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        By Lisa Carlisle

      

      

      

      Can two friends pull off a marriage of convenience?

      

      Slade: The way the men treat Caitlyn drives me mad. All I want to do is protect her. I propose a temporary solution--by proposing. It will be a marriage in name only, but at least I'll be better able to look out for her.

      

      One problem--I'm deceiving her. I haven't told her the real reason. And I can't let her know how I feel. If she finds out, not only is our fake relationship in peril, but our very real and  true friendship.

      

      Author’s Note: This book was originally published as A Marine’s Proposal in 2014, but has been greatly revised and expanded upon for this release.
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      SLADE

      That monster dared to leer at Caitlyn.

      Slade’s heart pumped faster, and adrenaline simmered beneath his skin. Davis stepped out of the barracks entrance with the worse possible timing as Slade walked with Caitlyn toward it. She’d been in a great mood as they walked back from headquarters and talked about venturing into Naha for dinner. Seeing Davis could ruin it.

      Davis’s beady gaze raked from her face down the front of her camouflage uniform all the way to her combat boots. After all that had gone down? Slade ground his teeth.

      Caitlyn tensed at Slade’s side, shooting his protective instincts higher as if propelled by rocket fuel. She didn’t cower under that lewd stare though, and pride swelled through him. She was much tougher than she appeared with her sunny personality.

      Still, his hands curled into fists with the urge to punch Davis’s lecherous eyes out of his skull.

      “Don’t look at her,” Slade warned. In the instant fury that welled up, it sounded more like a snarl.

      “Or what?” Davis sneered.

      “You deal with me.” Unoriginal smack talk, but Slade didn’t care. He wasn’t penning a sonnet. A feral rumble stirred in his chest.

      Davis took a step closer, pumped out his chest, and tapped it. “Oh yeah? You gonna do something, Masters?”

      Slade stepped forward, but Caitlyn jumped between them.

      She faced Slade and placed her hands on his chest. “Don’t.”

      Slade continued to glare at Davis.

      “He’s trying to provoke you. Don’t let him,” Caitlyn added.

      The smirk on Davis’s face confirmed it. He wanted to fight. He itched for it.

      “Please,” Caitlyn insisted. “He’s not worth it.”

      Slade’s gaze shifted to Caitlyn. She stared up at him, a silent plea in her green eyes. Her delicate features were pulled into a worried expression.

      The drive to destroy Davis diminished at her request. How could he deny anything she’d asked? He was crazy about Caitlyn O’Neill. He had been since they’d met in training a year and a half ago. She just didn’t know it.

      She couldn’t know it.

      She’d put him in the friend zone when they’d first met. If she found out he’d secretly had a thing for her this entire time, since they met in the States, how would she not feel betrayed? It would make him no better than any of the other guys on base who wanted to sleep with her.

      Slade’s ribs tightened. Caitlyn was right. He couldn’t make the situation any worse for her. It was already bad enough that she lived under the same roof as Davis here in Okinawa. That was just the cherry top on a sour sundae.

      At least Slade lived diagonally across the hall from her. But what did that mean? It hadn’t prevented Davis from getting into her room a few months ago. And if Caitlyn hadn’t screamed for help, calling for Slade…

      No, he couldn’t think of what else could have happened. The idea of Davis touching her enraged Slade.

      His testimony had corroborated Caitlyn’s report. According to the military, justice had been served. Yet, it felt hollow. It wasn’t enough. It didn’t undo the impact on her life.

      “You gonna do something or not?” Davis taunted.

      Slade mustered control over the urge to punch that sneer off Davis’s face. “Already have, private.” Slade mustered as much contempt into the word. Davis had been a corporal, outranking Slade, before he’d been demoted.

      Slade turned to Caitlyn. “Come on, O’Neill.”

      He couldn’t resist the urge to bump Davis with his shoulder, who muttered something that sounded like “Asshole.”

      While Caitlyn walked beside Slade into the barracks, he remained wary for Davis retaliating. They passed the security guard without incident.

      Caitlyn whipped the camouflage hat off her head, and a strand of her dark blonde hair fell over her face. She brushed it back with a frustrated sigh, continuing for the stairs. Slade turned over his shoulder. Davis glared at him, spat into the ground, and walked away.

      As Slade climbed the stairs to the fourth floor beside Caitlyn, the adrenaline still hummed inside. He had to think through the rage and control the urge of running back out to punch Davis in the face.

      “Just forget about him.” She touched his bicep. “It’s over.”

      Slade glanced at where her hand brushed his skin beneath his rolled-up sleeve. “I know,” he agreed. Her simple touch provided calm through the aggression racing through his veins.

      After waiting until she’d entered her room, he stepped into his and paced. She’d told him she no longer felt safe in the barracks, and he didn’t blame her. All he wanted to do was protect Caitlyn. The military couldn’t promise that, but he could, right?

      An idea had been brewing in recent weeks. It had started out as a fantasy at first, but the more he thought about it, the more it made sense.

      No more contemplating, it was time to act. He’d propose it to her tonight.

      It was something big to consider and not take likely. No matter how well he knew Caitlyn, this was beyond any conversation they’d ever had.

      Would she go for it?

      CAITLYN

      Caitlyn attempted to shake off the ick once she was in her room. She unbuttoned her camouflage top and hung it on the end of a chair.

      She glanced at her bed where she’d woken up to find Davis months ago. To feel a strange hand creeping up her leg, waking her from the dead of sleep…

      No. Not now. Those intrusive thoughts would come later. Eventually, they always did—usually when she was alone in her room at night. Her roommate had returned to the States last month, which in one way was good since Caitlyn often spent hours tossing and turning and—thinking. Too much looping about what happened and the terrifying things that could have happened if she hadn’t scared him off.

      She gritted her teeth. Enough.

      It was the end of the work week, and she had a date with Slade. Not technically a “date” since he didn’t think of her that way, but still. They’d head into Naha together and have dinner and take it from there.

      She double-checked the door was locked before she stripped off her boots and socks and sighed. The best part of ending the workday was getting those things off. She’d much rather be barefoot walking through sand than wearing boots in a tropical climate. Then she entered the bathroom she shared with two female Marines in the adjacent room and removed her clothes. After she climbed in the shower, she attempted to rinse away the tension from seeing Davis. She couldn’t wait to get off base with Slade and escape military life for a few hours.

      Caitlyn washed her hair with her favorite coconut shampoo and lathered up with a lavender body wash, inhaling the scent to help soothe her. Her fingers ran over the familiar raised marks of her scars, courtesy of a car accident when she was a teen. The ones on her arms weren’t so bad, but ones on her legs were more pronounced—and repulsive. She hated them, yet there was nothing she could do about them. They were a part of her now. She rinsed, dried off, and put on a pale blue floral sundress and sandals. After wearing her military uniform all week, she couldn’t wait to wear something more feminine.

      While she dried her hair and put on light makeup, she listened to a comedy podcast. That should help shift her mood to start the weekend with a happier note. Humor was the best way to deal with the crap that came with military life. If she didn’t laugh at some of the nonsense, then she’d be chewed up and spit out like a wad of tobacco.

      When Caitlyn glanced in the mirror, she spotted the excited gleam in her eyes and the flush in her cheeks. She was ready to go.

      A few minutes later, Slade knocked on her door. “It’s me.”

      Although she and her roommate hadn’t bothered locking it during the day, Caitlyn had now bolted it every time she entered the room. She hated how she now had to live this way, living in fear.

      Calm down. It’s just Slade.

      She opened the door and stared up into his eyes. They were so blue and intense, they could distract her from whatever was on her mind. He filled the doorframe with his six-foot-plus frame and muscular torso. His presence made her feel light-headed, as if he’d sucked up all the air from the room.

      He glanced at her outfit. “You ready?”

      She spun her dress halfway around with a flourish and smiled. “Indeed.”

      He nodded, still gazing. “Good. I’ll find some place new for us to eat.”

      They sat on her bed while he looked at his phone. She caught a whiff of his aftershave and leaned in closer to breathe in the scent of him. He always smelled so good, that mix of his shaving cream and aftershave was intoxicating.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” Slade announced.

      He jumped up so quickly that Caitlyn almost lost her balance.

      “I’ve come up with a solution,” Slade declared.

      She narrowed her gaze. “Is there a problem I don’t know about?”

      Slade gave her a pointed look. “We just ran into one walking out of the barracks.”

      “Oh.” Her gut sank. Not Davis again.

      Slade stood up straight and paced across the tile floor. “I figured out a plan that benefits us both.”

      She brought her fingertips together. “I’m intrigued. Do tell.”

      Slade stopped pacing and faced her with a serious expression. “We should get married.”
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      CAITLYN

      Caitlyn didn’t blink or twitch a muscle for a good five seconds as she gaped at Slade. She must have misunderstood. “Married?” she repeated.

      “Yes, married.”

      She blinked. “Am I in Sixteen Candles?” When Slade narrowed his eyes, she added, “The scene with Jake Ryan?” She didn’t wait for him to catch up. “You’re joking, of course.”

      Slade shook his head. “I’m completely serious.”

      “Masters, get out of here,” she dismissed with a flick of her wrist. “I know this is just some weird prank.” Marines loved to play them on each other. Hmm, but Slade wasn’t the pranking type.

      “Not at all,” he insisted. “Think about it. We can get our own place and out of this hell hole.” He motioned around them.

      She studied him, waiting for him to crack a smile and note that he was kidding. He didn’t. “Wait, you are serious, aren’t you?”

      Slade squinted. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Caitlyn exhaled with a whoosh. A thrill shot through her, but she quickly squashed it. No point getting her hopes up for nothing. “This is too much to discuss right now. Besides, I’m too hungry to think about whatever crazy reasoning you have.” She covered her stomach. “I’m not talking about this until I have food in my belly and a fruity cocktail in my hand.”

      “Fine. We’ll talk about it at the restaurant.” He returned to his phone. “I found a small mom-and-pop place we haven’t tried yet.

      She climbed off her bed. “Afterward, we can stroll through the outdoor markets. Maybe even go dancing,” she emphasized. She was pushing her luck. In all the time she knew him, he did not dance and had shot her down each time she’d suggested it.

      “Noodles, yes. Dancing, no.” He motioned for her to walk with him to her door and grinned. “Let’s go. We can talk about my idea at the restaurant.”

      An hour later, they were seated at a small wooden table in a restaurant with fewer than a dozen tables, each with diners. The scents of soy sauce and spices made her mouth water. The hum of conversation and food prep surrounded them. She had a hearty bowl of ramen before her and a mango cocktail while he had a noodle dish with chicken and a Japanese beer.

      After Caitlyn had eaten some of the delicious dish, she took a long sip of her cocktail. “Okay, I’m ready.” She motioned with both hands toward her chest. “Spring this master plan on me, Masters.”

      “Ha, funny.” He put down his chopsticks on his plate. “I’ve come up with a solution to this uncomfortable housing situation.”

      The familiar tightness gripped her as she recalled the reason. Caitlyn adjusted in the hard, wooden chair and glanced away. She could have requested switching to another base to get away from Davis, but why would she do that? She liked her job. She liked living in the southern part of Okinawa. Why would she upend her life because of him? He’d already taken too much from her, especially in her head space when she tried to go to sleep at night.

      And she’d lose Slade. Or his close presence, at least. Just knowing he was across the hall provided a sense of security. He was her support system over here on the other side of the world. No way would she give him up.

      “You with me, O’Neill?” Slade prodded.

      “Yes.” She shook her head and pulled her gaze back to him.

      “You want to get away from all the bullshit with drunk guys hitting on you. I want to get away from the bullshit of drunk guys being loud and making it impossible to study or get any decent sleep.”

      Caitlyn exhaled. At least Slade didn’t bring up the specific reason why she’d want out by his name, for which she was grateful. “How did you come up with this crazy idea?”

      He fixed his steady gaze on her. “You. That night.” His voice turned gentle.

      She swallowed. Right. After the incident with Davis, she’d been too terrified to be alone. Her roommate was camping up north. Caitlyn had begged Slade to stay in her room with her, and he did. She found him still sitting in the chair the next morning, where he must have dozed off at some point. When she woke him, she’d said, “Too bad we can’t be roommates.”

      “I was joking,” she said. “You know they would never let us share a room because we’re the opposite sex.”

      “But,” he held up his index finger. “If we were married, everything changes. We’d get to move into an apartment.” He spread his hands palms up. “Or we even request to live off-base. Since staff housing is nearly full, we should get the okay.”

      Damn, he was selling it well. While he outlined his points, Caitlyn found it hard not to gape and seem too eager by the idea. Slade was intelligent and sexy as hell. He carried himself with a confidence that commanded attention.

      To mask her excitement, she scooped some noodles with her chop sticks and ate, acting as if this was a normal, everyday conversation. “So, what exactly are you proposing, Slade?”

      “I told you already. We get married.” He raised an index finger. “Temporarily.”

      She swallowed and then arched her brows. “A temporary marriage?”

      “Exactly.” He resumed eating.

      Marrying Slade—her fantasies had never gone that far. A thrill shot through her imagining the possibilities. She sat back in her chair and gazed at him. “I never pictured you to be the marrying type.”

      He finished his mouthful of noodles and furrowed his brows. “Why not?”

      “You’re always so focused on other things. Your classes. Self-improvement. Your running times. Never something as ‘trivial’ as romance.”

      “This isn’t about romance, O’Neill.” He gestured in a circular motion. “It’s about being practical.” He gulped some of his beer.

      “Oh, of course,” Caitlyn smirked. “Practical sounds more like you.”

      She had to admit, he’d had some good ideas in the past. She would have been content sitting on the beach on her days off. Slade got her out exploring. He dragged her along on hikes or to visit some outdoor attraction he just had to see.

      “Let me get this straight—this is you proposing to me?” She attempted to keep the eagerness out of her voice, but failed.

      “It’s not a proposal, per se,” Slade clarified. He motioned by raising both hands. “It’s a solution.”

      “Oh, I see,” Caitlyn said with a nod, giving him a semi-serious glance.

      “It doesn’t change anything between us. You can do what you want. Just don’t have any crazy parties.”

      She flinched and covered it up with another bite. When she’d first arrived in Okinawa, she’d partied every weekend, a pathetic attempt to drown out her homesickness. Slade prevented her from spiraling down and had distracted her with weekend adventures where they explored the island.

      After washing her noodles down with some of her fruity beverage, she asked, “How long do you want this marriage to last?” She put air quotes around the m-word.

      “As long as we want.” His jaw twitched. “Maybe you’ll meet someone else and want to marry him.” His voice turned strained.

      Or maybe she was just imagining that tug in his voice, projecting her own uneasiness. How could she think about marrying anyone else? She only had eyes for one man, yet hadn’t summoned the courage to tell him yet. Sure, they’d been friends for a long time, but she’d developed feelings for him. If she confessed that, it would alter their relationship—and probably not in a good way.

      “Sounds like you have it all planned out.” She tilted her head. “But there’s one problem. If we get busted, we’re screwed.”

      “Busted for what?” Slade tapped his index fingers together. “We’d legally be married.”

      “If they find out we did it out of convenience, surely there could be consequences.”

      Slade snorted. “You don’t think people get married all the time for convenience? Or for other reasons. Money. Unplanned pregnancy. And in the military, better benefits.” He counted on his fingers. “Why do you think so many marriages end in divorce? My parents’ marriage didn’t last long, and my mother’s second marriage was even shorter.”

      “Okay, I get it.” Caitlyn shifted in her seat. “My parents are still married, so your pessimistic outlook isn’t completely accurate.” She tilted her head. “Don’t you believe in marriage being about two people in love and wanting to grow old together?”

      His mouth tightened to a grim line. “Not anymore. My mom’s been divorced twice and said she’s happier on her own. I thought Jessica
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