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            ABOUT MARK: A MARINE AND BILLIONAIRE ROMANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Lisa Carlisle

      

      

      

      She's a Marine. He's a billionaire.

      All they need to do is pretend to be in a relationship for one night.

      After a broken engagement, Cora is done with dating. She'll finish out her final year in the military, stationed in Okinawa, Japan, without any more complications…

      Until she runs into an attractive stranger and pulls him into a ruse.

      Mark is intrigued by this beautiful woman who fabricates a story about them being old friends. What is she trying to avoid?

      He can’t get involved with someone in the military. But he could use their instant relationship to his advantage at the grand opening of his newest resort.

      So, he makes her an offer she can’t refuse—escape.

      All she has to do is pretend to be his girlfriend and she can be pampered with all his luxury resort has to offer.

      One night. One fake date. The perfect escape for them both.

      What could go wrong?
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      CORA

      Not again. Cora glanced around the dark, dingy club she’d just entered that reeked of booze and cringed. Guy, guy, guy, guy, guy.

      This was definitely not the kind of club she had in mind when she’d made plans to go out with her fellow Marines. The nondescript brick building hadn’t given much indication of what was inside.

      She turned to Maroney, her buddy who was like a brother to her. “I thought we were going out dancing.”

      He pointed to the stage where a woman had strolled out and swayed with seductive moves to an American pop song. “She’s dancing.”

      When the woman slowly removed her jacket while she danced, Cora turned back to Maroney. “You know what I mean.”

      Maroney ran a hand over his close-cropped hair and one side of his mouth curled up into his charismatic smile. “I don’t know what happened. One of the guys wanted to come here. Let’s grab a seat and get some drinks. I’m sure we’ll move on soon, going to one of those clubs you keep talking about.”

      Cora was the only female on their team, and these guys were all single, so she should’ve expected this. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d ended up in one of these questionable venues. In her drown-her-sorrows stage, she hadn’t cared too much as her goal had been to drink enough to numb the sharp sting of betrayal.

      She wanted to go to a club with other people their age of both sexes, not another one of these sad affairs. Despite what Maroney said about moving on, she knew better. The more they drank, the less likely they’d move anywhere—especially if there were half-naked women to entertain them.

      “I’m not buying it,” she said.

      “You can always go up on stage with her,” Maroney teased and glanced around. “I’m sure nobody would complain.”

      Cora groaned and dropped her head back. “That’s it, I’m out.”

      “Settle down, Johnson. I was just kidding.” He reached for her arm, coaxing her to venture over to a table. “Have a drink and relax.”

      Cora slipped out of his grasp. Going out with the guys as a method of distraction had worked for a while. After her engagement had exploded as if being set off by an incendiary device, they’d dragged her out of the barracks—a valiant effort to pull her out of wallowing in misery.

      Before the breakup, her idea of a wild night had been trying a new dish at a restaurant. After being blindsided, everything had changed. But it had been almost three months since the split. Self-medicating her humiliation and heartbreak no longer worked the way it once had and might lead to regret. It was time to put her big girl panties on and move on to something else—something more positive. Instead of wasting away her final eight months in Okinawa in shady establishments like this one, she should live, love, explore...

      No, not love. Definitely not while she was in the military. Come May, she’d be a civilian, starting a new life.

      Explore, yes, that was the way to live. Why not start right now?

      She’d head over Kokusai-dori, the main road, and wander into little nooks with countless stores and restaurants. Anything and anywhere was better than wasting a night like this.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Maroney. Have a good night.” Rushing toward the exit of the club, she felt eyes on her. Ugh, that’s all she needed—the attention of drunk, horny, or lonely guys. She needed to get out of there and get some air—now.

      This wasn’t the way her last year in the service was supposed to go. While she was stationed in Japan, and James remained on base in California, they were going to plan their wedding. A year apart wasn’t that long, since they’d spend the rest of their lives together. Besides, absence made the heart grow fonder, right?

      Wrong.

      “Where are you going?” Maroney caught up to her.

      “I’m leaving. Don’t worry, I’ll get home fine.”

      “I can’t let you leave on your own,” he protested.

      Ah, this could be an issue. Her independent streak clashing with his insistence on looking out for her like she was his kid sister. “It’s not a big deal, really. I’ll text you when I’m back.”

      “Nope.” He crossed his massive arms across his chest. “We left base together. We go back together.”

      Ugh, the ole “all-for-one and one-for-all” mindset was going to undo her plan.

      She bit her lip and glanced at the exit, desperate to escape this claustrophobic atmosphere of cheap beer and sex. How could she convince Maroney to let her go?

      MARK

      As Mark wandered the streets of Okinawa at night with his staff, he stared at their surroundings. Developing a resort here should be no different from building another hotel in any other city. The details would blend as the people he’d met would turn fuzzy once he moved on to his next project. But returning to Okinawa as an adult tugged at him in a strange way.

      The lights of Naha flashed ahead, luring people to come into the city and spend money. Developing a luxury seaside resort on this island was a sound financial prospect. Yet the more time he spent here, the more he questioned that motivation.

      Was there a deeper reason?

      That question had prickled him more in recent weeks. It overshadowed what he should have been celebrating as a grand success. They were less than a week from the official opening of the resort, and he couldn’t shake the feeling.

      Something was missing.

      The resort was about an hour north on the coast of the East China Sea. He’d treated his staff with a Friday night downtown to enjoy the city. They’d stumbled away from the main road and into a neighborhood with many American military men. That visual was enough to invite one of his not-so-friendly ghosts to return and torment him. Had his father walked these same streets thirty years ago? Or had he spent his time off at home with his pregnant wife?

      Mark shoved that question aside and tried to focus on the group’s conversation. They were discussing where to go next. Someone suggested a drink at a swanky club that wasn’t too far from there. That was better than one of these dubious dive bars.

      A door opened on his right, and a woman burst through it, knocking into him.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry," she said in English, blue eyes wide. She placed her hand on his lower arm.

      "It’s fine.” He peered at her. She had long auburn hair and a pretty face with full, pink lips. She wore skinny black jeans and a shimmering, white shirt that revealed her tanned shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      She ran one hand over her temple. "I was in such a rush to get out of there.”

      The way she said there made him smile, bringing him back to college. He glanced ahead where his group had stopped, waiting for him. He motioned for them to continue. Robert, his chief of global operations, nodded and led them on.

      Mark motioned behind the woman, on the sidewalk. “You dropped something on the way out.”

      She glanced back. “What?”

      “Your Rs,” he teased.

      Recognition spread across her face. “Ha ha, my accent, right?”

      “Boston?”

      She nodded. "Just south of it.”

      A man stepped out from the same door, the high-and-tight haircut announcing he was a Marine. “Johnson, come on back inside. You can’t leave alone.”

      Her boyfriend? Disappointment swirled in Mark’s gut. Odd, since he didn’t know her.

      She took Mark’s arm. “Don’t worry, I’m not,” she told the Marine. “I ran into an old friend from home.” She tipped her head and smiled. “Small world, huh? We’re going to catch up.”

      Mark blinked at her, taking a few seconds to follow her unexpected story. The tall, fit Marine appraised Mark with a hard stare, as if assessing if he was a threat. Whoever this guy was, she didn’t want to go back inside with him. A dozen questions rammed Mark’s brain. Why was she trying to escape? Was it that guy? A bad situation? Whatever it was, she was desperate enough to latch onto a stranger for help. A protective instinct rose, and Mark wouldn’t let her down.

      With a friendly tap on the woman’s hand still clutching his arm, Mark told her companion, “We’re just going to get a drink. I’ll make sure she gets home safely.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” the woman added and steered Mark away from the building.

      The guy called after them. “Text me where you end up going, Johnson—and who you’re with.” After a pause, he added, “And then when you get home.”

      “Will do, Dad,” she called over her shoulder with a grin as bright as the flashing lights downtown. “Please, just go along with it,” she pleaded in a low voice to Mark and continued walking.

      After they walked a couple of dozen feet, Mark glanced over his shoulder. The guy had returned inside. “He’s gone.”

      She exhaled and stopped walking. Turning to Mark, she then placed a hand on her chest. “Thanks for being a good sport about that. I know I sprung that on you. They can be super protective.” She gave him a grateful smile. “Good night.” She continued walking down the sidewalk.

      She was just going to leave? Mark couldn’t let that happen. No-the-hell-way. Not before he learned more about this mysterious woman who’d convinced him to play a part of her ruse. He was intrigued.

      Besides, there were way too many groups of men walking the sidewalks, and judging by their volume, they’d had a lot to drink. A beautiful woman like her likely wouldn’t make it out of this neighborhood without being accosted. No wonder that guy hadn’t wanted her to leave on her own.

      “Wait.” Mark trotted up to her and walked in step at her side. “Where are you going?”

      “Anywhere but here.” She snorted and continued walking.

      “Good plan.” He was just as eager to escape the seedy area. “I’ll go with you.”

      She cast a sidelong glance at him. “You don’t have to escort me anymore. I’m fine. Besides, my friend went back inside.” She nodded at him. “Job well done.”

      Relief flooded Mark. “Friend” was better than boyfriend.

      He arched a brow and grinned at her. “And I told your friend we were getting a drink and that I’d get you home safely.”

      She narrowed her eyes as she stared at him. “Riiight,” she stretched the word out with skepticism. “I thanked you for going along with that excuse.” She furrowed her brows. “We’re good.”

      “No, no, no.” Mark wagged his index finger. “I made a promise, and I intend to keep my word.”

      Her lips parted as if about to say something, but she mashed them shut.

      Mark’s mouth spread into a triumphant grin. “So we start with a drink.”
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      CORA

      This man was billboard-attractive with dark hair that gleamed under the streetlights, deep and intense dark eyes, and facial scruff. How she’d grown to love that roughened look after being around so many clean-shaven Marines over the past three years. She knew jack about men’s fashion, but sensed that his perfectly tailored black blazer, dark red button-down shirt, black shoes, and expensive-looking watch probably cost more than all her military uniforms combined.

      But looks and money didn’t mean anything. He could be a wealthy serial killer for all she knew.

      “Before I agree to go anywhere with you, I need to know some things.” She gave him another scan, looking for any signs that he could be dangerous.

      “Like what?” His voice was low, rich, and smooth.

      Her pulse jolted a notch quicker. She straightened and raised her chin. “Your name, for starters.”

      “Mark. Mark Rainero.” He gestured at her. “And the beautiful woman who crashed into me and pulled me into her ruse is⁠—?”

      Her cheeks warmed. She’d done exactly as he’d said, accosting a stranger and roping him into her story. “Cora Johnson.”

      “C.J.” He flashed a devilish grin as if they were sharing a private joke. His teeth were celebrity white and even, likely not possible without braces, which she’d endured herself as an awkward middle schooler.

      Hearing her old nickname struck her with a sudden pang of homesickness. “That’s what my friends back home call me.”

      “And here?” Mark asked.

      “Usually just Johnson.”

      “Cora. I like it.” He nodded to himself. “Like in Last of the Mohicans.”

      She grinned. “Yes, my mom watched that movie when she was pregnant with me, and she’s had a crush on Daniel Day Lewis ever since.”

      “I never saw the movie but read the book in college. And liked it.” He offered his arm. “Is that enough information for now?”

      She stepped back with a wary glance. “Where are you suggesting we go?”

      “We ahh going to get a drink, like we’d said.”

      She groaned. “Ah, you’re giving me a hard time about my accent again.”

      He laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of giving you a hahd time.”

      She swatted his arm, and then snapped it back as it seemed a bit flirty.

      “Do you know the area?” His thick brows tightened as he scanned the commercial block. “I’m not familiar with it.”

      “What were you doing here then?”

      “Wrong turn,” Mark explained. “One of my colleagues was leading the way.”

      She glanced ahead but they were gone. “Where did they go?”

      “Looking for their next stop.”

      She tilted her head. “Don’t you want to get back to them?”

      “I see them plenty enough and will catch up with them later. Stop trying to get rid of me.”

      “I’m not,” Cora protested. “I just stumbled into you and changed your plans for the night.”

      “And for the better.” The megawatt smile returned, turning her legs to jelly.

      “Okay.” She straightened. “Anywhere but here.” She motioned around. “There are far nicer areas of Okinawa.”

      “Then let’s go find one nearby.” He searched on his phone and then hailed a taxi. When one pulled over, he opened the door for her. “After you.”

      The caution returned since he was a stranger. “Once we get in, I’m texting your info to my friend, like I promised.”

      “Absolutely,” he agreed.

      She climbed in the backseat, and he slid in beside her, igniting a frisson of heat inside. How had the night taken such an odd turn with her going off with this hot guy?

      The scent of old taxi leather hit her, breaking the spell, and she wrinkled her nose. Mark gave the address of a lounge to their driver. He then leaned back and pulled out his wallet to show her his license.

      “Mark Rainero,” she read. At least he hadn’t been lying about his name. She read his address. “You’re from New York?”

      “No. That was where I lived before moving here.”

      She texted the info to Maroney and then turned to Mark. “What brings you here?”

      “A business opportunity.”

      That could mean any number of things, which she’d ask him about later. “How long have you been here?”

      “Just over six months.”

      She nodded. “I’ve been here about four.”

      A few minutes later, as they approached downtown Naha, bright lights flashed around them, and more cars clogged the roads. When the taxi pulled over, Mark paid and then led her through the crowded sidewalks into a jazz lounge. The band was playing on stage, and all the seats near them in the dimly lit club were taken.

      “How’s this?” he asked.

      She couldn’t picture the crew she worked with coming to an upscale venue like this. She instantly felt more sophisticated. “Perfect.”

      They were seated at a small table with a dimly lit space with a tea light candle between them. Being farther back from the stage would allow them to talk without having to shout as the music provided more of a soothing backdrop. She tapped her feet with the bass.

      A wine steward greeted them in English before presenting some wine options he recommended. Not knowing much about wine, most of the terms were ones she didn’t recognize.

      Mark asked about one of the selections. After he had a reply, he turned to Cora. “Does that sound good to you or would you prefer something else?”

      As if she knew anything about what made a good wine. Beer flowed freely in the barracks, and on the few occasions they had wine, it was typically from a box. “That sounds fine.”

      After the wine steward left, Mark picked up a small black menu on the table and handed it to her. “Are you hungry?”

      When she glanced at the options and noted the prices, she sucked in a breath. And that was for what appeared to be appetizer-size options?

      “Is there a problem?” Mark asked.

      “It’s kind of pricey, don’t you think?” She couldn’t imagine the sticker shock she’d have on seeing the price of the wine.

      He leaned back in his chair. “Don’t worry about it. I invited you here. It’s on me.”

      What confidence he exuded. What was it like to not have a care about going out to an expensive lounge? The casual way he noted it without being flashy was kind of hot.

      At least she wouldn’t be stuck paying half of a bill on a Marine Corporal’s salary. Still, she couldn’t justify spending that kind of money on something as simple as a plate of cheese and crackers. “I’m fine.” She closed the menu and put it back on the table.

      “I’ll order some snacks just in case.” When the server stopped by, Mark ordered a few small plates, including the cheese and crackers. Inside, she cheered yes.

      What was wrong with her—cheering about cheese?

      Soon after, the wine steward returned and uncorked the wine. He poured an inch into a glass for each of them. Mark lifted his and sniffed it before taking a sip. Oh jeez, she’d seen people do this in the movies, but never in real life. He nodded and then glanced at her. “Would you like to try it?”

      Fake it ‘til you make it. She followed what Mark had done. The red wine had rich, bold flavors that lingered on her tongue. Definitely not boxed wine served in red plastic cups in the barracks. “Delicious.”

      After both of their glasses were filled, and the wine steward walked away, Mark leaned forward. “Next up as part of the plan was to catch up.” He gave her a teasing grin. “Let’s start with the area of Boston you’re from.”

      “Quincy.”

      “Ah, yes, I went there once with some friends. I’m a big history buff. We visited the John Adams site.”

      “I know it well,” she noted. “Where did you go to school in the area?”

      “Harvard. First as an undergrad and then the business school,” he replied.

      Of course he did. Not only was this guy hot as hell and had money, but he was also smart and Ivy-league educated.

      “Oh, I think I’ve heard of it,” she said with mock recognition. “Community college, right?” she teased.

      “Right.” He laughed.

      One side of his mouth slanted up. “Just think, we may have passed each other once or twice. Although I’m sure I would have remembered someone as beautiful as you.”

      Heat spread to her face. She took a sip of wine, hoping her cheeks hadn’t turned red. Why was she blushing in front of this guy anyway? So what if he was ridiculously attractive and out of her league? It wasn’t as if she wanted to play any game with him.

      Right?

      MARK

      The server brought over plates of food. After drinking some wine, Mark held the glass close to his lips and gazed at Cora while she nibbled on some cheese and crackers. The way she blushed when he called her beautiful was adorable, and he liked her sass.

      “How interesting to find a stunning woman like you in a neighborhood like that,” he noted.

      She moaned. “Occupational hazard.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I work with those guys.” She pursed her lips. “We’re off duty and supposed to be going out dancing.” She added air quotes. “The only dancing was with a woman on stage removing her clothes.” She arched her brows and then shook her head. “Not my scene.”

      That guy was a Marine. They worked together. The pieces fell into place. Did that mean… “Are you in the military?”

      “Yes. I’m a Marine stationed over here in Okinawa for a year.” She took a sip of her wine.

      His gut tightened. One of the downsides of this project was with seeing all the American military stationed here, stirring up his issues. He wanted to avoid that world—one that had taken so much from him.

      Still, Cora intrigued him—and he didn’t want to end the night just yet.

      She stared at him. “Is there a problem?”

      Mark had to snap out of his head. “Just a surprise.”

      She nodded. “I’m used to that reaction. Many people picture a Marine as a big, tough guy with bulging biceps. Here I am, five-three on a good day.” She flexed her arm and tapped the muscle. “Not bad, but not bulging.” She grinned.

      He laughed. “True, you're not what most people picture, but I've met many women who served in the military.”

      She slanted her head with a surprised expression. “You have?”

      “Yes. I grew up an army brat and spent way too much time on bases.”

      “Oh.” She inclined her head. “Where?”

      “New York and Colorado to name a couple of places. I was born here on the island.”

      She leaned forward. “How interesting. It must be strange coming back.”

      “It is,” he admitted, and his lips twitched. “But I don’t remember any of our time living here. We moved back to the U.S. before I turned three.”

      She gestured around them. “And now you’ve come full circle returning.”

      “Right. That was part of the reason I was interested in this project—to see where I was born.” He ran his fingers along the stem of the glass. “But I'm in the hospitality industry. I go where we’re building, which right now happens to be here.”

      She laughed. “And I go where the military tells me, which right now happens to be here.”

      “Funny how that worked out for us.” Mark grinned and raised his glass and toasted her. “May our paths cross again.”

      She clinked his glass and drank to that.

      While they continued to chat about what they liked about Okinawa or reminisced about places in the Boston area, Mark avoided revealing his exact role. He hadn’t planned it that way, but he liked talking to Cora. Once people knew of his wealth, it changed the way they perceived him. For now, he and Cora were simply expatriates sharing their experiences.

      And she was beautiful. One night with her would be the perfect diversion to the recent soul searching—which was not what he needed while launching his newest project.

      “I’ve enjoyed spending time with you tonight, Cora. I’d love to chat some more. How about dinner tomorrow?”

      She placed one hand on the other. “I had fun, as well, but just to be clear, I’m not interested in dating anyone right now.”

      Mark arched a brow. “Can I ask why?”

      She glanced into the distance before she met his gaze once more. “I was engaged when I moved to Okinawa. We were going to try to make it work long distance for the year as he was still at Camp Pendleton.”

      “That’s in California, right?” he asked.

      “Yes. That’s where we met.” She adjusted in her chair. “Anyway, I wasn’t here a month before I found out he was cheating on me.”

      “He must be an idiot,” Mark replied. “Or a fool.”

      “Why not both?” Cora suggested with a saucy grin.

      “Okay, he’s both,” Mark agreed. “And a jackass.”

      She laughed. “Now I know it’s for the better. Being apart from him gave me more perspective. I saw things I
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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