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      I don’t know how I get myself into these situations. I really don’t. My stomach roils as I stare down the long white runner leading to the simple wooden altar adorned with cascading white roses and gardenias. And the rather pleading brown eyes of the groom, one Thomas Edward Billings the Third, who introduces himself apologetically to the world as ‘Ted, because my father is Tom’. His eyes remind me slightly of a cow’s, except Teddy’s are more petulant. I sigh and take one tiny step forward and stop. It’s going to be a long day. There’s no need to rush the dramatic buildup. I let the heavy bouquet of white peonies I’m holding sag over my belly.

      There’s a hiss behind me from Sharon, one of my roommate’s extended acquaintances. She’s known to be a little sharp, but she was free and available to come to Maine for the weekend to be a bridesmaid, so… I subtly glance back to see her nursing her ankle in a sea of sympathetic pale blue chiffon. Oops, guess the cogs of the procession need to move as one unit, after all. Nobody mentioned that this quaint, tiny, white clapboard church on a small island off the coast of Maine wouldn’t be air-conditioned. Or that the promised refreshing sea breezes would die to a barely there tickling waft.

      The overwhelming scent of too many gardenias fills the air, as does the frantic rustle of women fanning themselves with whatever they can find, mostly accordion-pleated ivory parchment programs. I’m left slightly breathless because apparently brides aren’t allowed to fan themselves and are expected to melt gracefully. I can feel the sweat building between my shoulder blades. Seriously, why did I agree to this?

      I heave another giant internal sigh of regret, let a tiny feminine breath actually leave my body, and paste a sweetly nervous smile on my face as I step forward to meet my fate.

      The worst is yet to come, unfortunately. Nobody warned me there would be poetry. Teddy has a sweaty death grip on my hand while his step-mother recites a lengthy verse regarding the everlasting love of a pair of childhood sweethearts. I’m confused immediately because she’s never even met me before today. Teddy and I certainly didn’t grow up together. Is this supposed to be about me and Teddy? Or is it a religious allegory of something I’ve never heard of before? I’ll never know. In desperation, someone opens the tiny corner panes in the elaborate stained-glass windows that are affixed with hinges. The metalwork squeals in protest as if only sinners would feel the heat. The window bits that open aren’t very big, but the resulting cross breeze picks up the loose programs and the sheet music for the musicians and whirls them into the air. I choke back a giggle. The blessing in disguise is that Mrs. Billings sits down abruptly with a rather sour expression. I’d like to think there was divine intervention, but that might be pressing my luck.

      If anyone has noticed that the bride’s side of the quaint church is filled entirely with Ted’s family and friends, nobody has mentioned it to me. I don’t think they care. Everyone is hot and uncomfortable and just wants to get to the reception on the grassy lawn leading down to the water. Me too.

      Finally, we arrive at the vows. There’s an audible sigh of relief from the pews behind and a rustle as people rearrange themselves for a quick exit the moment it’s socially acceptable. The minister, a rather gray, weathered gentleman who has yet to show any sign of emotion, drones on through the preamble.

      “Do you, Thomas Edward, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      Ted’s voice cracks noticeably as he mumbles, “I do?” That slight hesitation earns him a sharp glance from the man in charge. Ted catches himself and gives slightly firmer responses to the next bits.

      Now for my big moment. You would think this would be easy, but I’m suddenly very aware of how heavy bridal satin really is. Not to mention it’s now sticking to my skin.

      “Do you, Clarice Ann, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      I stare at him. Letting the tension build. It’s curiously weird to be addressed by a name that isn’t mine. This might also be my big fifteen minutes of fame considering my acting career basically fizzled after the third grade play when I was informed that my celery impression had been too wavy. It’s hard to come back from that kind of savage review.

      The minister clears his throat sharply. Right. I clutch the giant bouquet between my sweaty palms. “I’m sorry, Teddy!” I wail, “I just can’t do this. I’m sorry!” And with that, I toss the flowers over my shoulder and to the left. That wasn’t in the script, but I’ve always wanted to do it and this might be my only chance. It would be a pity to waste it.

      Then I turn and scurry down the aisle. It’s more of a waddle because I have to pick up all that satin and the people in the pews are busy batting the bouquet away like it’s a hot potato and nobody wants to be the one left holding it. I want to stop and see what happens next, but that would probably expose this whole farce for what it is. Instead, I rush out the double arched doors, thankfully open to allow in any stray breeze and straight into a brick wall. One covered entirely in dark blue serge.

      My nose stings from running into the hard surface of the stranger’s abs but his hands are gripping my elbows more firmly than strictly required for support, so I can’t reach up to rub it. But it still works well enough to take in his delicious and all too enticing scent.

      “What happened? Did you find out he doesn’t have nearly as much money as he pretends?” The strangely familiar deep baritone of the man’s voice has me quivering, but the rather acid tone has me steeling my spine and raising my head to meet his gaze.

      Oh.

      Shit.
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      Well, this is an unexpected and entertaining development. My gut’s been telling me for the last month that there was something off about my nephew’s sudden desire to get married to a woman that nobody, on my side of the family at least, had met. And Teddy so far has grown up to be a bit of a selfish ass, more interested in one-night stands to culminate yet another evening of hard partying. So it also seemed unusual that he’d had such an immediate and complete change of heart regarding commitment, again without any introductions.

      Plus, there’s the fact that the name on the wedding invitation I received with almost no advance notice does not match the name of the woman currently trying to jerk out of my arms to more effectively run away. People are beginning to stream out of the church with curiosity and relief straining their already sweat-drenched faces. “I should have done this months ago,” I mutter as I haul Daphne up and over my shoulder, giving her perfect round ass one satisfying smack as I anchor her safely in place. “And that’s for not following orders. I told you to stay out of trouble until I got back.”

      “You’re not the boss of me, Grant Meadows. Put me down!” Her voice is slightly muffled by the acres of skirt swirling around her.

      “Why?” I ask perfectly reasonably as I turn to get us out of the gaping crowd.

      “I need to make the ferry,” she mumbles dejectedly.

      I grin at that. Her practicality in the face of high drama is one of the things I most delight in. “You aren’t going anywhere today, baby. Except back to my house to explain how you landed on this tiny out of the way island in a poofy wedding dress a month ahead of when I promised to collect you. I thought you had more patience than that.”

      Her sputtering growl promising retribution has me lengthening my stride over the pristine lawn of the village green and the narrow cobbled lane leading to my ancestor’s pleasure house. Literally. My mother always chose to say he was a nineteenth-century ship captain who had to be close to the water. But really, he was a banker on the mainland with a mistress that he liked spending time with when it got too hot to cavort in the city.

      The result is a delightful Victorian mansion built for a very different kind of entertaining, with secluded balconies and small intimate rooms instead of the massive ballrooms and dining tables common in the other homes of the era. Drove the Billings nuts when my sister married into their family and insisted on buying the house next door. It was her money, so I’m not sure why they cared. Except when she died a few years ago of cancer, she left the place to her only child, Teddy. Who, as far as I know, hasn’t been back on the island since he was a kid. Yet another suspicious clue something wasn’t on the up and up.

      I unlock the heavy oak door carved with a design of sensuous hearts and lilies (Lily was the name of the banker’s lady love) and only when it’s firmly closed and locked behind me do I set Daphne down on her feet. Her face is red, probably from being upside down, but maybe it’s due to the sparks still shooting from her eyes. She looks hot and uncomfortable, so I lead her into the modern kitchen.

      “What the hell, Grant? Why are you even here, and why are you attempting to kidnap me?” Her hands are on the delicious curve of her hips, where the slinky satin leaves nothing to the imagination. I sigh and dump some ice cubes in a juice glass, then fill it with lemonade.

      “You didn’t research your groom’s family tree very carefully, love. But then you hardly had time, did you? Were you busy changing your name? Who picked Clarice, by the way? Was that you or Teddy?”

      She’s gaping at me as I hand her the chilled glass. She averts her gaze, downs the contents of the glass, then sets it down on the counter with a shudder. “I’m never doing that again. That’s for fucking sure.”

      “Which part? The name change, the fake wedding? Leaving your scheming groom at the altar? Running away from me?” I ask softly, watching her carefully. There’s a flash of hurt on her beautifully expressive face, but then it’s gone. She straightens her spine.

      “All of it,” she says firmly, her gaze direct as it meets mine. She looks away to pull at the heavy satin clinging to her sweet body with distaste. I snort in agreement and turn her gently by the shoulders to begin undoing the thousands of buttons marching down her spine.

      “I couldn’t agree more, Daphne. You aren’t leaving this house until I’ve fucked you so thoroughly you can’t do anything more than scream my name. Hoarsely.” I trail a finger down the dewy nape of her neck. “No more running for you, baby.”
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      The feel of Grant’s deft hands on my back, gradually exposing my overheated skin to the cool of the room, is the most delicious torture. And his words, dear God, his words. His stern, deep voice has always been able to get me wet — reading the phone book would probably suffice. He’s simply refused to take things further until now, so somehow his turn of phrase evokes even more anticipation.

      But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s always been a deeply sensual man, at least in the five years I’ve known him. Not strictly in the sense of sex, although I’m sure that’s true, but he’s the type that needs to touch and taste everything, hates having the TV or radio on because it masks the natural sounds of his environment. All things I only came to appreciate after meeting him.

      But not the orders. I’ve never appreciated — or followed — those. I shudder when he peels the bodice of the dress off me and presses a heated kiss to my left shoulder blade. He bites down gently and I swear I orgasm on the spot. The satisfaction is evident in his voice when he turns me around again. “I think you’ll be able to handle it from here. Why don’t you go get comfortable and then you can fill me in on today’s adventure?”

      “What am I supposed to wear? I didn’t exactly have a chance to grab my luggage,” I mutter with exasperation, but Grant only looks amused.

      “But you didn’t have any, did you? Or you wouldn’t have been racing for the ferry in a wedding dress. Find something in my closet, third door on the left up the stairs.” He nods authoritatively towards the polished oak staircase winding up the far wall before casting a possessive glance at my bustline where the girls are threatening to leap out of the top of the strapless dress, now held up only by my splayed fingers.

      I scurry away before I say something I’ll regret. Like how lickable he looks in his dress uniform, the one I’ve only seen on a hanger. Trust me, it’s the man making the clothes in this case. The silver at his temples matches the braid on his jacket almost exactly.

      As soon as I’m safely behind another door, I let the blasted dress fall to the floor. I’ve come to hate that thing and we’ve only known each other since yesterday. I scan the military neat ranks of clothing in Grant’s closet. It’s not nearly as full or formal as his closet at home. The one where he only let me look and wouldn’t allow me to steal one of his dress shirts, no matter how much I pleaded. So naturally, that’s what I gravitate to first. I find the perfect one, crisp white with simple buttons down the front. It says volumes about our size difference that I can slip it over my head without undoing even the neck. I giggle to myself as I roll up the sleeves and then shake all the pins out of my hair. Most of them fell out when Grant turned me upside down, but there are always a few stragglers. And the man probably doesn’t keep any hair elastics handy. I survey the adjacent bathroom drawers anyway, looking for something that might do.

      And that’s when I find it. The little jeweled hair clip I was wearing the night I tried to force things between me and Grant to a head. And got tossed out on my ear, but not before losing my favorite clip with the dragonfly. I should point out that before I even got back to my parents’ place next door, Grant had sent me a text saying he wasn’t done with me and would collect me in September. Once I’d had a chance to finish grad school and see things his way.

      That had so infuriated me that I left to return to Boston the next day, a full three days early. And knowing that my little dragonfly was gone for good if I wasn’t going to brave my embarrassment to go look for it at Grant’s.

      I’m tempted, but I leave it where it is. I’m not sure I want to start with that conversation right now. I keep looking and eventually find a slim red ribbon off of some package or other that will do to tie the end of a braid at least. Then I head downstairs to see what my possessive boyfriend has to say for himself.
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      Sweet Daphne has no idea what she does to me. When she re-emerges in the kitchen looking both shy and feisty, I can’t hold back the swell of pride. I still her forward movement with a touch. “Daph, you’ll melt buttoned to the chin like that.” I swiftly undo all the buttons until my shirt is hanging on her curvy frame, resembling an oversized jacket. The tantalizing peeks of her lacy white underwear only add to the temptation. I stand back to take her in from head to toe. “Better,” I comment idly after dropping a swift kiss on her soft lips, already parted in a pout of resentment at my taking over. It’s partly why I can’t resist, it winds her up so quickly.

      “Let’s go out to the porch, then you can start explaining your actions,” I suggest dryly picking up the pitcher of ice tea I made while she was changing and two glasses. This may take a while. I lead the way out to the covered balcony overlooking the cove at the back of the house. The sea breezes are the strongest here and the shade makes it even more comfortable. Then I set the drinks down on a rattan side table and watch for Daphne’s reaction as she takes in the unusual outdoor room. I can’t say for sure, but I’ve never observed such high barriers on any other houses of the period and these are pierced to let the wind through. I suspect my ancestor and his mistress liked to fuck out here in the height of summer and didn’t care to be seen by any passing boaters.

      Daphne wanders the generous space, frowning at the balustrade before peering over the top and only then noticing the small ledge at kneeling height. “What’s that for?”

      I shrug innocently, and her pretty eyes narrow. “How old is this house?”

      “Built in 1907 by my great-grandfather for his mistress so they could spend the summers together without anyone knowing what they got up to.”

      Her eyes round. Then I watch the wheels click until she glances at the ledge again and flushes red. Smart girl. I pat the red and white striped cushion next to me on the perfectly ordinary wicker settee. “Daphne? Time to start explaining, honey.”

      She sits down as far as she can from me, folding one leg under her as she does so with a mighty sigh. “Then will you take me to the ferry? I’m supposed to get a month at a friend’s cottage in Bar Harbor for going through with that.”

      I shake my head slowly with a frown. “Daphne, you aren’t going anywhere without me. I told you in January I was coming for you in September. I’m not so inflexible that I’m about to object to you taking the initiative in August.”

      She grinds her teeth with a cute growl. “Grant! You are so infuriating!”

      I nod. “I know. But I’ll make it up to you. After you explain how you came to be marrying Teddy. An image I’m thankful I was too late to see. The sight of you being swallowed by satin was bad enough.”

      Daphne sighs again and picks at the hem of the shirt she’s wearing. It’s spread open with her movements, so I’m treated to a brief glimpse of her luscious breasts held captive in delicate white lace. My mouth waters for a taste. But if we go there now, we’ll never get back to the words that need to be said.
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      Daphne takes her time answering my question. Her fingers tug absently at the hem of my shirt. The one she’s wearing like a swimsuit cover-up.

      “It was all cooked up between my roommate and Teddy. Clarice got a sudden invite to go to California with a guy she met at a weekend theater workshop, so she offered me her family’s cottage for a month if I’d step in. Strangely, I felt a strong need to get away in September,” Daphne says wryly, peeking at me from beneath dark lashes.

      “I’d have found you,” I tell her with confidence. “What was motivating Clarice and Teddy? I’m assuming the whole thing was fake from the get go?”

      Daphne nods. “I don’t know all the details. Something about needing to be married to be allowed on the family’s board, and Teddy thought he could bypass that with a sympathy vote. Or something.”

      The little fucker. I’d been thinking about handing the seat over to him when he turned thirty in three years, but I’m going to have to reconsider that to never. “So he just left you to run onto the ferry with nothing more than a wedding dress?”

      Daphne’s shoulders lift in a slight shrug. “I had my driver’s license and a credit card in an inside pocket of the dress from hell.”

      “I should redden that cute ass for putting yourself in danger like that,” I growl, my hand itching to follow through. It was a poorly thought out plan by the instigators from the beginning and then Daphne got plopped down in the middle of their scheme with no preparation whatsoever.

      “Well? What brought you here and in the uniform you would never put on for me?” Her pout is adorable when she jerks her chin back towards the kitchen where I stripped down to my t-shirt and shorts while I was waiting for her. It’s way too hot for formality and besides, Daphne is used to sneaking up on me wearing even less. I think she imagines if she catches me naked, she wins a prize. And I suppose in a way that’s true. I’m not much of a reward, but she’s got me now with or without clothing.

      “Teddy is my oldest sister’s only child and I’m the holder of that board seat he thinks he can get his hands on. He can’t,” I add dryly. “It’s an asset controlled by the number of shares, and my sister left those to me when she died.”

      “So you’re close then? You and Teddy?” she asks doubtfully, eyeing me with a wince.

      “No. He’s a whiny brat that hasn’t figured out how to work for anything he wants. But I was close to my sister, and she was fond of him. Had to be, I guess.” I reach out and tug Daphne closer to me. I don’t like it when she’s out of touching distance. “I came to the wedding to find out what he was getting into. I was already on the island to get this place ready for you.”

      Her eyebrows go up at that. “Were you planning on making me your mistress?”

      I shake my head with a slight smile. “You know better than that, Daphne. We’re getting married. Someplace you can’t run away at the last minute because now I’ve got a complex. I thought this would do as a honeymoon spot, since neither of us like the heat.”

      Without even being aware of submitting, Daphne flows into my arms, nestling her toffee-colored curls against my chest. “But you never asked me. You just ordered. And you… wouldn’t… you didn’t…. you left,” her voice breaks slightly as she stumbles over the parting scene that still haunts my conscious. Duty, country, $37 billion dollars of taxpayer money already invested in the project — or Daphne. She nearly won.

      “Baby, if I had stayed, you wouldn’t have wanted to keep me for long. My conscious would have made me impossible to live with,” I admit with a sigh. She lifts her head up to stare at me, her intelligent blue eyes demanding answers. So finally I give her what I can.
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      Grant is such an approachable enigma. He drives me crazy. If he stuck with being closed off and ordering me about, I’d be able to walk away and forget him. Well, except for that animal magnetism thing he always has going on that keeps my eyes trained on him whenever he’s in the vicinity. That’s impossible to ignore.

      But the thing is, deep down under the gruff exterior and the stodgy military rank, he’s funny and sweet and treats me with respect. He does actually ask my opinion about things and listens thoughtfully to my answers. It’s just never the things I think he should be asking about. Like fucking me or marrying me or running off to God knows where for nine months, expecting me to be waiting for him with his slippers like he was just gone to the office for the day. So freaking infuriating.

      “Go on,” I prompt him dryly, wondering what this almighty secret is that he couldn’t tell me in December that’s somehow going to change everything.

      “I’m redacting in my head, baby. It’s all highly classified, but some parts of it more than others,” he responds quietly.

      “So you know all the hardware on my uniform that you pretend to not understand?” Grant finally asks, his eyes twinkling. I nod cautiously. I really don’t remember what most of it means. Even though he’s explained it a few times. I know he’s some kind of general which sort of blew my mind because by the time I found that out, I’d been sneaking over to his house to watch the
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