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      What happens in Vegas was supposed to stay there.

      

      Two years ago, Adalyn Vale married a stranger under neon lights, divorced him before sunrise, and walked away believing she’d never see Jaxon Keller again. But when the former soldier returns home after a military deployment, he discovers their divorce was never finalized—and the fiery brunette he can’t forget has been hiding more than a legal technicality.

      

      Because Jaxon has a daughter—a little girl with his eyes, Adalyn’s smile, and two years of firsts he never got to see.

      

      Furious over the lost time and unwilling to walk away again, Jaxon barrels back into Adalyn’s carefully constructed life, determined to claim his place in his daughter’s world. But beneath the surface, something sinister is beginning to unravel.

      

      Threatening messages. Strange accidents. Someone is watching Adalyn—and she’s become their obsession.

      

      With fear closing in and trust hanging by a thread, Adalyn and Jaxon find themselves caught in a dangerous game neither of them fully understands. And when the unthinkable happens, they’re thrust into a desperate race against time to uncover the truth before they lose everything.

      

      Because someone is determined to make sure this family never gets a second chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Unstable

      

    

    
      
        Also by Blake Bishop

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Adalyn sat at the bar, her drink in hand, feeling a mix of anger and betrayal. “Dirty, low-down, lying, cheating son of a...” she muttered under her breath, tossing back her drink and slamming the glass down with more force than necessary.

      She needed to take her aggression out on something. Here she was, at her cousin’s bachelorette party, just weeks after her own fiancé had walked out on her. This party should have been hers, but instead, she found herself as a bridesmaid rather than the bride.

      With their wedding less than a month away, Shawn had gotten cold feet—or so she thought—and run off. But not alone. He had taken off with one of her best friends, leaving a twenty-year friendship in ruins. Their breakup had felt like a betrayal, and the rejection still stung. They had both been under pressure to marry from their families, but while she didn’t resent him for seeking happiness, she begrudged the way he had chosen to cheat instead of ending things amicably.

      Adalyn knew why he had cheated. Every waking moment had been spent in her bridal salon, Something Blue, which she had opened only eight months ago. While the business was doing well, it still required a lot of her time and attention. Shawn had been jealous of the shop, as if it were a living, breathing entity that took her time away from him. In truth, it was her baby, and she loved the salon far more than she had loved Shawn.

      Her mother, Evelyn, had introduced her to Shawn through the law firm where he worked. When Evelyn suggested she date him, it was easier for Adalyn to agree than to fight it. Her feelings for Shawn had been lukewarm at best, but Evelyn had been enamored with the charismatic young man on a fast track to becoming a lawyer. Shawn had done all the right things and said all the right words, but something had always felt off. When he proposed after only a year, Evelyn was thrilled, and Adalyn began to question whether something was wrong with her. Despite her reservations, she had accepted his proposal.

      Now, eight months later, Adalyn found herself alone in a bar in Las Vegas, the land of weddings and huge jackpots. She rolled her eyes, contemplating the absurdity of it all. Maybe she could buy a groom—someone tall, dark, and handsome.

      “He was an idiot,” a deep, masculine voice interrupted her thoughts.

      Startled, Adalyn nearly fell off her stool as she turned to face the man who had spoken. “I’m sorry?” she asked, her gaze sweeping over his impressive physique as he slid onto the stool beside her. He was a head taller than her, with golden blond hair cropped close to his skull and a day’s growth of whiskers adorning his square jaw. The sight sent a tingle of pleasure through her.

      “The jerk you’ve been muttering about over here. Sounds like a jerk,” he said, chuckling.

      Adalyn stared at him in fascination. “You heard me?”

      “Oh, darlin’, I heard ya. The lying, cheating fool.” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, and she dropped her gaze to the bar. She could feel his eyes on her, and his voice surprised her when he continued, “There’s just one thing I can’t figure out.”

      She looked up at him, curiosity piqued. His blue eyes met hers before sliding over her face and lower, sending a rush of heat through her. He was tall—probably six or seven inches taller than her five-foot-seven frame—and built like a Norse god. She allowed her gaze to roam over his broad shoulders and the muscles of his biceps, feeling a strange sensation coursing through her body.

      “Why would a man cheat on you?” he asked.

      “I guess I just couldn’t compete,” she shrugged, aiming for nonchalance, though the admission hurt. “He ran off with my best friend.”

      The man’s eyes widened in shock. “I… don’t even know what to say to that. Seriously?” He looked bewildered, and she nodded solemnly. “Jesus. The man obviously wasn’t right in the head to leave you, let alone betray you like that.” He tossed back his drink, and she smirked.

      “Well, that part was probably my fault. I didn’t love him as much as I should have.”

      He studied her. “Doesn’t make it right, either way. You’re still better off without him.”

      “Oh, I know. It was more than just that.” She lifted one shoulder offhandedly. “I may have also mentioned something about him being a pretentious, self-absorbed, scum-sucking lawyer trust fund baby.”

      The man threw back his head and laughed. “Good for you.”

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t much of a consolation.” She tossed back a shot of tequila.

      He nodded. “What he did was low. But”—he shrugged—“it’s a good thing you figured it out before you married the idiot.”

      Adalyn laughed. “Thank God. I’d rather marry some stranger off the street than spend one more single day with that selfish prick.”

      He gestured at the bartender to refill their drinks before turning his attention back to her. “You have no idea how glad I am that I stopped in here tonight.” A smile split his face, showcasing a row of even white teeth. “Jaxon Keller. My friends call me Jaxon.”

      She slipped her palm into his, feeling the warmth of his touch envelop her. “Adalyn Vale.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Vale.”

      She felt heat rise under his gaze, his smooth, cultured words practically caressing her skin. What was it about this guy? Her fingers tingled where they lay in his, and awareness streamed through her body. He casually stroked the back of her hand with his thumb before releasing her and reaching for his whiskey.

      “So, that’s some getup, girl,” he remarked.

      Adalyn glanced down, wrinkling her nose. “My cousin, Rose, is getting married. I was kind of obligated to come here for the bachelorette party.”

      “Would that happen to be Rose Norman?” he asked.

      Surprised, she turned her eyes on him. “You know her?”

      He nodded. “She’s marrying my friend Aaron.”

      “Small world,” she grinned. “Is that what brought you here, too?”

      “It is. Are you a bridesmaid?”

      “Yep.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t even know why I’m here. We’ve never even been that close. I’m only here to round out the dozen attendants she needs.” She made a face. “Seriously, who does that? A dozen bridesmaids and groomsmen?”

      Jaxon’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “It’s a lot, that’s for sure. Thank God I’m not in the wedding.”

      Her heart dipped, and she pushed the irrational pang of disappointment away. “You’re not?”

      He rolled the glass between his hands. “Nope. I ship back out of here in a couple days.”

      She digested that bit of information. “Are you in the military?”

      “Yep. So why aren’t you out with the girls?”

      She blinked at the abrupt change of subject. “They hit up a gentleman’s club down the block. I decided I’ve seen enough penises this year.”

      A deep chuckle fell from his lips. “Sweetheart, that’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      A smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Sad but true.”

      “Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

      “Was that an invitation?” she quirked a brow at him. “And what about you? Not hanging out with the guys?”

      His shoulders tensed slightly. “I… don’t do well in loud, crowded spaces.”

      Sympathy swelled in her chest, and she glanced around the bar. “If you want to leave⁠—”

      “No way.” He bumped his shoulder against hers. “I’m having a good time right here.”

      She dipped her head, heat blooming across her cheeks at his compliment. “Anyway.” He seemed to struggle for something to say. “That’s quite a dress.”

      She glanced down again, feeling self-conscious. “My cousin wanted us all to match.”

      “It’s a little much.” Jaxon laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, darlin’, you’re killing that dress. I think every man noticed you the second you strolled through the door.”

      She blushed and covered her smile by taking a sip of her drink. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Good, I meant it as one. Lucky me, I beat them all over here.” His eyes bored into hers, and she squirmed under the scrutiny.

      “I like you, Adalyn. Tell me more about yourself,” he said.

      “Well.” She bit her lip for a moment. “I own a bridal salon back home called Something Blue. It’s fairly new, so it takes up a lot of time. But I love it.”

      “Ah, a romantic.” He shot her a grin, and she couldn’t help but smile back.

      With a conciliatory shrug, she admitted, “I love helping women find the dress of their dreams. It’s symbolic in a way, I think. The perfect dress is the beginning of a good marriage. As a woman, I know what makes me happy—what makes me feel good. I think the same should apply to a marriage. Communicating how you feel and never settling for less than what makes you happy.”

      Jaxon nodded appreciatively. “I can see that. So you were engaged to the lyin’, cheatin’ fool?”

      “Unfortunately.” She made a face. “He was more my mother’s type than mine. She seemed to think he was perfect for me.”

      “So why did you go along with it?” His bright blue eyes drilled into her, and she nervously licked her lips.

      “I don’t know. I just… everyone kept saying how wonderful he was, and I thought maybe it was me that was wrong. He looked so perfect on paper, I had to be missing something. I kept waiting to feel more for him, but it just never happened. My mother told me I wasn’t trying hard enough, that I was being blind and stupid.”

      Jaxon lifted a brow. “I have a feeling that you’re a lot of things, Adalyn. But stupid is most definitely not one of them.”

      “Well, Jessica obviously saw something in him that I didn’t.”

      “Whatever’s in his pants,” Jaxon said dryly.

      Adalyn couldn’t help but snort, covering her mouth with one hand to stifle her laughter. He grinned back at her, then the smile slipped away. “Seriously, though. You’re better off without him.”

      “I know.” It was true, and she felt no remorse as she made the admission.

      “I have a personal question for you, if you don’t mind.”

      “Um… okay?” Her brows lifted slightly at his serious tone, and unease skittered down her spine.

      Jaxon studied her. “I can understand why that would hurt you. But you don’t seem… heartbroken.”

      “I guess I’m not really,” she admitted. “I kind of knew deep down something was wrong. I just didn’t know it was… that,” she finished lamely.

      His eyes narrowed on her, and he picked up her hand. “You’re a smart, beautiful woman, Adalyn. You said it yourself—you know deep down what you want. And it wasn’t him. Your mother said he was perfect for you. But what did you feel? Did you really think he was the right man?”

      “I…” She bit her lip. Was he right? Maybe in the back of her mind, she had been hoping that, with enough time, she and Shawn could work things out. But in her heart of hearts, she had to admit—it wasn’t true. She didn’t love him. “No.”

      “Well then, here’s to a fresh start.” He gestured to her glass, and she touched it to his. Jaxon’s arm muscles rippled as he lifted his glass to his lips, and she couldn’t tear her eyes from him as he swallowed the fiery liquid.

      Jaxon was Florida born and bred, hence the sexy drawl. He had enlisted in the Army and completed his training in special forces just a few years prior. He had been deployed all over the globe on missions he couldn’t speak of, to places he never wanted to see again. But he was doing it for the greater good. His parents had both been big into charity and had died on a mission trip almost a decade earlier.

      “I figured going into the military was my way of giving back,” he said. “We help eliminate these terrorist cells that control people and take innocent lives.”

      Adalyn tossed back her third shot—or was it her fourth?—and laid a hand on his knee. “I think that’s fantastic. You’re a good man, Jaxon.”

      “You think so?” His gaze slid over her, and her body warmed from the inside out.

      She nodded. “You’re a total catch. Any woman would be lucky to have you.”

      “Yeah?” A sexy little grin tugged at the corners of his lips.

      Warning bells went off in her mind, but fuzzy from the alcohol, she tuned them out. “I deserve to let loose and have some fun, don’t I?” She stared at Jaxon, and he looked back, his expression a mixture of amusement and concern.

      “Of course you do, darlin’. What did you have in mind?” He turned to face her, one foot planted on the floor, and extended a hand to help her off the tall barstool.

      She stepped down and moved into the vee of his legs. He watched her closely, his hands moving to her hips, gripping her tightly. “You all right there, beautiful?”

      She grinned up at him, and he pulled her closer, lifting her arms to loop around his neck. “Perfect now.”

      She leaned into him and rose up on her toes, pressing her lips to his. He reciprocated, his lips soft and warm, the kiss demanding.

      She pulled back just enough to speak against his lips. “The night is young, cowboy. What do you say we get into some trouble?”
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      This woman was something else. And she deserved more than the idiot who’d run her through the emotional wringer. What a tool. He was infuriating on her behalf for leading her on, letting her think she wasn’t good enough when he was the one who’d been at fault. Who cheated on a woman like Adalyn?

      Her warm, lithe body pressed to his felt like absolute perfection. Her heels boosted her a couple extra inches, bringing her forehead right in line with his lips. He felt huge next to most girls, awkward and ungainly. But Adalyn was the perfect height, and he knew she’d fit his body like a glove. He wondered if he’d ever have the chance to feel her next to him, his scarred, tattooed skin sliding against her creamy white flesh.

      That sexy grin slayed him, and he slipped off the stool. Holding his arm out to her like the gentleman he most certainly was not, he asked, “Where are we headed?”

      She curled a hand around his bicep and fell into step next to him, then against him. She dissolved into a fit of giggles as she righted herself. “Oops! Sorry!”

      “You good?” He slipped a hand around her waist to steady her, his fingers curving into the soft flesh of her hip.

      “Never better.” She tossed him a sexy, sultry smile, and he studied her.

      They’d shared a few drinks at the bar, but she’d taken her time with them, and she wasn’t slurring her words. Deciding she was at least passably sober—as much as he was, anyway—he led her outside. Lights winked at them overhead, and they strolled leisurely down the Strip in comfortable silence. Once in a while, she’d point or pull him to a stop to take in some attraction. Mostly, though, they just enjoyed being together.

      He focused on the feel of her pressed against his side, the soft curve of her hip beneath his palm. He splayed his fingers, pressing ever so gently into her flesh. She tipped her chin up at him, a beautiful smile lighting her face.

      He couldn’t help it any longer. He pulled her to a stop and cupped the back of her head in his hand. Holding her, he dipped his head and brushed his lips over hers. Everything around them disappeared the moment they connected, bleeding into the distance. Lifting his head, he stared into those pretty eyes. The same ones that had drawn him to her in the first place. Only, instead of sadness, they now held hunger. Lust.

      He liked the feel of her next to him. He liked her quiet, composed demeanor. He liked Adalyn—really liked her. It was a stupid, senseless thought, but one he couldn’t help nonetheless. He could see himself with someone like her. He could see himself with her. From what he could tell, she was smart and business savvy. The fact that she was gorgeous was just the cherry on top.

      He was tired of being alone, of having no one to come home to. Adalyn was still hurting from a betrayal she’d never seen coming—not only from the idiot she’d been engaged to but her best friend as well. He couldn’t imagine the damage that would do to a woman.

      “You deserve better.”

      A tiny line appeared between her eyebrows. “Um… okay?”

      “I would never cheat on you.” He startled both of them with his statement.

      Her mouth formed a perfectly round ‘O’ of surprise. “I don’t… I don’t know what that means,” she whispered.

      Of course she didn’t. They’d known each other for a couple of hours, but he felt… something when he looked at her, when he touched her. And she’d already admitted earlier that she was attracted to him. He only had one more tour—he needed to put in another year, then he’d be out. Adalyn had her business—she’d have something to focus on while he was gone. Then they could find out if this thing between them was worth pursuing.

      He couldn’t believe he was even considering this. Feeling her out, he squeezed her hand. “Have you ever considered a long-distance relationship?”

      Her eyes darted to his, wide with surprise. “Jaxon…”

      He tugged her closer and framed her face with his hands. “I know it sounds crazy, but Addy…” The nickname slipped off his tongue like silk. “I like you a lot. You already know I’m attracted to you.” She blinked up at him, her mouth parted slightly as she digested his words. “We haven’t spent much time together, but you just… I feel this connection with you. Do you feel it too?”

      She swallowed hard, then nodded hesitantly. “I… I think so.”

      He took her hands in his, heedless of the people funneling around them on the sidewalk. “I will always take care of you. I’ll do everything in my power to make you happy.”

      “Are you… You’re serious?”

      He almost cringed at the incredulity in her tone. Was that a good sign or bad? He pressed on, determined to feel her out. “Only if you want to. You deserve so much better than that guys. Let me be that man,” he begged.

      “But… why? Why me?” Genuine confusion filled her eyes, as if she had no idea why he was even asking. Was she really so insecure?

      “I know you don’t know me—but I know me. And I know what I want, Adalyn. I want you.”

      She stared up at him for a long moment, unblinking. Every muscle tensed as she opened her mouth to speak, sure she was going to shoot him down. Her mouth closed, and she gave a little nod instead. Hope and lightness filled his heart. “Is that a yes? You’ll give me a chance?”

      She licked her lips, eyes never leaving his. “Yes.”

      His mouth broke into a huge smile, and he moved his hands to frame her beautiful face, her expression still a bit bemused. He crushed his mouth to hers, his tongue slipping between the seam of her lips, tasting every inch of her. The kiss was hot and hard and insistent, and he broke away, breathing hard. He pressed his forehead to hers, his nose brushing hers as he spoke. “I won’t let you down, Adalyn Vale. You’re mine now.”
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      Adalyn's mouth was dry, her eyes heavy. She felt like she’d been hit by a freight train. She shifted in an attempt to stretch her stiff, fatigued muscles, but she couldn’t move. Apparently, the tequila train had run her over, then backed up to park on top of her chest.

      She blinked rapidly to dispel the last vestiges of sleep and blearily took in her surroundings. The room was unfamiliar, and it took several seconds for her to realize she was in her hotel room. The heat at her back and the heavy arm draped over her waist—her naked waist, she realized as she peeked below the covers—told her that she had indeed indulged in a Vegas moment.

      She remembered the man from the bar, but not much after that. They’d obviously made love, or so she assumed. There wasn’t a whole lot of room for doubt, considering they were both naked. She could feel a hard ridge pressing against her bottom, and she resisted the urge to press her hips backward.

      What else had happened last night? They’d left the bar and headed down the Strip, stopping to watch the fountain at the Bellagio, then…

      Then what?

      Her memory was foggy after that. She stole a glance over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of him sprawled out behind her, his head inches from hers on the pillow.

      The sight sent a momentary pang of longing through her heart. Last night, he’d been sweet and sexy and so gorgeous it hurt to look at him. The lines of his face were softer in sleep, making him look sweet and almost innocent.

      She vaguely remembered their discussion of a serious relationship as they’d walked, giddy and half-drunk, down the Strip. They’d had an amazing time, their passion and lust fueled by the romantic, sparkling lights of the city and the novelty of something new. Despite their initial connection, she knew it would never work.

      Trying to avoid the awkward, after-random-hookup moment, she untangled her limbs from his as gently as possible and slid toward the edge of the bed. His thick forearm tightened around her waist and pulled her back to him.

      “Where do you think you’re going, beautiful?”

      He nuzzled her hair, and she melted a bit. So maybe their morning wouldn’t be so awkward after all. They were both adults; they would part amicably, maybe even trade numbers for later. She almost laughed aloud at the thought. Because he was in the military, he was probably never in one place very long. She would never see the man again after she left this hotel room.

      She let out a soft sigh. It was really too bad. Come checkout time, her Vegas man would have to stay right there where he belonged. In the meantime, though, he felt too good. She snuggled up to him, shimmying her hips closer to him.

      He let out a sleepy sound, and his arm tightened around her was it, pulling her closer. “Morning, beautiful.”

      She lay with her head on his chest, her fingers trailing over his lower abdominal muscles, feeling the hard ridges in the dim light.

      He lazily stroked her shoulder with one hand, and the feel of smooth metal caught her attention. She reared back, mouth agape, frozen in shock.

      “Is that a wedding band?!”

      He looked up at her, his face impassive. “Yes.”

      “How could you?” She snatched the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around herself.

      “Adalyn—”

      “Don’t you dare!” She clambered from the bed. “I can’t believe this. You lied to me. You told me you weren’t seeing anyone.”

      Fury mixed with shame caused tears to burn the backs of her eyes. How could he? And how could she have missed something that obvious? Her passion-fueled happiness from the past few minutes melted away, replaced by humiliation.

      Why? Why were men so awful? First Shawn, then Jaxon. He’d seemed so sincere last night, so genuine when she’d told him about Shawn. He’d even denied being attached to anyone when she’d asked. She wanted so badly to believe she was mistaken, but the gold band on his finger made her heart clench.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but she had to know. The words spilled from her mouth. “Is it true? You’re really married?”

      Cerulean eyes staring intently into hers, he nodded. She sucked in a sharp breath, pain exploding in her chest, and her legs turned to jelly.

      Oh, God. What had she done? She tried to snatch her hand back when he grasped for it, but he was too strong. “Don’t touch me! What are you⁠—”

      “Adalyn.”

      She jumped at the commanding tone, his intense blue stare pulling her under. His eyes dropped meaningfully, and she followed his gaze to her own left hand. She stared stupidly at the thin gold band that matched his. Her heart stuttered, her brain rejecting the idea even as snippets of memory flashed into focus. Were they…? Had they…?

      “Adalyn… We are married.”
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      “This can’t be happening.”

      Jaxon studied her. “You don’t remember.”

      It wasn’t a question so much as a statement, but he said it anyway. She hadn’t been that drunk, had she?

      “Of course not!” Her face twisted into an expression of rage. “I can’t believe you talked me into this! I was drunk and you took advantage of me!”

      “Oh, no, darlin’. Don’t you lay all the blame on me. You were the one saying last night how much you wanted a real man and suggested we get married.”

      “I most certainly did not!”

      He lifted a brow at her. “You did. Multiple times, in fact.”

      “I would never do that!”

      He shook his head. “Really? Then how, exactly, did we end up married if you were so dead set against it?”

      Her jaw dropped as she stared at him. “I’m not opposed to marriage as a whole. I would just never marry a stranger.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “Clearly you tricked me.”

      He couldn’t hold back the laugh that bubbled up in his throat. Adalyn glared down at him, and he swung his legs over the bed, not caring that he was on full display. Not like she hadn’t seen it—several times. And wasn’t that a kick in the nuts? Best sex he’d ever had, and the woman didn’t even remember. He shook his head as he pushed to his feet.

      Her jaw almost hit the floor as she covered her eyes. “Oh, my God! What are you doing?”

      He batted her hands away. “Little late for that, isn’t it?” Grabbing one hand, he dragged her to the table in the corner of the room and picked up a small packet. “You want proof? Here ya go, darlin’.”

      Her chin notched up as she snatched the folder from his fingers. She extracted the marriage certificate, and a photo fell out and landed face-up on the laminated wood tabletop. He felt more than heard her gasp.

      It was a fantastic photo, really. They’d left the hotel bar and walked down the Strip, talking about how they’d stay in contact while he was away, when suddenly Adalyn had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and turned to him, looping her arms around his neck. Why wait? she’d asked. She wanted him. And he wanted her. God knew he was attracted to her— their chemistry was so potent he could almost smell it smoldering between them.

      He couldn’t explain it, but he felt like he knew her. Not just the tidbits he’d picked up in the short time since they’d met, but really knew her. It was crazy to think, and even crazier to say out loud, but he swore he could read her soul. He knew the kind of person she was, the things she wanted out of life. She deserved the best and, while he wasn’t the best man for her, he’d spend forever trying to be the one she needed him to be.

      So when she’d asked why he wasn’t married, he’d told her the truth—that he’d been waiting for a woman like her. He’d been waiting for her. It was as if God had delivered her right to him at the moment he needed her most.

      After almost three decades on this earth, he’d never met a woman like Adalyn, never felt so much for someone he’d just met. But she was different in so many ways. She was kind and sweet and beautiful, sexy and smart and so amazing. She made his heart race, turned his blood so hot, his body so hard he thought he’d explode into a million pieces.

      When her smile stretched across those gorgeous lips of hers, her eyes pleading for him to listen, he couldn’t say no. Instead, he’d laced his fingers with hers and speed walked to the nearest chapel.

      Although it wasn’t Elvis who married them, it still had Las Vegas flair. The officiant was a burly biker guy with tattooed sleeves running down both arms. The witness was his mother, barely five foot tall with a cotton candy pink beehive tall enough to rival that of Marge Simpson.

      In the photo, Adalyn had her arms wrapped around his waist in an intimate embrace. Her eyes were on the camera, a dazzling smile on her face. His eyes were on her, an admittedly besotted look on his face, and the photographer had captured the moment forever.

      She ran a finger over the photograph before pulling away and retreating into herself.

      “I think you should go.” She pulled the sheet tighter around herself, refusing to look at him.

      “Adalyn, let’s talk about this.”

      “Please go.”

      With a sigh of frustration, he bent to pick up the jeans he’d barely been able to strip off before they’d made love last night—the first time. He pulled them on and shrugged his rumpled shirt over his shoulders, leaving it partially unbuttoned. His wallet and keys lay on the table next to the discarded manila envelope, and he snagged those up, shoving his wallet into his back pocket. Swiping his phone from the nightstand, he turned to her.

      “I’m going to go grab us some coffee. I’ll be back in twenty minutes. Then we’re going to talk.”

      She nodded absently, her posture rigid, and he let out a soft sigh. He wanted to pull her close, reassure her that everything would be fine, but he knew she wouldn’t appreciate the gesture. His touch might push her over the edge, and he didn’t want to risk losing her. For now, he’d give her some space, a few minutes to herself, then they could clear the air, fully caffeinated and conscious.

      He strode to the door of the hotel room and pulled it open, then took one last look at Adalyn before he stepped into the hallway and closed it behind him.

      He should have waited and done things the right way—should have wined and dined her, won her over the old-fashioned way, let them get to know each other a little better first. But he didn’t have time for that. He had to nail her down while he could. But the effects of alcohol combined with Adalyn’s natural allure meant he hadn’t been able to deny her.

      They had a special connection, something he’d determined within just minutes of meeting her. Despite their unconventional start, he was looking forward to getting to know her better, learning all the things about her that made her tick. He wanted to know about her childhood, all her memories, her hopes and dreams.

      Now they were stuck in this boat that was sinking perilously, insecurities flooding in faster than he could bail them out. He grimaced. He was never impetuous like this, had never done anything this crazy. He was a good soldier, always following orders and doing the right thing. So, what had happened last night? He’d completely lost his head, been swept away by a pretty face—a beautiful woman who happened to have no recollection of the events that had taken place.

      He liked the idea of having someone to come home to after a mission. Someone to talk with, share his life with. Start a family with. And the more time he’d spent with Adalyn last night, the more he began to imagine coming home to her. Seeing her in his house, pregnant with his children.

      It was crazy, he knew. Who thought those things as soon as they met someone? But wasn’t that precisely why people dated in the first place—to see if someone would be a compatible partner? He’d just accelerated the process a little bit. Okay, maybe a lot.

      Stabbing the button to summon the elevator, he shifted on his feet. He’d give her some space, let her clear her mind and come to terms with what had happened last night. Then they could discuss how to proceed from here. He’d be leaving soon on another deployment, anyway. He wanted to see more of her before he was shipped off this time, and he hoped after she’d had some time to think things over that she’d come to the same conclusion.

      The ding from the elevator doors opening disrupted his thoughts, and he stepped inside, punching the button to the lobby. Doubt started to creep in. Maybe this was a terrible idea. As much as he’d wanted her last night—still wanted her—would they have enough in common? They seemed to get along so well last night. Even when they hadn’t agreed on something, it had been more of a friendly debate rather than a staunch refusal to see the other’s point of view.

      That was refreshing. He’d dated several women who thought their opinions were the only things worth believing. He liked a woman who knew what she wanted—just not a woman who thought her opinion was the only one that mattered. Talking with Adalyn last night, he felt that she genuinely seemed to care about his thoughts and feelings on things.

      He shook off the negative thoughts as the elevator doors parted, and he strode across the gleaming, freshly polished floors to the coffee shop in the corner of the lobby. Reaching the counter, he let out a mirthless laugh. This was one of the problems of being impetuous. He had no idea how she took her coffee. Did she even like coffee, or did she prefer tea?

      He scanned the board, debating his options. Finally, he ordered a black coffee, a chai tea, and some frou-frou vanilla-flavored drink, just in case. As the barista whipped up the drinks, he automatically scanned his surroundings. A woman, her long red hair a halo of crazy, frizzy curls drifting around her head, sat at a table in the corner, phone in hand. Her eyes met his, and he offered a small smile, then continued to rove the room.

      People bustled back and forth, busy even for eight o’clock on a Sunday morning. But that’s Vegas—some people were starting a day of sightseeing and tourist activities. Others were just now spilling back into the hotel after a long night out on the town.

      He smiled. The thought of doing something domestic like that appealed to him. He didn’t take much time off, and he’d like to take Adalyn around a bit, explore the sights. They were only there for their friends’ bachelor and bachelorette parties, but Adalyn had divulged that she hadn’t seen much of the town. He didn’t care all that much to see the sights; he just wanted to spend some more time with her before they had to part ways.

      She hadn’t mentioned when she was leaving, and thoughts of how they could spend their last day together spun through his mind. His imagination must have been running overtime, because the woman stepping off the elevator reminded him of Adalyn, right down to a pair of long, slender legs that he’d thoroughly enjoyed having wrapped around his waist last night; she was practically a doppelganger for his new wife.

      His brows pulled together as he looked closer. Large sunglasses covered the woman’s eyes, and she moved at a fast clip across the lobby, pulling a small suitcase behind her, a powder-blue garment bag hooked over one shoulder. His eyes narrowed, and the words Something Blue jumped off the pale blue fabric.

      Striding across the lobby, he caught up to her on the sidewalk just as she’d stepped outside. He reached out and grabbed her wrist, bringing her to a halt. Adalyn jumped and let out a high-pitched squeak. He almost felt bad for scaring her—almost.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he growled.

      She slapped one hand over her heart. “Oh, my God, Jaxon! You scared the life out of me!”

      He snorted. “Well, it’s nice to know you at least remember my name, even as you’re trying to run out on me.” Anger seeped into his tone, and Adalyn’s face contorted in aggravation.

      “Come on. You and I both know this is best. We did something stupid last night that both of us regret.”

      His grip on her wrist loosened, and he ran his fingertips up to her elbow, then back down, slipping her palm into his and lacing their fingers together. “I don’t regret it.” Or he hadn’t anyway, not until he saw how much it bothered her. Did she really want away from him so badly that she’d run off without even saying goodbye?

      “Jaxon…”

      He knew he’d have to act fast if he had any chance of keeping her. “Listen. I ordered us some coffee. Let’s just go sit down and talk for a while.”

      She glanced indecisively over her shoulder toward the parking garage, and his voice turned hard. “You at least owe me that. If you want an annulment, you can spare ten minutes of your precious time.”

      He released her arm and turned on his heel, stalking through the lobby to the coffee shop. At his approach, the barista picked up his carryout container with the three drinks and set it on the small side counter. She started to smile as they made eye contact, but she froze when she saw his face.

      He could only imagine the thunderous expression; he could feel the scowl pulling at his mouth. Quickly averting her gaze, she moved to the back counter and busied herself with one of the machines. He picked up the container and strode to a table tucked into a corner furthest away from the comings and goings of the early morning crowd.

      Kicking out a chair, he placed himself with his back to the wall and sat heavily. His eyes stayed glued to the coffee cups in front of him, but he saw her approach. No, that wasn’t true. He felt her. As if his body was attuned to her, he knew the second she drew up next to the table. She stood there for a moment before pulling a chair out and sitting primly on the edge of the seat.

      He pushed the tray of drinks across the table, angry at her but mostly at himself for being such an idiot. “Coffee, tea, or some girly thing.”

      One corner of her mouth kicked up in a tiny smile. Her voice was soft when she spoke. “Tea, please.”

      He rolled his eyes. Tea. Go figure. That was just one of the many things they didn’t know about each other, wasn’t it?

      Adalyn plucked the cup labeled Tea from the container and sipped tentatively. He snagged the plain black coffee and set it in front of him, transferring it from hand to hand to keep his body busy. His brain wouldn’t stop, and he needed something to do with his hands.

      Maybe this had been a stupid idea. She didn’t want to be with him, that much was clear. No matter how well they’d gotten on last night, come morning she was already regretting their decision. Heck, she didn’t even remember it. And that fact alone made him believe that maybe he’d begun to regret it, too. It’d been rash, but he’d expected her to at least talk to him, not run away.

      They sipped their drinks in silence for several moments, and he listened to her breaths moving in and out of her chest. The tension between them continued to grow. What had they been thinking? He almost snorted at the thought. Clearly, they hadn’t. They’d been more than half-drunk on alcohol and sexual attraction.

      “What’s your favorite color?” Her voice cut through his musings, and he lifted a brow at her. Adalyn just shrugged.

      “Green.” Although as he stared into her gray eyes, he began to reconsider. His new favorite color was platinum—bright and untarnished, just like her big, beautiful eyes, surrounded by those thick, dark lashes.

      Said lashes swept against her cheeks as she glanced down at her cup. “Mine is red.”

      Interesting choice. Such a bright, vibrant color for a subdued woman like Adalyn. But she’d surprised him on multiple levels last night. With him, she’d been completely uninhibited, free of her mother and idiot ex.

      She’d come completely out of her shell when they’d made love, her passion lighting a fire deep inside him. They’d destroyed the bed once they’d stumbled back into her room late last night—or was it early this morning?—then repeated the act when they’d woken. Had that really been less than an hour ago?

      He couldn’t get enough—being even just a few feet away from her made his blood boil with lust. All he wanted to do was kiss away her reservations, take her back to bed and treasure her for the next several hours until life came calling. And it would, all too soon. Within a week he’d be off on another deployment, she’d be back at work in her bridal salon, and… then what?

      “Favorite movie?”

      The corners of her mouth tipped up. “Overboard.”

      The irony was not lost on him. She suddenly sobered as their situation bore down on her. She hadn’t fallen off a boat and been picked up by a near stranger, but the similarities were there. They’d been thrust together, and now they had two options: fight to make it work or walk awa
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      TWENTY MONTHS LATER

      Adalyn spread out the cathedral-length lace train and smiled at the effect. It was beautiful. The dress was gorgeous, the veil was stunning, and everything looked perfect—so long as one didn’t look at the bride’s face.

      “It looks like a tail.” Caryn Anderson’s nose scrunched up in disdain, and Adalyn repressed a heavy sigh, just barely refraining from rolling her eyes.

      “It’s very classy. It will look perfect in St. Mary’s as you walk down the aisle. The effect will be very dramatic.”

      If there was one word in the English dictionary that Caryn was familiar with, it was drama. The woman was full of it. She was full of something else, too, but Adalyn kept that thought to herself. Caryn came from money, and lots of it. Her great-great-grandfather had owned several steel mills, and her family had made a fortune over the last couple of centuries.

      As the demand for US steel died away, the family moved into other ventures, including technology. The woman never let Adalyn forget that she was “lower” than her, treating her like a servant more than a successful business owner.

      Adalyn had been tempted more than once to escort the woman from the shop, but, unfortunately, Caryn had too much influence in the area. One negative word from Caryn Anderson and Adalyn’s shop would fold within a month. And she needed Caryn’s income now more than ever. With that thought, Adalyn squared her shoulders and lifted her chin.

      “Of course, we could go with a smaller train, something less… noticeable.” Adalyn knew the strategic wording of her statement would catch Caryn’s attention—and not in a good way. Predictably, the woman’s head snapped toward her as she continued. “Lauren—” Adalyn let out a small cough as if covering a mistake. “Um, another bride had a train this length a few months ago.”

      Caryn’s eyes narrowed. Lauren Weaver-DiDonato was the woman’s archrival, and she had just been married three months earlier to the oldest son of the current Italian president. Lauren, unlike Caryn, was the sweetest person Adalyn had ever met. Although both women were socialites, Lauren devoted her time to multiple charities and organizations. Caryn devoted her time to, well, Caryn.

      Although she was the face of a local organization to end hunger, Adalyn had never seen the woman lower herself so much as to walk past one of the food banks. They weren’t exactly in a part of town that Caryn frequented. In fact, she was notoriously picky. Adalyn had heard that Caryn sent back meals every time she went out to eat, and local restaurants feared her presence. They, like Adalyn and every other small business owner in the area, were forced to play nice or suffer the consequences.

      A sneer curled over the woman’s face. “My wedding—and my dress—will be better than that tramp’s.” Caryn flicked the train behind her. “Everyone knows he should have been mine. I won’t let her steal my moment.”

      She studied her reflection in the mirror for a moment. “More. I want it longer. I want the veil longer, too. And more crystals.”

      Good God. The dress already weighed nearly forty pounds. Caryn, with her usual dramatic flair and less-than-ideal sense of fashion, had demanded the most over-the-top styles for her dress. The cathedral train extended six feet behind her, and the expensive, delicate lace flared around her feet in a mermaid style before skimming up her body, hugging her curves.

      The sweetheart neckline clung to her generously enhanced breasts, dripping with hand-sewn Swarovski crystals. Three thousand and eighty-two. Adalyn would know—she’d counted every one. Her assistant Jenn and Adalyn had taken turns sewing them on two weeks ago when Caryn had made her latest demand. Now she wanted more? She was going to blind every person in that church when she walked down the aisle.

      Adalyn attempted to do some damage control. “We could add more, but I think this understated look is perfect, don’t you?”

      It wasn’t understated by a long shot, but classy wasn’t exactly in Caryn’s vocabulary.

      Caryn rolled her eyes. “Of course you would. You wouldn’t understand what someone like me needs. I’m held to a higher standard, you know. People look to me to set the bar. Everyone loves me.”

      Everyone loved to hate her, that was for sure. Adalyn refrained from rolling her eyes. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I just told you. More crystals, as big and as many as you can fit on here. All over the train, too.”

      Adalyn’s eyes widened. “Well, if you want the train to be longer, I’ll need to order more lace. As for the crystals, we’ll need to stick to smaller clusters. If we put too much strain on the lace, it’ll rip.”

      Caryn whirled on Adalyn, her finger hovering in her face. “You’re just lazy and incompetent. You don’t want to do any more work. All you’ve done since I walked through the door is talk down to me and tell me what I can and can’t do.”

      She poked her finger at Adalyn, her long, manicured nail coming perilously close to Adalyn’s chest. Could Adalyn sue her for assault if she stabbed her with one of those things? “I’m the bride. I make the decisions here. I want more crystals, and you’re going to make it happen.”

      Adalyn clasped her hands together at her waist and clamped down on her anger. “We can do whatever you’d like. I’m just trying to avoid you having to spend your wedding day with a hole in your dress.”

      Caryn’s eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed together firmly before stalking off the small platform. “Fix this.”

      “Can I help you take the dress off?”

      “You’ve done enough.” The words were a snarl as she slammed the dressing room door behind her. Adalyn gritted her teeth and curled her toes inside her shoes, forcing herself to stand still instead of barging into the room behind her and ripping every perfectly dyed blonde hair from her head. She couldn’t wait for this wedding to be over. It was still a month away, which was far too long in her opinion. Adalyn wondered how the poor groom felt.

      With a shake of her head, Adalyn made her way to the front of the shop, straightening gowns as she went. Though they kept many designers’ samples, most people came to Adalyn for her unique designs. A fiancée of a local baseball player had come to her a couple of years ago and, after trying on almost twenty gowns, had looked despairingly at Adalyn and said she just wasn’t finding the one.

      Eager to help, Adalyn sat down with the young woman and sketched out some ideas. Two months later, the woman got married in Adalyn’s first gown made by hand. The bride sang Adalyn’s praises, and Something Blue was now sought-after for custom gowns.

      Amy, the receptionist, popped her head over the desk. “Is it safe to come out now?”

      A grin tugged at the corners of Adalyn’s mouth. “Not quite. She’s—” A commotion came from the back of the shop. “—on a rampage again, apparently.” Adalyn walked quickly toward the back.

      “Stupid dressing rooms are too small. Ugh!” Caryn threw the dress on the ground just as Adalyn came around the corner. The woman glared at Adalyn. “And this fabric is cheap. It ripped right down the back as I was taking it off!”

      Adalyn locked her hands together in front of her and squeezed tightly, drawing in a deep, calming breath. Don’t kill her. She’s not worth it. Adalyn had to reorder more lace anyway to adjust the length of the train, so she would fix that at the same time. She’d just tack the price on to Caryn’s ever-growing bill.

      Thank God the bridesmaids had already purchased and picked up their gowns. The only thing left for them to do was have a few minor alterations done, and they had those scheduled for just a couple of weeks prior to the wedding. After this wedding was over, Adalyn would never have to see the supercilious, self-righteous woman again.

      Caryn shot Adalyn a challenging look, and Adalyn pasted on a tight smile, refusing to let Caryn ruffle her feathers. “Just leave it there and we’ll take care of it.”

      Aggravation flashed on the woman’s face; she was obviously disappointed that she hadn’t been able to get a rise out of Adalyn. With a huff, she stomped toward the front of the store, designer handbag swaying at her side. “I’ll be in touch. Maybe next time you can get it right,” she sneered.

      The doorbell jingled a happy
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