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      “See you guys at Chicks?” Matthew Hunt “Matt” had opened the door, leaned in, and addressed Diesel and R.T. as they sat at two tables filling out paperwork.

      “It’s Kik’s birthday,” he reminded them.

      Chicks Oyster Bar Marina was the favored place for SEAL Team Twelve to hang out when they were free to grab a beer and a bite to eat. Many celebrations through the years had been held there, from birthdays, to bachelor parties, and funeral wakes.

      “Yeah,” Tanner “Diesel” Taylor replied, then he held up the form he was filling out. “When these are done.” He laid the paper down again and looked directly at Matt. “That was a clean op. Seems like there ought to be less paperwork instead of more, since we acquired the package and never had to fire one round.”

      Matt gave a nod, to acknowledge the comment and then said. “You’re close to done. See you there.”

      A mostly by the book, no nonsense sort of man, dealing with what is, was his way. Matt wasn’t likely to engage in any kind of discussion about how things ought to be.

      Diesel didn’t usually complain about things, but he wasn’t in his usual mood today. He filled out one more line and then pushed the form across the table to his buddy, Reed “Railroad” Tindall. “We ought to be out running maneuvers, not stuck here in the office doing paperwork.”

      Reed hated that nickname and was stuck with it, but Diesel had his own nickname for his buddy, and called him R.T. ‘Short for railroad tracks’ is what he said if anyone asked.

      Tanner didn’t mind his nickname one bit. Tanner “Diesel” Taylor earned his nickname the first week of basic, when he showed up with grease stains under his fingernails.

      Working at his dad’s repair shop every week during high school, he’d despaired of his hands, and how the pretty girls would turn him down for dates, thinking his hands were dirty. They didn’t know a mechanic could scrub and scrub his hands, and still have stains.

      Although it didn’t take long for his Navy and SEAL training to wash away those stains, the nickname stuck, along with his ability to repair just about any kind of engine, even in the dark.

      In his mind, it was just another skill, but as he’d only followed in his father’s footsteps for one year after high school, he was as proud of carrying on his father’s legacy into the armed force, as he was of carrying the name.

      All the men in his father’s side of the family had been mechanics, and his grandfather, and great grandfather had served in the Army during World Wars I and II, which was where they’d learned the ability to work on engines in the dark.

      It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to follow in their footsteps even down to their military service, it was that he’d wanted to do more.

      Serving as a SEAL was more. Much more.

      And he loved every minute of it.

      After SEAL training, Diesel never had trouble getting dates again. He was now a lady magnet. Just one of the things his latest girlfriend had more than a little trouble with.

      Last night, Kari had broken up with him again, which meant he was free to see whoever he wanted to see.

      Diesel watched as R.T. pulled that damn letter out of his pocket again, and with a sad expression, prepared to read the letter again.

      “Hey man, you’re not going to read that letter again, are you?” Diesel could’ve repeated most of the letter, having heard it often enough.

      “I just don’t understand why Becky called it off. She never explained, and she won’t answer my phone calls.” R.T. bent his head to the letter.

      Damn. Dear John letters ought to be written in disappearing ink, or on exploding paper.

      Diesel kept his thoughts to himself, but shook his head. Watching R.T, he got an idea.

      “Hey. Saturday night. Got plans?”

      “Nope.” R.T, kept reading.” Got laundry.”

      “You’ve got plans now.” Diesel said. “You can do laundry some other time.”

      R.T. raised his head, and looked at Diesel.

      Good. I got his attention away from that letter.

      “Picture lots of chicks in skimpy Halloween costumes,” Diesel said.

      R.T. groaned. “Costumes?”

      “Yeah. Costumes. Don’t worry. This will be fun. Costume party is a masquerade.”

      “I don’t have a costume, and there’s not enough time to put one together.”

      “Got you covered. I know a place that rents them, and they’re open tonight.”

      “I don’t know, man. I ought to try calling Becky again.”

      “Come on. This party is a much better time than doing laundry, and crying into your beer. Gonna be plenty of ladies at this party. You know how chicks dig costumes.”

      “Yeah.” R.T. had to admit they did. “Thanks Diesel.”

      Diesel nodded. “Welcome.”

      R.T. put the letter away, before picking up the pen again, to finish his task.

      It didn’t take them long to finish. Then they went home to change clothes, with a plan to meet up at the bar.

      After they’d arrived at Chicks, before the other guys arrived, they went to sit out on the deck, and startled a seagull who’d perched on the railing hoping to find food.

      The seagull was often there, in that spot. So often, that tourists coming to the marina had started feeding it. Now it came every night, expecting to find food.

      The waitress who appeared soon after, to take their orders, had named the bird Fred. She claimed “Fred just wants to be fed.”

      “What’ll you have, guys?” Sheri asked, with a wide smile, between two dimples.

      The little waitress was an adorable bundle of energy, and currently dating an airline pilot, who was gone not quite as often as a SEAL would be.

      “When are you going to trade that boyfriend in, for a real SEAL?” Diesel teased, already knowing what her answer would be.

      “You guys are gone too often, and too long,” she said, with a shake of her head, and a laugh.

      All the guys teased her this way, and Diesel knew she liked it, though her answer was always the same.

      Diesel thought her answer was a lot of hooey. Commercial pilots were gone a lot too, and a woman who could handle that, could handle dating a SEAL.

      Women who couldn’t, likely wouldn’t be able to handle their man being on the road, for any job.

      Some women needed more maintenance, just like some cars.

      Kari was one of those women. But he and Kari were through.

      Diesel enjoyed watching the boats dock at the Marina, which took his mind off Kari just like knocking back a few beers with the guys would take R.T.’s mind off that damn letter.

      Cutter, and Matt joined them, and took seats.

      “I’ll buy a round,” “Cutter” Antonius (Tony) Cuttino said.

      “What are we celebrating?” R.T. asked.

      “My winning at the casino last weekend,” Cutter said.

      “You have Italian connections?” Sheri asked with a giggle.

      The guys knew Cutter had cousins with connections to a casino in New Jersey. When he went home to visit his grandmother, he’d visit the casino and come back with his wins.

      “Did you bring me back any cannoli?” Sheri asked.

      Last time he’d brought back cannoli his grandma had made.

      “Not this time,” he said. “Next time, cannoli for you, sweet.” He gave her a wink.

      She blushed and smiled.

      The men placed their beer orders, and she hurried to the bar for their drinks.

      “Any of you guys going to the costume party Saturday?” Diesel asked.

      “Yeah,” Matt said. “I’m gonna go as an IRS auditor.”

      “Really, man?” R.T. said. “What kind of costume is that?”

      “An easy one. Just wear a suit and tie, and carry a calculator,” Matt shrugged. “I even got business cards made up to hand out.” He reached into his pocket, pulled one out, and handed it to R.T. “I’m here to audit your tax records,” he said.

      R.T. took the card, and glanced down at it. “That would scare the hell out of a lot of people,” he said.

      “You are so weird,” Diesel shook his head.

      “It’s simple, cheap, and easy, and I’ll have fun with it,” Matt said with a shrug.

      “That’s what costume parties are for,” Diesel nodded. “Having fun.”

      Just after Sheri delivered the beers, Rich, Osprey, and Enrique “Kik” Garcia joined them on the deck, and more beers were ordered.

      “Add on some onion rings,” Diesel said.

      Sheri nodded, and headed for the kitchen.

      “You going to the costume party, Rich?” Diesel asked.

      “Nah. Costume parties aren’t my thing,” Richard “Rich” Irvine said.

      One of the oldest members of the group, he’d turned down most invites to socialize, since getting back in touch with an old girlfriend from high school at his high school reunion. Now he spent most of his free time with her, trying to get out of the friend zone. She was hesitant about dating a SEAL.

      All but Rich would attend the costume party.

      Osprey was going as Robin Hood, and would carry a primitive bow he hunted with for fun, and Kik was going as Superman.

      “Superman?” R.T. said. “I would’ve thought you’d want to go as Zorro, or something like that.”

      “Why, because I’m Latino?” Kik shook his head. He smoothed his hair back with one hand, and then, reaching for a small section of his bangs, pulled it down, and made it curl. “I got the perfect hair. See? Superman.”

      All the guys laughed.

      “Yeah, man,” R.T. said. “I see it.”

      More SEAL brothers came in the door, which more than doubled the size of their gathering. The entire group was at Chicks tonight. All twenty SEALs.

      Diesel glanced around the room. These twenty men were his brothers, and any one of them would have laid down his life for the other.

      The Green Brotherhood was like no other, and he took a moment to take the sight of all his brothers in, creating a memory to savor in years to come.

      The noise level in the bar rose, but the SEALs weren’t the ones shouting and being rowdy.

      They kept to themselves, and women in the bar were drawn to the strong silent warriors, like moths to flame. There was clearly something different about these men, the way they carried themselves, and the way they communicated amongst each other, often nonverbally, which set them apart. They exuded a quiet confidence, and their eyes were always taking in their surroundings with a quiet intelligence.

      Craig McDonald “Big Mac” showed his Scots Irish heritage, by the multitude of freckles across his nose and cheeks, despite his deeply tanned face. It hid his ruddy complexion, and helped him blend in on their missions. Jet-black hair from his Irish mother saved him from having his fathers red hair, and allowed him to be picked for this special team.

      To be on Team Twelve, you had to have dark hair as the team was often sent to South America, and needed to blend in. Blondes and redheads would stand out too much to be included. As a result, the men on Team Twelve could all be described as tall, dark, and handsome.

      Blending in, in South America, was something Team Twelve did quite well.

      Martin Lopez, the second Hispanic American on the team, was fluent in three languages, English, Spanish, and Portuguese. He was their go to man when it came to native dialects.

      Chris Fenner “Fen” had almost gone to college on a chemistry scholarship, but he’d also wanted to become a SEAL. He was their best man with explosives, and a bit of a MacGyver, given his aptitude in chemistry.

      He often said it was as much knowing what not to put together with another thing, as it was what to put together. He was also a pretty good cook, which he claimed also had to do with chemistry.

      Daniel “Tractor” Edwards grew up on a hay farm, and would have been a fourth-generation farmer, if he’d stayed home on the farm instead of joining the SEALs.

      His father had a John Deere collection that men traveled miles to see. Daniel had made the mistake of talking about it too often, early in his training, was handed the nickname “Tractor” and it stuck.

      His best buddy in training told him it could’ve been worse; they could’ve saddled him with “Farm-boy.”

      Adam “DaVinci” Burgess was always drawing and doodling, with a pen, or pencil. Tonight, he was already drawing on his cocktail napkin before he’d finished his first beer.

      It would have been easy to sit and watch him, instead of focusing on the hot young woman standing nearby, hoping for attention.

      Thomas (Tom) Campbell “Soupman” got his nickname after explaining the way to spell his last name, was “Like the soup, man.” Once the nickname stuck it was stuck good.

      Scott Roberts, “Casper” was like a ghost. He could enter a room and then leave it, without anyone knowing he’d been there.

      James Slater “Slim Jim” was a skinny man with toned muscles. His metabolism was so high, he could eat anything and not gain one pound of weight.

      Sawyer “Pipes” Ferguson played the bagpipes with the local Scottish group, and sometimes wore a kilt, if performing with the group for weddings or funeral services.

      Sam Valente, an Italian American known as “Sammie the Conductor” because of the expressive way he used his hands when he talked, was gesturing animatedly tonight, something he did when he’d drank enough beer.

      Peter “Buzz” Horne had a weird snore that sounded like a low buzz.

      Jocko “Numbers” Lewis was so good with numbers, they didn’t need a calculator when he was around.

      And Jake Summers “Oscar” could act any part, and make it believable.

      But really, all these men were actors capable of blending in, making anyone believe they were who they pretended to be, and doing what it took to complete a mission.

      They were a special team of Navy SEALs, one that few outside the SEAL Teams had ever heard of.

      Tonight, they were all at the bar, because it was the rotation of their cycle to have them back in Virginia, before they cycled out again into the next phase. And it just happened to be Kik’s birthday.

      The beer was flowing, the noise level was rising, and if the good time Kik seemed to be having was any indication, he was going to have a huge hangover tomorrow.

      Ordinarily, had he been back home with his family, there would have been a large family party, with a barbecued goat, music, and beer. After he joined the SEAL team, he'd continued to invite every one of his brothers to celebrate his birthday, and if they were available, they would join in.

      Kik was having the time of his life tonight.

      All the men trained hard, worked hard, and partied hard.

      By the end of the evening, they made sure Kik made it home safe, as he was in no shape to drive, and the bar emptied out, the only occupant left on the patio, a lone seagull with the nickname of Fred, who had returned, hoping for leftovers to eat.
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      “Come on Pippa, this is the best party of the year, and everyone will be in costume,” Cheryl said. “No one will know who you are. It’s the perfect chance.”

      It was only the tenth time Cheryl had asked her to go to the Halloween party.

      Finally, tired of being bugged about it, Pippa said, “Okay, I’ll go.”

      “Great!” Cheryl’s eyes widened, and she grabbed both of Pippa’s hands, squeezing tight as she bounced on her heels. “You’re going to be so glad you changed your mind. We’re going to have a blast.”

      For once, Pippa would take a page from her mother’s diary, and live in the moment.

      As her mother had said, “Joyce, my dear, you haven’t yet learned that life must be grasped in the moment.”

      Joyce Pippalousa Smith never gave out her birth name. Her full middle name had always been an embarrassment to her, though she did like her daddy’s nickname for her.

      He was the only one to call her “Pippa”, and she missed him dearly. Her mother had always called her Joyce.

      After her mother had made her announcement, she’d gone sailing off to Hawaii with a new man, who kept a boat at his summer home. “Waiting just gives you more likelihood you’ll miss out. Your father may be dead, but I’m not.”

      Her mother was the kind of woman who couldn’t stand to be alone, and one of her friends had been waiting in the wings, ready to date her.

      Thinking back to the huge blow-up Pippa and her younger sister, Jeanie Magic Smith, had with their mother the day before their mother left town, made Pippa wonder where her mother was now, and reminded her, she needed to call Jeanie this weekend, and get caught up.

      Mother could be anywhere. I have no idea how to reach her at sea. I don’t even have her new number.

      But as Jeanie often said, ‘The phone works both ways.’ And her sister’s number hadn’t changed.

      Though usually Pippa was the one who had to call her sister. Months could go by, if she didn’t, before Jeanie got around to calling her.

      For once, Pippa was going to take a page from her mother’s book. She was going to live a little.

      It had been a long time since she’d gone out and had fun, and she’d always loved costume parties and Halloween.

      “Now, what are you gonna be?” Cheryl asked.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t had time to think about it,” Pippa said, her tone wry. She’d only agreed a second ago.

      Cheryl waved a hand, and continued in her rapid-fire way; clearly thrilled Pippa was going. “We can go to the costume shop after we get off work.”

      “Okay,” Pippa said.

      A masquerade party seemed safe enough. It was unlikely that her ex would be there. She’d moved several states away from Stan Nitty, and hoped to never see him again.
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      After work, they headed to That Magical Place, a store which sold costumes, and decorations for Halloween.

      “Do you have any sexy costumes for women?” Cheryl asked.

      The clerk grinned. “Yes, we do. Follow me, and I’ll show you. Do you have any themes in mind?”

      “I looked up your selections online. I think I’d like to be a woodland fairy,” Pippa said. “With wings, and pointed ears, and everything.” Now that she was getting excited about going, why not go full-on fantasy?

      “Oh, fun,” Cheryl said. “I’m going as a sexy nurse. Maybe I can play nurse with one of those hot Navy SEALs tomorrow night. Is your costume going to be sexy?”

      “Well…” Pippa considered the costume she remembered from the website. “It’s short and shows a lot of leg, and a lot of cleavage. It’s also cheap, which I need. I don’t have much budget for a costume.”

      “Want me to help you with your makeup and hair?”

      “Oh, would you? That would be awesome.” Pippa knew Cheryl was good at doing hair and makeup.

      “Yeah, I’ll come over an hour before and help you get ready,” Cheryl said.

      “Thanks, Cheryl.” As she did every day, Pippa thanked her instincts for bringing her here to Virginia. Her sister had been only too willing to give her safe harbor when she’d needed it, and she lived just an hour away.

      “No problem, Miss Pipp.”

      Pippa wrinkled her nose. “You’re not gonna call me that at the party, I hope.”

      “No, I’m not gonna call you at all, ’til we agree it’s time to go home. We’re gonna circulate as single ladies, so the men will be more likely to approach us,” Cheryl winked.

      “Oh, right,” Pippa nodded. “Good thinking.”
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      The next day, Pippa’s cousin Louise called her at work and left a message for her to call back. Far from being a normal call, Louise would only have called if someone had died or something very big had happened. So as Pippa called Louise back, she held her breath. “Hey, Louise. What’s happened?”

      “This time it’s good news, Pippa,” Louise said. “You won’t have to worry about Stan anymore. He’s been sent to prison for three years. Felonious assault. He beat up a guy in a bar. That was bad enough. But then he went back and beat him some more. The guy was hurt bad, and they had to call an ambulance. Stan claimed it wasn’t his fault, and the other guy did this and did that, but everything was caught on the bar’s security cameras. And it didn’t hurt that they had pictures of the bruises he left on your neck, or that you have a restraining order out on him, already on record. He’s obviously a violent and dangerous man. I’m so glad he’s been sent to prison and won’t be out for a long time. I couldn’t wait to tell you.”

      Pippa breathed a sigh of relief. Stress began to drain out of her body. “Oh, that is good news. He can’t find me now, and suddenly show up on my doorstep to hurt me. Not while he’s in prison. So, I’m safe. Finally. No more looking over my shoulder, worrying he might be the man in the baseball cap behind me. I’m safe, finally safe!”

      She felt like dancing and spinning around the room.

      “Yes, you are,” Louise said. “Does this mean you’ll come home, now?”

      “I am home,” Pippa said. “Virginia is my home now, and I just started taking a couple college classes.”

      “So, you’re staying?”

      “Yes.” Pippa didn’t say that she never wanted to move back to her hometown, but she surely felt that way. She’d escaped a horrible marriage, a depressing house, and a town, which lost more jobs every year, and she never wanted to go back.

      There was no future there. Only the past. And the past was over and done. Finally.

      “Well, all right. If that’s what you want,” Louise said. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “Oh, I am happy,” Pippa said. “Happier than I’ve been in a very long time.”
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      The night of the party, Pippa let Cheryl into her apartment, and they went straight into her bathroom, where she had a curling iron already plugged in. She wanted to look different tonight, and her long brown hair usually hung straight. Most days, she loved a wash-and-go kind of lifestyle and rarely wore makeup. But tonight, she wanted a little glamour—her hair curling, smoky-sparkling makeup, and fairy ears glued onto her ears.

      Cheryl curled Pippa’s hair until it had ringlets at the ends, which gave it a whole lot more body. Once she finished applying makeup to Pippa’s face, Cheryl took gold glitter and sprinkled it in Pippa’s hair and across her bared shoulders. Spaghetti straps held the silky fairy dress up, leaving a lot of skin bare. The way the dress was cut in back, there was no way to wear a bra with this one.

      It was the most daring thing Pippa had ever worn in public.

      “Might as well use it up,” said Cheryl before sprinkling the rest of the vial of glitter down Pippa’s cleavage.

      Pippa felt the glitter whisper between her breasts. “Cheryl!” she said, laughing. “I don’t need it everywhere.”

      “Oh, but I think you do,” Cheryl said. “Keep him looking for the end of that glitter trail, and you’ll have his attention for sure. Then he’ll be hard at attention, and you’ll have some real fun.”

      Pippa kept chuckling. “I’ll bedazzle him with my cleavage.”

      “You know it.” Cheryl winked and tossed the empty container into the trashcan. “Ready to go?”

      “Yes, I just need my tiny purse.”

      “Here.” Cheryl reached into her purse for two condoms and handed them to Pippa. “Be prepared, because those Navy boys are not always like boy scouts, and some of them really get around.”

      “Oh, right.” They hadn’t talked much about Pippa’s former life, only that she’d divorced a man who was no good and that she was trying to make a new life without complications. She hadn’t hinted at her ex’s violent tendencies.

      Cheryl, being a party girl, understood the “no complications” bit. She never dated a guy longer than six months. Said it got claustrophobic if they lingered any longer.

      “Thanks. I hadn’t thought to pick those up,” Pippa said.

      “Always keep one in your purse and some in your nightstand. Tonight’s a chance for you to have fun without the hassle of a date. But if you need more than two of these, you’re on your own, girlfriend.”

      Unable to stop a blush, Pippa shook her head. “I won’t need more than two.”

      I’ll be lucky to need one, she thought. It had been over a year since she’d had sex, and she missed it. In the good times, at the beginning of her marriage, before everything went terribly bad, sex had been good, with that rush of attraction that went straight to her core, lighting everything up, just like fairy lights. It had been magic.

      I want that again, even if for just one night. This is a start. And no one will even know who I am. This is perfect.
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      Pippa watched the redheaded bartender as he mixed drinks and wondered what he was making. “Those look good,” she said, pointing toward the colorful drinks. “What are they?”

      “Hurricanes,” he said, smiling.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never had a hurricane,” Cheryl said. “They are so, so good. You should try one.”

      Pippa told the bartender, “I’ll try a hurricane, please.”

      “Coming right up,” he said and handed her a glass with a pineapple slice on the rim and a drink umbrella on it. “Enjoy your first hurricane.”

      She took a sip. “Ooh, these are good,” she said. The drink was fruity and cold. It went down easily. “I think I’ll stick with these tonight.”

      “Good choice,” Cheryl said, eying a tall man across the room. “Have fun, Pipp. I’m off to try my luck.”

      “Good luck,” she said, taking another sip and scanning the crowd. The house was packed with guests, everyone wearing masks. She loved the riot of color and the mysteriousness of the masks. She stood sipping and watching the crowd for a few moments, lost in thought.

      She mused it was going to be hard to decide which guy to try to approach. There were a lot of handsome, fit guys. But that’s what Cheryl had predicted, living so near to a place where SEALs trained.

      Her drink was half gone by the time she gathered the nerve to move. Crossing the room by weaving in and out of the crowd, she headed for a dark-haired pirate. She planned to ask him if he knew the way to the pirate treasure, but then he moved toward a woman and kissed her on the cheek.

      Oh, too late, she thought. I need to be faster. And maybe not pick a guy clear across the room. She continued the internal pep talk, trying to work up her courage to ask one of the guys to dance.

      She circulated, and soon, her drink was empty. She headed back to the bartender for a refill. The hurricanes were good, and the warmth of the room from all the people was making her thirsty.

      Holding her now full glass, she decided to step outside onto the covered back porch and get some cooler air. The stars were out, and the night sky would be pretty.

      She stood outside long enough to finish her drink as she counted the stars and listened to the people around her talking. As she turned to go back inside, to get another drink, she stumbled a little on the doormat.

      She’d gotten tipsier than she’d expected. The hurricanes had snuck up on her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d allowed herself to relax at all, let alone drink.

      And then he was there, coming through the front door, just as she stumbled and looked up. He was like a Greek God, with his tanned chest and washboard abs that made her want to run her fingers up and down them. And he moved with such smooth and controlled command. But no, as he got closer, she saw she’d mistaken his costume. Instead of a Greek God, he was wearing a gladiator’s outfit with a black mask.

      For everyone who came to the front door without a mask, a black mask was handed to them before they were allowed inside. No mask, no entry. So, everyone who’d come without a mask was wearing the same black type of mask. Like he was. And the room was full of men wearing black masks. Yet in a room full of men wearing black masks, he stood out. Something about the way he stood, taking in the room, something about the way he moved made him stand out.

      He spoke to the cowboy who’d entered with him and then they broke away from each other. He moved through the crowd and stopped halfway across the room to talk to a tall, thin man who wore a jester’s costume. They both laughed about something.

      She watched the gladiator’s perfect white teeth flash beneath the mask, which contrasted with his tan. With an unobstructed view, still, she knew he was a good-looking man. Sipping her drink, she continued to watch him. She had yet to talk to anyone. Her shyness had gotten in the way, or her timing was always off when she made the attempt. But after finishing off that second drink, she felt much bolder.

      Curious now, she thought to get close enough to hear his voice. Already she felt drawn to him, but she needed to hear his voice. She couldn’t have explained why. It shouldn’t have made any difference if they were only going to get together once, this night, then never see each other again. But it did matter.

      As she neared, she heard him speak, his voice low, deep, and strong. Goose bumps prickled on her skin. She moved nearer.

      He was talking about ghost tours with the other man and two women.

      “I’d go for the historical aspect,” he said. “I don’t expect anyone would really see a ghost with that many people tramping through a room, and most people don’t know how to be quiet.” He laughed. “They’d scare the mice away.”

      “Not all of us have the training at being stealthy, like you SEALs,” a woman wearing a saloon dancer’s outfit said. Bursting out of the top half of her costume, her cleavage was getting plenty of attention from the men around her. “But you can sneak up on me any time.”

      “I’m not in the habit of sneaking up on women,” he said. “Not my style.”

      What was his style? Pippa wondered. Whatever it is, I’m sure I’d like it.

      His voice was doing funny things to her insides.

      Listening to him is so nice I’d enjoy hearing him read the side of a cereal box.

      When a large man nearly stepped on her foot, she moved backward and glanced up the next instant to find the gladiator was gone, heading to the dance floor with one of the women.

      I’m just not having any luck, Pippa thought. Sighing, she headed to the bar for a third hurricane. I must get better at this. Courage. I can do this. I will just go up to him and say… Her thoughts froze.

      The bartender handed her a refreshed drink.

      She took a sip, her thoughts a jumble as she tried to think of what to do next.

      I know what I’ll do. I’ll ask him to dance. Since he’s dancing now, he obviously dances. I just must get back over there before he dances with someone else. Oh, how do men do this? The asking. It’s much harder than I thought.

      She made her way back to where he was dancing and hovered beside a potted palm. The moment he’d finished, and the two moved apart, she went up to him, even though her stomach had started doing flips.

      Taking her courage in both hands, she gave him a smile. “Hello,” she said. “Would you like to dance with me?

      Now that’s what I like, Diesel thought as he looked down at the brown-haired woman with green eyes, wearing some kind of fairy costume. The glitter in her hair, across her shoulders, and down her cleavage, along with her question, made him want to smile.

      A woman who knows what she wants and asks for it. Direct, and to the point. I like that.

      “I would be honored,” he said and held out his hand. He noted that if she moved closer, he’d see more of the glitter spilling down the inside her dress.

      Diesel was six-feet-two, and this delightful creature couldn’t have been more than five-five.

      She moved closer to him and placed her soft hand in his.

      Yes. A very good view.

      He pulled her close, and they moved to the music. “May I have your name?”

      “I am the fairy of the green wood,” she said. “I’m a woodland fairy, and I love nothing better than… wood.”

      He chuckled. There are so many things I might say in response. Did she know the direction this conversation might take? She’d said wood, not “the woods.”

      Testing her, he said, “Tell me more… about how you love… wood.”

      Her chest quivered with soft laughter. “I love wood so much I can’t help but touch it,” she said. “It’s hard to keep my hands off rough bark.”

      The little green-eyed minx. How far would she take this? “Interesting,” he said. “What do you do when you touch it?”

      She swallowed, and then drew a deep breath that caused the sparkles on her chest to shimmer. “Well, I run my hand up and down it,” she said, sounding a little breathless. “I like to feel how hard it is, how strong and durable.”

      He pulled her close to him so she could feel his muscles beneath his gladiator costume.

      Her eyes widened. “Mm,” she said. “I like touching you.”

      He bent and whispered in her ear. “Something needs to be done. If I step away…”

      “Don’t step away,” she said, her smile turning seductive. “Dance me out of this room and into another.”

      “As you command, fae enchantress.”

      He moved them through the main room and into the hallway. Then, away from the others, he tipped up her chin and said, in a low voice. “Tell me what you want.”

      Her lips pressed together then stretched into a slow whimsical grin. “I want to touch your bare skin,” she said. “To feel your hard muscles, all over.”

      Her words were the sexiest he’d ever heard in his life. Truly, she was an enchantress, and he was about to have great sex here tonight. With an over-the-top flourish, he bowed. “You have but to ask,” he said. “My wood is yours to command.”

      Giggling, a sound, which made her seem more adorable than seductress, made him laugh out loud.

      She took him by the hand and led him down the hall. “I don’t know this house or where to go,” she said, and for the first time her voice sounded less than confident.

      “Allow me.” He pushed on one door, which was locked. “Come,” he said. “We’ll find a place.” The third door he tried was unlocked, and the room was empty. He pulled her inside quick before anyone saw them and then closed and locked the door.

      She looked up at him with wide green eyes beneath the mask, and he thought for the first time that perhaps she was in over her head as he saw uncertainty.

      Diesel didn’t do uncertainty when it came to women and sex.

      “Let’s establish something here, before we return to the fantasy and play time,” he said. “You want to have sex, yes?”

      “Yes.” She breathed the word out as if she were relieved.

      Okay, so she’s playing out her fantasy right now, but she did look as though she’d never done this before. As if she were unsure.

      “I have protection,” she said and reached for her bag.

      She is an adorable creature, he thought. The mix of assertive seductress and shy, uncertain woman was fascinating. Her green eyes fascinated him; with their myriad of shades and emotions he’d seen since she’d said “hello”.

      He reached for the hem of his costume, pulled it up, and then tucked it into the belted waistband.

      “Look what you’ve done to me with your fairy magic,” he whispered, watching her eyes as they looked down and widened.

      She looked up at him again and gave a quick nod.

      Then she noticed the long white scar that ran down his right arm and ran her forefinger down the scar. Again, she looked up at him with those green take me now eyes peering out of her mask. “What is this from?” she asked.

      “Long time ago. I was working in my dad’s shop and a hot muffler fell on it.”

      “Oh, that had to hurt,” she said.

      “It did,” he said. “But chicks dig scars.” He winked at her. Then he took her by the hand.

      He reached for and pulled the top of her fairy costume down, to bare her breasts and glitter spilled out everywhere.

      “Magic fairy dust.” He laughed. “I’d kiss them, but they’re covered in glitter.” He brushed at the glitter covering them, a light touch.

      Her breath was changing, as were her eyes, the hazel green changing to more of a deeper green.

      He let her go. “Lie down,” he said.

      She backed onto the bed.

      He bent, hovered over her, watching her through his mask, watching as her eyes changed through each moment as he touched her, moving her closer to be ready to join with him. The masks forced them to focus on each other with an intensity neither had experienced before when making love.

      Neither broke eye contact and they wordlessly connected, the masks giving the dream like quality to it all.

      When she found her release, in her eyes he felt he’d glimpsed something rare, something he’d like to see again.

      Pippa exhaled, spent. When she took her next breath, his scent lingered, making her want to snuggle next to him. Dancing close, touching his warm bare skin, and inhaling his scent had nearly done her in—before they’d even begun to remove clothing.

      The chemistry between them was incredible.

      When he spoke, his voice reached something deep inside her. From the start, she’d been a goner. That voice, combined with the gentle but intense passion of his lovemaking, was beyond anything she could’ve imagined.

      If there is magic in the world, this is it.

      Her thoughts drifted into that magic place, and her eyelids drifted downward.

      Afterward, they lay together without speaking, sharing those final moments.

      She didn’t know what to say. This was beyond what she’d expected. This was deeper. Not a quickie. Their joining felt almost… sacred.

      His hand reached for her mask before he bent to kiss her.

      Her heart tripped. She stopped his hand with hers. “We won’t unmask,” she said. “I want to remember us, just like this.”

      “All right,” he said. “May I have your name now?”

      Although it nearly killed her, she remembered why she’d wanted to keep this anonymous. This night had been magical, but she couldn’t take the risk.

      “Woodland fairy,” she said, her voice firmer now. “And you are my gladiator.”

      He pulled away and clasped his fist to his chest. “I am your gladiator.”

      “Thank you for this,” she said. “My fantasies came true.”

      “No, my enchantress,” he replied. “Thank you.”

      They exchanged smiles.

      She adjusted her fairy costume.

      He dangled her panties from his finger, holding them out to her, teasing.

      Feeling reckless, she tossed back her hair. “I can go without.”

      The thought made him groan. “Careful. Unless you want a repeat.”

      She wrinkled her nose at the panties. “They aren’t very comfortable.”

      “Then don’t wear them. Be comfortable. But also, be safe.” He held out his hand. “Will you let me give you a ride home, to make sure you arrive safe?”

      She shook her head. “I came with a co-worker. I’ll ride home with her.”

      So much for figuring out where she lived. But she’d set the rules. He’d respect them. “I’ll escort you back to the party.”

      Her hand was already on the door. “I’m good. No need to.”

      As he watched her go, he couldn’t help disagreeing. There was every need to go with her.

      Protective was his nature. But he was also good at surveillance. He’d watch until the women were safe in their car and heading home. She’d never know.

      The moment he got in his car to follow her and removed his cell phone from the glove box he saw that Kira had been blowing up his phone with calls and texts. It was like the woman had a sixth sense when he was having a good time with another woman. Since they’d broken up, again, it was none of Kira’s business who he was with tonight or what he was doing.

      Ignoring the phone, he set it on the passenger seat and proceeded to follow his mystery woman at a distance.

      All was going well until a semi-tractor trailer hit something and went sliding across the highway. All traffic behind the semi-tractor stopped.

      Diesel stood on the floorboards of his car to see above his car, trying to glimpse past the wreck to the little blue Chevy he’d been following.

      No sight of her. She’d driven on.

      He didn’t have her name or her number so he couldn’t even call to make sure she got home safely. That bothered him.

      Two days later, he had his duffel packed and was on his way out of the country, still wishing he knew how to contact her. He couldn’t get the mystery woman out of his head.

      There was just something about her…

      I’ll look for her when I get back. For now, I must focus on the mission.
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      “Maybe I should’ve given him my number,” Pippa said, the corners of her mouth drooping.

      Cheryl shrugged. “I think you did it just right. You had a night of great sex with a hot guy, and no strings or complications, because he has no idea who you are.”

      She couldn’t help feeling wistful. “He seemed very nice, and I don’t mean just the hard body and great sex.”

      Cheryl flicked her fingers. “Focus on that hard body and the great sex and let the rest go.”

      Still, Pippa couldn’t. “I mean, he seemed like the kind of guy you could introduce to your parents and might want to marry. I really liked him,” Pippa said. “And there was something magical about our lovemaking.”

      Cheryl rolled her eyes. “That was the hurricanes talking. And the costumes, and the sleeping-with-a-complete-stranger fantasy. That’s not real life, Pippa. You don’t need complications right now. Not when you’re trying to finish school. Having a man in your life just means having a guy who wants your attention. And then, when something goes wrong, and it always does, you’ll have the heartbreak and drama of a breakup to deal with. Do you even have time for that?”

      Cheryl made complete sense. However, Pippa’s heart wouldn’t be quiet.

      Silly things, hearts. They get us into all sorts of trouble.

      “Not really. You’re right, I don’t have time. And my track record with men isn’t good. Getting to know him better might have ruined everything. No guy is that perfect,” Pippa said, pouting her lips.

      “Exactly. You needed to have sex with someone. You did that, and now you can move on. Think of it as a great night and a great memory and leave it there. No second guessing.”

      “Yeah, you’re right… I guess,” Pippa said.

      “Now maybe you’ll consider dating. Nothing serious, just going out maybe every other weekend. Have some fun. Stop staying in every night.”

      “No, I can’t,” Pippa said.

      “You weren’t afraid to have sex with a stranger. That’s living bold, Pippa. But you’re afraid to go out on a date. What are you so afraid of?”

      Do I dare confide in her? Pippa watched Cheryl, pondering. She’s kept what I told her private so far. Maybe I can. She’s the closest thing to a best friend that I have.

      “I was married once.”

      Cheryl settled back in her seat and looked at Pippa. “I knew there was something. What happened?”

      “It was bad,” Pippa said. “Not at first, but later. My dad passed six months after I married Stan Nitty and after he passed, the honeymoon period was over. It turned bad fast.”

      “Having your dad around gave you some protection.”

      “Yes and no,” Pippa said. “Dad was a vocal kind of man, and he didn’t put up with injustice, but he was a peace-loving newspaper reporter, who’d never fired a gun. He didn’t like the fact Stan was fifteen years older than me, or the way he insisted everyone needed to stock up for doomsday. Stan made his own bullets.”

      “Wow,” Cheryl said. “The two were complete opposites. So, what did you see in Stan?”

      “He was charming at first. Always showing up with sweet words, flowers, bears.”

      “Bears?”

      “I collected stuffed teddy bears. When he found out, he brought me one every week. He tried everything to charm me into going out with him and then to keep going out with him. Everything he does is extreme, and he wanted me, so he pursued me like he pursues everything. Full throttle.”

      “High school boys didn’t stand a chance, competing for your attention against a grown man with experience,” Cheryl said.

      “True. I thought he wanted me more than they did. He said he’d do anything to win me and to make me his.”

      “So, you got married and things went south fast. What happened? Did he hurt you?”

      Pippa nodded. “He’s serving time now for felonious assault. Beat up a guy in a bar, but that wasn’t good enough for him. He turned around and went back in and beat him again. They got it on tape and put him away.”

      “Wow. That’s more than full throttle,” Cheryl said. “He sounds like bad news. Real bad news. No wonder you’re such a homebody and never go out.”

      “I’m not afraid to go out,” Pippa said. “I just need to be cautious. Real cautious.”

      “That’s why you never relax,” Cheryl nodded. “You’re always looking out windows or doors instead of giving your whole attention when someone is talking.”

      “It’s not disinterest,” Pippa said. “I’m still listening.”

      “Yeah, I get that now. I’m glad you told me.”

      “I am too.”

      “Is Pippa your real name?”

      “Kind of. My parents met at a bluegrass festival and were
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