brooks.”

			She swallowed the whiskey without breaking eye contact, then set her glass on the counter next to his. “It might be easier to score with a tipsy girl at the bars in San Diego, but you don’t have to get me drunk. Or maybe you don’t remember.”

			This was why he’d avoided her for the last decade. The lock on the compartment holding all things Marissa was a good one. Solid. Bulletproof. Forged in the kiln of regret and anguish and fear. Walking through Brookhaven’s front door somehow warped the compartment’s walls. Memories seeped free . . . driving along Highway 12 on his motorcycle, her on the back of the bike, arms wrapped around his waist, her breasts firm and hot against his back, her thighs gripping his hips. They’d routinely done one-ten without helmets. Just riding the bike gave him a hard-on; riding it with Marissa drove him near to breaking, her hair streaming in their wake. Later, sitting by the creek behind Brookhaven, she worked out the tangles with her fingers while he watched, sprawled beside her. Her eyes alight with the same desire flaming hot and low in his belly, while he forced himself to remember all the reasons he couldn’t do what she would so willingly do.

			Reason number one: you’re leaving and she’s staying.

			Reason number two: no knocking up a seventeen-year-old girl.

			Reason number three: feeling this much is more dangerous than doing one-ten without a helmet.

			“I remember,” he said, and just like that he took another step down the path, found it scarily solid under his foot.

			With a little glitter to her smile, she went on. “A best man’s job isn’t too difficult. Get the groom to the church on time and sober enough to stand up. Give a speech at the reception. They usually fall into two categories,” she said. “The first is incredibly formal and stilted, like something out of a high school speech class. The second is absolutely pickled because the groom and his posse have been drinking nonstop for two days, so they’re either drunk or hungover. Last year Tom Lewis nearly keeled over on the chancel steps before Father Dobson sat him down and shoved his head between his knees to keep him from throwing up on the altar. They did the abbreviated version of the vows, and then he went into the vestry and threw up in the baptismal font. Leanne still hasn’t forgiven him.”

			He laughed, low and short. “I bet the honeymoon was a little on the frosty side,” he said absently. This speech wouldn’t be just any best man’s toast. All the guests would be watching him to see what he had to say about love, marriage, and his former fiancée and best friend.

			From the look on her face, Marissa was thinking about the same thing. “New experiences indeed,” she said.

			He set down his glass. “But that wasn’t what I meant,” he said.

			A pink alcohol flush stood high on her cheekbones, and her eyes gleamed. Another memory long suppressed slipped under the door locking away everything about Marissa: his first kiss with her, in the pasture behind this very house, her back to a tree; her hands in his back pockets; her mouth open, hot, yielding under his. The kiss lasted as long as it took for sweat to rise at the nape of his neck, slide between his shoulder blades, and trickle down to the base of his spine, where her thumb stroked it back into the skin.

			Another hard thump of his heart against his chest.

			That’s desire. Lust. Nothing more. Still, you should walk away.

			He reached past her to set down the shot glass, and when he did, his inner arm slid against the slick fabric of her top, warmed by her body heat. The hair on his arms stood on end, and an electric shock zapped down his spine, straight to his cock. She shuddered, the movement faint, quickly tamed, but he’d seen it.

			“If you’re looking for new experiences, you’ve come to the wrong place,” she said, her voice husky from the whiskey.

			He’d had every reason to say no then, and no reason to say no now.

			He stepped closer. At the movement she turned to lean against the countertop, a slight, challenging lift to her eyebrow. Another step and he braced both hands on either side of her hips, bringing their gazes level.

			“I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” he rasped.

			Seconds ticked past as the voices just outside the kitchen filtered into his consciousness . . . an earnest discussion about the supper menu . . . then he kissed Marissa Brooks.

			The voices faded away. She tasted like whiskey, or maybe he did, but the slow slide of her tongue against his mixed with the bite of the whiskey and sent heat coursing along his nerves to pool in his balls. His cock thickened, straining urgently against the zipper of his cargo pants.

			Her hands braced against his ribs and pushed. “You think we can just pick up exactly where we left off,” she said, still husky but now unsteady.

			“Pick up and keep going,” he said bluntly. Not very romantic, but this wasn’t about romance. This was just old embers, coaxed back to life by a fifteen-month deployment, fueled by alcohol. Nothing more.

			Still looking up at him, she bit her lower lip, ran her tongue over the sore spot, as if tasting them together, considering the implications with a caution she’d never shown when they were eighteen. Then she lifted her hand to his nape, fingers toying with the bristly edges of his buzzed hair, then tightening to bring his mouth back to hers.

			A nuclear chain reaction of chemistry exploded between them, and suddenly all he could hear was the blood pounding in his ears. The soft, pleading noise she made vibrated under his hand, splayed against her exposed throat. He stepped into her body, felt the taut muscles of her belly tighten, then relax, against the pressure.

			The first sign of yielding shot through him, and he gripped her ass, pulling her against him, working her skirt up enough to get his knee between hers. But her hands flattened against his chest and pushed, breaking the kiss. “We can’t do this here,” she whispered. “We’re in the kitchen. Your ex-fiancée is in the next room!”

			He hauled open the door to the pantry, gripped her upper arm and dragged her inside, then closed the door, plunging them into blackness. The only light in the tiny, windowless space slipped under the door, and in a moment his eyes adjusted to see mostly empty shelves lining three walls.

			“This is the pantry,” she said, amusement clear in her voice. “The door to my apartment is the next one.”

			He knew that. It took more than three shots in ten minutes to disorient a US Marine. He found her by feel, hands outstretched, skimming the rough shelving until he encountered warm, bare skin. The hollow of her throat, then with both hands he followed the tendon in her neck to her pulse, then to the line of her jaw. He cupped her jaw and aligned his body with hers as he bent his head and kissed her. The inability to see heightened everything, the scent of her hair, the soft, wet sounds their mouths made as the kiss deepened into ravishing. Her breasts against his chest, her hands slowly fisting in his shirt. So slowly he couldn’t tell if she was distracted or savoring sensations, she tugged his shirt free from his pants, and then her hands were on the bare skin of his waist. One hand slid around to the base of his spine, and her thumb stroked over his vertebrae, the motion exactly copying what she’d done during their first kiss. The difference was that before, her hand remained outside of his jeans.

			Now her fingers flattened at the top of his ass. He growled low in his throat, and found the ties holding up her halter top. A quick jerk, then he dragged his hand down her breastbone. The fabric dropped to her waist, baring her breasts to his hands, then his mouth. She quivered when he used the edge of his teeth on her nipple, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Even in the dark he could see white teeth set into her lush, red lower lip.

			He slipped his wallet from his pants pocket while she went at his belt and button fly. His cock bobbed free, bumping her wrist before she turned her hand and gripped him. It must have been his imagination that a pleased little purr drifted into the air when she slowly stroked him from tip to base, then cupped his balls.

			Stars exploded in front of his eyes, weakening his knees. She set a slow, firm rhythm, driving him to reach into the darkness, for the shelving unit, and shove cans aside until he found a support and gripped it. He’d stopped breathing. That’s what those lights dancing in front of his eyes were. He forced himself to inhale and lifted her hand from his cock.

			“Stop.”

			Was that his voice, rough and low and curt? In the enclosed space the potent scent of her skin and the undeniable scent of arousal drifted into his nostrils, dragging to the surface all the long-buried memories of her body, her mouth. The ache, long dormant, crawled through his blood like molten lava. She shimmied her skirt up and sent her panties to the floor while he sheathed himself. Then he gripped her ass and hoisted her, opened her thighs with his hips and nudged into place. It should have been odd, strange, unfamiliar, but it just felt right. So goddamn right. His awareness collapsed into sensation, hot, slick, tight pressure as he stretched her open and slid inside. Her breathing, shallow and fast. The undulating grip of her pussy as she adjusted to him.

			His head was swimming, and not from the shots. He was a Mister, not a Marine. Brookhaven looked like something out of an architectural magazine. His ex-fiancée was marrying his best friend, and twenty minutes after coming home he was inside Marissa Brooks.

			She trembled when he bottomed out, and he heard a muted thunk as her head dropped back and bumped against a can of something. He curved over her, cheek pressed to her temple, on the edge of losing it in a spectacularly embarrassing fashion, when he heard Delaney.

			“Where’s Adam? I want to remind him about the tux fittings.”

			Only a solid-core six-panel door with no lock and three feet of electrified air stood between Delaney and him, bare-assed and balls deep in another woman. An unexpected hot thrill shot through him, just vengeful enough to firm up his control and make his cock throb with anticipation. Marissa’s sheath clenched around him in response. A faint whimper drifted the millimeters separating that lush red mouth from his ear. All the little hairs stood on end at the helpless sound.

			“Shhhhhh,” he said, nearly soundless. Then he pulled out until the tip of his cock nestled just inside her sex, and slid forward again. “Be quiet.”

			“Did he leave?” Mrs. Walker’s voice.

			“I didn’t see him leave,” Delaney answered. “Where’s Marissa?”

			“Probably showing Alana around,” Mrs. Walker answered. “They’re good friends, I think.”

			The words came from just outside the door. Probably she was standing between the pantry door and the door leading to the servants’ quarters, trying to decide whether or not to knock. Marissa’s face was indistinct in the darkness, but Adam could make out her mouth, lips parted, and the pale skin of her torso, her nipples dark, hard tips on her breasts. As shallowly as they were breathing to avoid detection, their breath still mingled.

			Marissa’s fingernails curled into the nape of his neck under his shirt collar, her body hot and trembling against his. He wanted to hoist her higher, but any movement in the closet would advertise their location. So he closed his eyes and moved, slow, secretive, stealthy. Withdraw. Wait until temptation becomes torture. Push back inside, parting those slick, swollen walls, feel her quiver as he stretched her, then snugged up against her clit. Her tremors increased but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t do anything but feel his balls tighten, the pressure seethe in the tip of his cock as he did it again, again.

			“He looked different.”

			Delaney’s voice again, but he ruthlessly blocked her out. He needed all his strength and coordination to hold Marissa because she was shaking in his arms like she was going to fly apart. When he stroked in he knew why. She buried her face in the crook of his neck, stifling high-pitched gasps as her pussy contracted around his cock.

			She’d come.

			Thought flared in his brain in time to the rapid thumps of his heart. He’d done nothing for her except grope her with less technique than he’d used before, then fuck her in what was likely the most uncomfortable position ever, with her back to rough shelves. And she’d come.

			Thump.

			Sex could be like this?

			Thump.

			What would it be like if he got her flat on her back, in a bed, somewhere private?

			Thumpthumpthump . . .

			Endless, erotic possibility opened up before him, snapping his control. It was too much, a decade of denial, her helpless surrender, enforced silence, the imminent threat of discovery, sharing air in the small, dark space. Her heels hooked around his thighs, holding him close as he slammed home once, twice, then came. Hard.

			When the blackness receded he said the first thing that came to mind, drawn out of long-submerged dreams. “I wanted that to last longer,” he said, low and gruff. The sound of his voice recalled Delaney’s, and he glanced at the door.

			“They’re gone,” Marissa said expressionlessly.

			Her face was a pale oval in the darkness, her mouth still red temptation. She unwound her legs from around his thighs, and braced her hands against his chest until he withdrew and backed away. The ache receded, but he knew that was only temporary. What remained was a taste of something dark and edgy, yet familiar. The smell of sex layered over damp earth and Marissa’s skin. Perhaps it was the rich, bitter layer of revenge, the coppery tang of blood mixed with salty sweat. Maybe it was lust.

			Whatever it was, emotionless it was not. The dragon, awakened and hungry, shifted in his chest, stretched leathery wings against his collarbone and shoulders.

			“Fuck,” he said under his breath.

			He could hear her rearranging her clothes by feel in the dark, then she opened the door and peered out. “There’s a bathroom across the hall.”

			He crossed to the small, antique-looking half bath across the way. Inside he ditched the condom, washed his hands, and looked in the mirror. None of the glossy color on Marissa’s mouth had come off on his. He checked his neck and shoulder, and realization bloomed. Twelve years earlier, every minute of every hour they spent together dripped emotion. Anger, fear, longing, exhilaration, the temptation of testing the edges of his control. This time it was hot and slick and irresistible on the surface, and like her lipstick, she left nothing of herself behind. The Marine Corps taught him how to hold it all in.

			But who’d taught her? Where was the passionate girl he remembered?

			When he opened the door, she stood in front of the pantry, her arms crossed, the halter hiding the sex flush on her collarbone and neck. “See?” she said. “No big deal.”

			Her words landed with the impact of a roundhouse kick, but he’d learned his lessons well and didn’t so much as blink. “Right,” he said. “No big deal.”

			“Good night, Adam,” she said, then opened the door to the servants’ quarters and slipped inside.

			The bolt shot home with a firm click as he stood there, hands on his hips, and compared the only two women he’d let into his life. In the months since their breakup, he realized he hadn’t loved Delaney as much as he’d loved the way she looked at him when he came home on leave before deploying to Iraq the first time. He’d worn his uniform with a self-conscious pride that made him cringe now, and he hadn’t been too eager to closely examine the way it caused a sudden and profound transformation in the eyes of Walkers Ford. When pretty, kind Delaney Walker stopped to talk to him, to ask him about boot camp, then invited him to a party at her parents’ lake house over the weekend, a sense of relief dropped over his soul, like a curtain over a window framing the black thunderclouds and horizon-searing lightning. Too relieved that Delaney’s respect and love erased what he’d done to Josh and Marissa at Brookhaven, he’d never stopped to count the cost. She resisted sex before an engagement, no great difficulty when she was in college and he was deployed; when he’d produced a ring, she’d gone on the pill, and they’d used condoms.

			And while the experience was a pale imitation of what he’d felt with Marissa that spring, he’d taken that for a good thing. This was reasonable. Understandable. A manageable urge, as unlike what Marissa inspired in him as civilians and Marines.

			But now he was back in Walkers Ford, out of the Corps, tying up loose ends before the wedding, and before he moved on with his life. They’d gotten twelve years of curiosity out of their systems, and besides, he had one more unannounced homecoming to go. She’d said good night. He could return the courtesy.

			“Good night, Ris,” he said softly. Then he shoved the screen door open and strode down the hill to his Charger, got in the car, and drove away, all the while wondering where the passionate, impetuous girl had gone.
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			WITH WATERY KNEES and sensitized nerves firing randomly in all her hot spots, Marissa trailed Delaney and Stacey through the kitchen, entryway, and great room, half listening to their earnest conversation about wedding details, but mostly focused on what just happened.

			Because what just happened, namely, a quickie with Adam Collins in her pantry, shocked the hell out of her. Worse, it made her forget about Brookhaven for a few minutes, an indulgence she couldn’t afford for a number of reasons. She’d said it was no big deal, but that was pride talking. Twelve years earlier she’d loved Adam Collins with the passion only a seventeen-year-old girl could muster. She would have done anything with him, even though she’d known he was leaving.

			Back then, everyone had dreams, or at least a plan. Delaney planned to go to college, then to grad school to become a school psychologist. Keith planned on college, then law school, then a job at his father’s practice. Marissa was a Brooks, which meant she had dreams, not plans, and no money; like her father before her, she dreamed of restoring Brookhaven to pristine condition. Adam was a Collins, and like his deadbeat father before him, he dreamed of speed. Not stock cars. Motorcycles. In the rare moments when they weren’t screaming around eastern South Dakota at ninety miles an hour they talked about dreams. Adam dreamed of getting out of Walkers Ford, as fast as his Hayabusa could carry him. His need to prove himself was as tangible as the humid spring air.

			Back then, she didn’t care that he was leaving, and she didn’t want to go with him. All she wanted was him, inside her, going all the way. Stopping short channeled her desire into love and Adam’s pent-up longing into increasingly reckless decisions. Risky moves on the bike. Drinking, something he’d rarely done before that spring. Risky moves, alcohol, and a teenage dare crashed together the night of graduation, at Brookhaven, and the consequences changed their lives, forever.

			He left, not for the racing circuit, but for the Marine Corps, and broke her heart. But one fifteen-minute interlude with Adam in her pantry wouldn’t risk her heart again. It wasn’t likely he’d take an interest in her anyway. The idea of Adam Collins, seasoned Marine and world traveler, settling down in Brookings, South Dakota, was ridiculous. She would finish restoring Brookhaven, her only dream, and go on with her life.

			The thought sent her stomach twisting and looping like a ride at the county fair.

			Delaney and Stacey stopped in front of the grand fireplace for another moment of low-voiced conversation in the empty room. At Delaney’s request, Keith drove Mrs. Walker home an hour earlier. Alana stayed for a while, too polite to ask Marissa where she’d disappeared to for twenty minutes, but even she’d given up and gone home to Walkers Ford. Was that Adam’s next stop, his mother’s house? Darla Collins kept Adam’s bike. Did Adam know it lurked under a shroud in the garage? He’d had a plan, starting with smaller races as an amateur, making money where he could, working his way up to a sponsorship deal. He was fearless, gifted with unbelievable spatial awareness and reflexes. He would have succeeded, if not for—

			“Marissa,” Delaney asked as Stacey pulled on her coat and prepared to leave. “Do you have a minute?”

			Delaney’s father wrote her a check large enough to pay off the HVAC bill with some left over for the lumberyard. Their agreement gave Delaney access to the house whenever she wanted, and they both knew it. Or maybe Delaney still felt a tad bit possessive about her ex-fiancé.

			“Of course,” she said, and closed the door behind Stacey. So polite. It really was impossible to find fault with Delaney. Her father owned the state’s largest privately held bank, but Delaney opted for a career as a licensed school psychologist serving three rural counties and volunteering at Pine Ridge once a month. She was pretty, reserved, always dressed on the demure side of current fashion. They made a great story, the good girl and the bad boy turned Marine, until Adam ended things before the storybook finish. The news had rocked not only Walkers Ford but the entire county. Fairy tales starring Marines and pretty school psychologists didn’t end that way.

			They didn’t start with getting fucked in a pantry, either.

			The air on the west side of the great room held warmth despite the rapid drop in temperature as night fell; or maybe that was heat lingering under her skin. Delaney waited until Marissa joined her in front of the unfinished fireplace. “The house looks beautiful,” she began, genuine approval in her voice. “But the wedding is in four weeks. Will you be able to repair this wall before then?”

			Both ends of Brookhaven’s great room were finished in floor-to-ceiling oak woodwork panels that mimicked the construction of the sliding panels that defined Brookhaven’s unique style. The smaller, less elaborate fireplace in the dining area was intact and polished to a high sheen. The fireplace at the south end of the great room stood under walls stripped to the plaster and lathing. The rest of the house had been done since the spring, but summer’s busy season in construction stopped her progress. Or that’s what she told herself.

			“Not a problem,” she said.

			“What happened to it?” Delaney asked. “The other fireplace is in such excellent shape.”

			Memories surfaced from the lockbox deep inside, pushed through her skin as prickling, hot shame. She should have stopped Adam before things got out of control. Even though the county technically owned the house at that point, Brookhaven was hers. Her responsibility. Her obligation. Her dream, even then.

			“Vandals,” Marissa said shortly.

			Delaney nodded, as if agreeing, but said, “Adam looked well, don’t you think?”

			Marissa kept her gaze on the exposed brick and plaster. He did look good. His hair was still regulation short, the color of aged cedar, his eyes a true hazel, his body as hard against her stomach and breasts as the shelving was against her back.

			“A little older, maybe,” Marissa said when the silence stretched into unnecessary guilt. Adam no longer belonged to Delaney. Marissa hadn’t done anything wrong.

			Delaney joined Marissa in her close examination of the unfinished mantel, lifting her smooth, pale hand to touch the exposed brick and plaster. Keith’s engagement ring glittered brilliantly in the light, a move Marissa thought was intended to show off the diamond until she remembered Delaney was left-handed.

			Delaney smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you again for allowing me to use your house,” she said.

			“My pleasure,” Marissa said. Delaney thought of it as her wedding. Marissa thought of it as Brookhaven’s redemption, the final act in her father’s lifelong dream, and hers.

			Delaney let herself out. Marissa locked the door behind her, then walked around the house, turning off the lights, plunging the room into blackness. As her eyes adjusted, she could see in the distance the cottonwood trees lining the riverbed at the bottom of the pasture that sloped away from the house.

			She’d kissed Adam for the first time against one of those cottonwoods. They’d been barefoot and muddy after a mile-long water fight along the creek left her white top clinging to her skin and her hair in dark tendrils on her shoulders. Weak from laughter, turned-on from the newly discovered sensation of being prey to a boy’s predator, she’d leaned against a big tree, wrung water from her hair, and found him watching her with the same expression on his face he’d worn in the kitchen tonight. The intensity scared her then, but now he had the body and the demeanor to go with the eyes, and she had the experience to deal with it.

			He still left her weak, but not from laughter, and despite the rumors flying around town, he wasn’t staying. That dream died long ago, and she of all people knew sex didn’t change it.

			Now, alone in the house, she pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen.
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