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Chapter One
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Blane Carter had finally reached his goal. Through mounds of obstacles and years of stress, he’d made the rank of Staff Sergeant. He stood in his living room for a moment, admiring his promotion certificate. Still elated from receiving the promotion at formation earlier today, where his entire unit had shown up to surround him with applause, Blane hooted once more and jumped into the air. He needed to celebrate. Get out for a night on the town and go somewhere, anywhere, it didn’t matter. As long as there was food. 

Blane’s spirits were so high, he worried if he didn’t satisfy them soon, he’d pass out from sheer energy repletion. 

He kicked the pile of socks out of the way and skirted the table just in time to avoid banging his knee into the glass. Bracing himself against the couch, Blane laughed into the empty living room. But his energy couldn’t be contained.

Moving into the joint kitchen he shared with his barracks roommate, he swiped his phone off the mini counter. He’d already contacted his good friend Chase, but he wasn’t available. Surely at least one of his buddies was free. He called Jessie, one of the guys in his squadron. As the ringing continued, he threw open a cabinet, searching for a snack to satisfy him before he splurged on a big celebratory dinner. All he found was a half-eaten graham cracker and an expired bag of Cheetos.

Blane closed the door and ended the call, dialing Jake’s number. He could smell the food already, the succulent juices dripping off the meat, the ketchup and mayonnaise oozing off the bun. His mouth watered and his stomach growled.

“Hey, Carter! I heard the news. Congratulations!” Jake shouted into the phone.

Blane wiped his mouth, glad no one could see him salivating. “Thanks, Jake. You up for celebrating?”

“Sorry, I can’t. Last minute duty swap.”

“Aw, man.”

“But I’m sure Douglas or Roberts is available.”

“Yeah, let me try them. Thanks.”

After checking with the other two guys in his unit, Blane discovered they were unavailable too, Douglas already asleep, according to his barracks roommate, and Roberts out of town for the weekend.

Blane’s weekend wasn’t looking all that exciting after all. Still, he needed to get out, even if that meant he’d be going solo. Grabbing a light jacket, he made his way to his newish Honda Accord and drove a few exits past the Miramar base to a popular restaurant row.

As expected on a Friday night, all restaurants were packed. He decided on one of his favorite places, Gary’s Gourmet Burgers, and headed inside. At least being single sometimes had its advantages; he got seated at the bar as soon as he gave the hostess his name. 

Cindy, his favorite bartender, darted back and forth, the rest of the bar full of weekend goers, including Sailors and other Marines, and a handful of couples. Cindy finally made her way to him, her mouth slightly open as she caught a breath or two while she took his order.

“The usual, Blane?”

“I’ll start with an appetizer this time, some gooey nachos with jalapenos, and an ice water.”

“You got it.” She whirled and flew to the other side of the bar, scooping ice into a glass.

He scanned the list of burgers and settled on the Hawaiian special.

Cindy reappeared, setting down an abundance of nachos and a tall glass of ice water with a lemon wedge on the rim. “Ready to order?” She poised a pen over a small notepad.

“The Hawaiian burger with the seasoned fries, please.”

She scribbled something down. “Oooh, now that’s your usual.” She stuck a hand on one hip. “Now, when am I going to see you in here with a woman on your arm?”

He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Whoever she is will definitely be the luckiest woman alive.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” His cheeks flushed. Cindy always enjoyed flirting with him. She’d even asked him out once when he first started frequenting the establishment years ago. When she realized he just wasn’t interested, she’d stopped asking, but that hadn’t stopped her from teasing him from time to time.

She chortled. “Always such a gentleman.” Scooping up his menu, she dashed to the other end of the bar, her blond ponytail swinging, and plugged in his order.

Blane munched on the warm cheese-soaked chips and sipped his drink, doing a little people-watching. His eye caught on a young couple near the entrance. The woman had long brown hair that hung over her arm. Her date was smiling as he gazed into her eyes and ran his fingers through her hair.

A few feet across from them in a booth sat an older couple who were chatting and laughing as they shared a huge piece of chocolate cake.

Blane turned his attention back to his plate and dragged a large chip across the puddle of cheese before slipping it into his mouth.

Being in love eluded him still. The Marines took up most of his workweek, and he also did  copyediting for an advertising agency every Thursday in Malibu Bay, where his parents lived. The beach was about a twenty-minute drive, so it made it easy to see them after work before heading back to base the next day. But he still craved love, the kind his parents shared. Faithful, enduring, enjoying one another’s company, full of laughter and hope.

He stuck another chip in his mouth. He wanted that kind of love more than ever.

“I have your burger for you.” Cindy put the plate on the bar.

That was fast. When he checked the clock on the wall behind her, twenty minutes had already passed since he’d placed his order. Man, apparently he’d been doing some serious daydreaming.

The giant hamburger looked delicious, the teriyaki sauce running outside of the bun. 

“Is there anything else I can get for you?” she asked as she refilled his water.

“No, ma’am, this looks perfect. Thank you.”

“Absolutely. Enjoy, Blane.”

He grabbed the giant burger and bit into it. A plethora of flavor zinged inside his mouth. Warm pineapples, crunchy onions, and a large juicy tomato slice slathered in teriyaki sauce instantly gratified his palate. The warm pineapple particularly tasted like heaven.

Not for the first time, he wished he had this moment to share with someone, especially given his long-awaited promotion.

He took another mouth-watering bite of the burger, then stuck a couple of pepper-seasoned fries in his mouth. 

The noise in the restaurant rose an octave, the excitement of a weekend permeating the crowd.

Blane finished his meal, enjoying the ambient atmosphere and the delicious food. He asked for the check. A minute later, after paying and generously tipping Cindy, he slipped into his jacket and headed to the exit.

The old couple had already left and a few teens were sitting in the booth. The younger couple remained at their table and were in full view. But the man was no longer smiling. The lines around his dark face pinched his forehead and mouth. His left hand gripped the edge of the table and his other hand remained tangled up in the woman’s hair, but there was tension in his bicep.

As Blane passed the couple, the man tugged on her hair and she grimaced. Blane stopped just inside the entryway and his heartbeat ramped up.

Behind him, the man spoke, his voice low and dirty. “You will be mine forever. Don’t ever even think about leaving me again, or it will be your last thought.”

The woman’s voice came out softly, the words pouring out in trembling pieces. “I won’t. I promise.”

Blane took a step forward, heaved open the door, and stepped outside. The thickening darkness wrapped around him in a silent threat. His heart rate was still spiked, a boiling pressure filling his whole body.

He wanted to go back in there and rip the guy out of his seat, yell a few choice words at him, and toss him on his butt outside.

But in his experience, those actions would likely open up a dangerous door of retaliation. That didn’t bother him. What worried him is what his response might do to the woman. But he already knew. He’d seen it before.

During college, when he was taking classes toward his BA in English, he’d developed many friendships, including two women who were involved with controlling men. One of those women suffered physical abuse so severe, she wound up hospitalized but thankfully left her abuser once she was released. She immediately filed a report, sending him to jail.

But the other woman stood by her abuser and suffered severe emotional and mental consequences, including his many illicit affairs. When one of her male friends stood up for her, her boyfriend’s mind games quickly led to physical bruising.

Blane looked around the corner of the building. The man’s face was inches from the woman’s, his mouth wide open, his eyes flaring with intimidation. She recoiled from him, but there was nowhere for her to go.

Everything within Blane told him he had to do something or this woman would never be free from her tormentor.

Taking out his phone, Blane put in a call to the police and reported as much as he could, including the thick black hair of the predator and the snake tattoo Blane spotted on his forearm when he finally released her hair.

With the call ended, Blane made his way down the walkway and waited for the police to arrive. He kept his eyes fixed on the couple. The dark-haired animal was stuffing his face. The back of the woman’s shiny brown hair was now twisted in knots from his slimy manipulating fingers.

Blane’s body jolted, the desire to go back inside overwhelming. But the police would be here soon, and he had to let them do their job.

He jerked his head away from the window and focused on the highway. A moment later, a cruiser pulled into the parking lot. Two officers, one male, one female, hopped out.

Blane walked over to them and introduced himself as the caller.

The female officer thanked him and waited with her partner for the couple to come outside. Blane slipped inside his car parked across from Gary’s entrance. The couple emerged a few minutes later. Blane watched discreetly from behind the wheel.

The officers took turns addressing the couple. The woman, he noticed for the first time, though her face appeared distraught, was beautiful. Dark lashes framed her soft brown eyes. Her cheeks looked smooth, tinged pink and stained with tears.

The guy nodded, his fingers lightly tapping against his wrist. He was saying something and remaining calmer than he had been inside the restaurant. The male officer addressed the woman. She shook her head and responded briefly. They exchanged a few more words, then the two officers headed back to their patrol car.

The couple were holding hands as they approached a white older model compact car. He opened the passenger door and she got in. He leaned down to kiss her forehead but lingered there for a moment, his lips working against her skin as he muttered something to her. When he pulled back, she nodded up at him. He closed the door and went to the other side.

A moment later, the guy sped off, his tires screeching as he burned rubber. His maneuver proved so rough, the car leapt slightly into the air when he jerked around a corner.

Blane didn’t know the guy, but he recognized his kind. A player. A liar. A manipulator. They knew how to engage the game, how to fool
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