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Up close, his eyes were sea green. 

That was the first special thing Sarah noticed about Matthew. That, and the way her stomach tightened when she saw him, like a shock of recognition—or the sudden awareness she had awakened from a dream, and what had been making her so happy had been terminated by her alarm clock going off.

She didn't wake, because she wasn't dreaming. She'd just run smack into him when he turned unexpectedly. He was real. The chiseled jaw and sea green eyes didn't fade into a more prosaic reality, something more reasonable and reality-based. Instead, the arms around her tightened, steadying her, and a voice, deep and filled with laughter, said, "That's twice. Not much of a passing lane in a room with this many people. Hope I didn’t clip you."

Sarah blushed scarlet. Damn her complexion! At the same time, she realized this was the second time she'd collided with this man. The first time she'd run off before he could say anything. This time she'd been heading for the exit full steam ahead and didn't have time to remap her course when the man in front of her had turned suddenly and bumped into her nearly straight on.

She didn't think he'd seen her the first time. He hadn't even turned all the way around before she'd disappeared into the crowded military ball.

"I probably should get a ticket for following too close," she said, an attempt at a quip that sounded more awkward than witty. The instant she said it she started blushing all over again. "I'm so sorry."

He laughed appreciatively, giving the impression that her remark was the best thing he had heard all night. She felt it like a ribbon of excitement curling through her and realized he hadn't let go of her yet. "It's kind of like a Fiat running into a Hummer," he said, drawing out her metaphor. "You're in more danger than I am."

It could have sounded arrogant, but he looked like he was at least six-three and she was five-four without heels, so maybe he had a point.

She fumbled for words. "I apologize anyway," she said. "I was –" She faltered and wished she hadn't started the sentence. She didn’t want to admit she'd been near tears and just trying to get out of the ballroom, outside into the near-dark of a summer evening, somewhere she could get her breathing under control before her date or her uncle or her best friend or anyone else came looking for her. That at one point she'd looked across the dance floor and seen Jill and Stu together, her best friend and her best friend's husband. They were laughing together and talking with their heads close, and it was this microsecond of closeness, of seeing what she no longer had, that had sent her nearly running for the exit.

He was still waiting. "In a hurry," she amended her sentence.

"Not leaving the ball already,” he said. “The night’s hardly begun.”

Sarah blinked at him, then sighed. "Just—needed to catch my breath for a minute." She still did, she thought—since he'd been holding on to her she'd become more breathless by the second.

That didn't mean she wanted him to let go.

He did, though, and instantly offered her his arm, courtly and apparently not kidding. "I'd be honored to escort you."

As if any harm was going to come to her here. She was Rear Admiral Briggs's niece. Messing with her would be an automatic death sentence. No court-martial, no trial-by-jury, no legal system of any sort; here on the base, Uncle Ted was one of those men who reigned supreme. Not that she was helpless; she could hold her own on the gun range and in the weight room at the gym. But Uncle Ted could be overprotective.

"I didn't mean to take you away from the dance," she said. "I was just heading out to– "

"Get a breath of fresh air," he said when she paused. "But a gentleman doesn't let a lady go out unescorted."

He didn't ask So where's your date? And that was fine with her. Benjamin was off somewhere with his brother, Stuart, who was Sarah's best friend's husband, and that was fine with Sarah. Ben was ruggedly handsome, sweet, muscular, and funny, and she wasn't interested in him in the least. Which was only fair, because he wasn't interested in her, either; he just wanted Jill to stop trying to fix him up. Sarah had only come with him because her uncle had come as close as he could to ordering his civilian administrative assistant and niece to show up with a date. She was 30, and tempted to ignore him, but ignoring Admiral Briggs didn't work. Ignoring Jill didn't work either. Jill just wanted her to be happy, the way Jill was happy with Stuart, and she wanted it stringently enough that Sarah had finally accepted the inevitable, bought a fairytale dress of midnight blue with panels of lace and spaghetti straps, and accepted Ben's arranged but cheerful invitation to the dance.

She'd told herself it wouldn't be so bad. She'd told herself it had been nearly seven years since Danny had gone to Afghanistan and told her he'd be back, since he'd put the diamond solitaire on her finger and promised her the wedding of her dreams. They were both from military families, at least if having one uncle who was a rear admiral counted, but that didn't mean they had to stay that way. Danny would serve his tour, he'd come back for her, they'd go wherever she wanted and live however she chose, they'd travel the world or they'd build a tiny cabin in New Mexico or they'd live in Manhattan or Paris or– 

She'd actually been laughing that last morning, he'd been so loving and sweet and eager, as if the tour in Afghanistan was nothing more than an inconvenience between his proposal and their happily ever after.

It wasn't until that dream had been blown apart by a roadside bomb that Sarah understood that Danny had wanted to leave her with a smile on her face, wanted to leave her looking ahead to the future they'd share together. He wanted her to believe so he could believe, and she felt very childish and young and stupid until Jill had pointed out that Sarah had given Danny exactly what he'd wanted—a sendoff without tears, not without fear but without the clinging, terrified weeping some partners put their soldiers through.

She'd been done, then, when the news came back. Ready to pack her bags and go somewhere with no overt military presence, somewhere she could live without seeing a uniform if she tried, somewhere she could go to ground and hide until the worst of the ache subsided.

That's when Uncle Admiral Theodore Briggs had sent for her. Ted Briggs was tall and spare, with thick ginger hair, sun-wrinkled skin and a ready smile. His men considered him fierce. He was. But with her, he occasionally showed a softer side. He suggested a change of scenery would do her good, and encouraged her –though, as she thought about it, it was more insisting than encouraging- to apply for a civilian job on his base. Still, though he didn't say so often with words, she knew he loved her.

So, she sent in an application, passed the screenings and the interviews and the background checks. Until then, had gone from job to job, trying to find something that she could make a career of, so she had a wide range of experience. The openings included a job in Uncle Ted’s office, as part Public Information Officer, part Public Relations, part Administrative Assistant, part Dragon Guarding the Gate and Not Letting Anybody In. He thought this job would be perfect for her, and nobody was going to tell him otherwise. He was Rear Admiral Briggs.

Sarah hadn't argued. Maybe there was more military presence than she was looking for on a naval base, and maybe by going to work for the admiral she was wading in deeper rather than getting out altogether. But she'd be living near the ocean. Near family. With a great job. Maybe even something she could make a career of.

She found it was a satisfying job, too, even when her boss-uncle-godfather triple threat suggested pointedly that she buy a gown and find a date, saying it was time she started getting out and meeting people. And so, it seemed, she had...one person, anyway.

But there was a hint of southern in this beautiful man's voice, and the arm she'd taken without thinking was muscular and hard. She glanced up at him as they went through the French doors onto the patio area outside the ballroom. He had a straight nose, a little upturned, and long, long lashes, a square jaw with a shadow already starting though she thought he'd probably shaved before the event. Dark hair swept back from his forehead, regulation cut but managing to look longer, maybe because there was so much of it. 

Her hand tingled with the sudden desire to run her fingers through that hair. She forced her fingers resting on his arm not to twitch, and tried to think of anything other than whether or not he had a smooth or furry chest. 

The air outside was soft, warm, and the sound of water in the bay competed with the sound of music from the ball. He led her down stone steps outside the officers' club, so they stood on a deserted veranda halfway down to street level. Overhead the mild night was full of stars. She felt a sudden terrible longing for Danny and forced her mind away from it instantly. 

"Are you a smoker?" he asked.

"No." The question startled her a little. 

He seemed to notice and answered with a laugh. "Just wondering what was driving you out here." He turned his back on the view of the surf, his elbows on the wrought iron railing that circled their veranda. "You don't enjoy balls?"

She squinted out at the water, not quite looking at him, determining this hadn't been some strange double entendre before she said, "I haven't – " realized she was going somewhere way too personal and way too sad and filled in with, "Ever really learned to dance. Do they teach you that in SEAL training?" Her emotions under control, she turned to look at him, resting one elbow on the railing, her body tilted toward his. Moonlight caught in his dark hair, lit a few strands of silver here and there. She thought he was probably not much older than her, and wondered what had started the silvering so soon. She liked how it looked, different than Danny who had been so very young. Still, nothing was going to come of the beautiful man in the magical night. It seemed quite the waste of moonlight.

"Yes," he said quite seriously, so she didn't know if he was joking or not. "Along with BUD/S training, weights, running, swimming, nutrition, there's ballroom dancing." He looked utterly serious still, but his eyes were smiling.

She pursed her lips, thinking of making a smartass comment right back at him, or mock scolding, and was surprised to hear herself say, "Prove it."

He looked surprised, and then delighted before he gestured at the veranda above them. "There's no music." 

That was true. Pretty much what had followed them out was the sound of voices raised from inside the club and laughter and only the faintest strains of music.

"I'll hum," she said, not intending for him to believe her, but he grinned, showing straight, even teeth in the dusk.

"Anything for a weird life," he said, and escorted her up to the flagstone veranda. Sarah was surprised there wasn't anyone else on it, just the wrought iron tables
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