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            Explosive danger creates a whirlwind of heat between two strangers…

          

        

      

    

    
      At forty years old, Candy Cartright isn’t eager to indulge in girlish dreams of ‘happily ever after’ when she attends her friend’s wedding. When she runs into a suit and tie guy at the hotel bar, she thinks he’s a nerdy businessman.

      

      Retired US Marine Mike Compton finds it amusing that Candy at first mistakes him for a nerd. He’s not looking for a hookup, but he can’t resist the challenge in her eyes. However, when unexpected danger forces them into tight quarters, they discover there’s a hell of lot more to both of them than meets the eye.
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        To my soldier, Terrance B. Agnew. My hero, always and forever.
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      Imperial Boutique Resort

      Near Breckenridge Colorado

      February

      

      Old time rock and roll, a favorite of Candy Cartright’s, throbbed over the resort lounge speakers and reminded her of how old she was. How she shouldn’t be in this town indulging in an expensive four days in the Colorado mountains in February right before Valentine’s Day. February eleventh to be exact and three days away from her friend Jessica Oliver’s wedding to retired Marine Arnie Orcutt.

      Candy sipped her whiskey as she sat on the uncomfortable bar stool. Subdued light in the purple, red and gold room made it a little difficult to see Jessica and Arnie sitting on a lounge couch across the room. Jessica sat under Arnie’s arm as he circled her shoulders and pressed a kiss to the side of her forehead. Arnie’s bald head reminded Candy of Mr. Clean, as well as his somewhat pugnacious face and bulging biceps. Since Candy had arrived at the resort yesterday, she’d been witness to Arnie’s obvious love for his bride-to-be and hers for him.

      Like two young lovebirds.

      Candy wished them the best and hoped all that sloppy new love turned into a lasting bond. She winced. God. When the hell did I get so cynical? She hated feeling this way, yet for the last week she’d fallen into a rabbit hole she didn’t know how to escape. She could blame her chaotic life lately on bad circumstances and the grief around her. Yet she’d always bounced back from life’s obstacles fast. Until now.

      Someone turned the music down a little as it segued to a Janis Joplin song. The room burst with pre-wedding party enthusiasm, most of them Jessica and Arnie’s friends.  Envy blossomed in Candy as she shifted on the bar stool. Jessica always joked and laughed with people in general and got along with Arnie’s friends easily. Candy had been the long distance maid-of-honor, and she’d even sent her measurements in for the dress. Soon she’d watch her friend march down the aisle with the man she loved, and Candy had to admit she envied the hell out of her. Couples took to the dance floor as a soft melody started.

      Candy liked the setting. The Imperial Boutique Resort wasn’t as large as the other ski resorts in town. Off the beaten path, the huge Victorian mansion sprawled over ten acres of land just outside of town. A banker from New York City had turned the old estate into a hotel ten years ago. The wedding party guests weren’t the only people in the hotel, but the only other guests she’d seen wandering around the hotel looked well-shod with an air of old-world money. This place was the perfect venue for a romantic and intimate wedding event.

      As if she’d sensed Candy’s gaze, Jessica left the couch and headed across the room, stopping here and there to chat with people at the tables. When she reached Candy, she plopped onto the bar stool next to her and grinned. Her pixie-short blond hair went well with her delicate features, and so did her petite height and frame. She was a blue-eyed bundle of sass, but an amazing and wonderful woman. Arnie dwarfed her enough that Jessica had picked high heels to match with her full-length white wedding dress.

      The bartender asked if Jessica wanted anything but she declined.

      Jessica peered at Candy with undeniable curiosity. “It’s taken you an hour to nurse that drink, and you aren’t mingling.”

      Candy sipped the whiskey, straight with no ice to dilute the impact. “You know me. It always takes this long for me to drink hard liquor. Besides, I mingled for thirty minutes before that.”

      Jessica smiled. “That’s a record for you, Miss Introvert.”

      “That’s me.” She placed the glass on the bar napkin, crossed her legs, and wished she’d skipped tonight’s festivities. “But this is a nice party.”

      The constant buzz in the room seemed to batter against her ears. She rubbed the back of her neck.

      Jessica leaned forward. “That isn’t it. What else is wrong?”

      This whole wedding event reminds me I’m over the hill and out of the running for romance, that’s what. No. She wasn’t going to say that to her friend. Candy didn’t indulge in pity parties. She especially wouldn’t with Jessica, who’d always been damned kind to her and a genuine friend.

      “Okay, I’ll admit it. The bunny slope today kicked my ass,” Candy said. “I think I’m too old to learn to ski. I pulled some muscles in my back, and I’m hoping this whiskey will take the edge off.”

      Jessica’s eyebrows went up. “Ouch. Are you okay?”

      Candy ignored the dull ache in her lower back. “It’s nothing. My muscles just aren’t used to this kind of exercise. Apparently even Pilates didn’t prepare me for sliding down a hill at three hundred miles an hour.”

      Jessica tilted her head to the side, curiosity in her eyes. “I’ll take your word for it. But remember, there’s a lot more wedding to celebrate.”

      How could she forget? Tomorrow night was the bachelorette shindig hosted by Candy and the four other ladies invited. Arnie’s best man was hosting the bachelor party. The night after that was the reception dinner and the day after that was the wedding.

      Just thinking of it all caused a weight to settle on Candy’s shoulders. She could do this, but it would take work. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Right. Well, you can join us if you like.” Jessica’s skeptical expression denied that she believed Candy’s assertion she looked forward to even more socializing. Jessica reached out and covered Candy’s hand for a moment. “Hey, you know how much I appreciate you coming out here even when…you know. You didn’t have to.”

      Candy sighed and sat up straighter. She gathered Jessica’s hand in both of hers and squeezed. “Yes, I did have to. It’s been a month. I needed to get back into life.” Jessica still looked worried, so Candy continued with, “Stop looking at me like that and go have fun with Arnie. Get outta here. I’ll sit here a while longer and then I’m off to bed.”

      Jessica sighed, concern still firm in her eyes. But she didn’t say it. What Candy knew she wanted to say. The grief will take a while to work through. Candy knew that in spades, and the last month had taken a lot out of her. Still, she would live each day with purpose and take this vacation time to rebalance and think about what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. Why is that so hard to figure out?

      After Jessica returned to her soon-to-be-husband, Candy slammed back the rest of her drink, intent on having one more whiskey before she retired for the evening. Janis Joplin wailed again, then faded into a Chaka Khan song. Candy was tempted to sing along.

      “I feel for you…” She allowed the words to flow from her softly as the bartender placed another whiskey in front of her.

      She felt a man settle on the stool next to her at the same time she caught a whiff of freshly showered skin. She glanced over at him. Contradicting impressions threw her off kilter. Although her platform high heels made her close to five ten, this man was big. Big in one of those, don’t-even-consider-messing-with-me ways. Her attention snagged first on his body. Broad shoulders were encased in a casual gray sports jacket and under that an open-collared white shirt. He wore khaki’s and casual brown shoes. Candy jerked her attention to his face. He had very short, thick dark brown hair. He owned an aggressive face with a Roman nose and the dorkiest black glasses she’d ever seen. Nerdy. Well, okay. Not exactly nerd city, but he sort of looked like an accountant. His jaw showed a hit of five o’clock shadow. He looked a little tired around the edges, as if he’d made a long journey and had little time to recover. All right. Not a stereotypical accountant. He looks too rough for that. Right. Probably a married businessman slamming down a drink before heading upstairs to his room and a phone conversation with his wife. Her gaze landed on his left hand. No ring and no sign of a tan line to indicate he wore a ring. Still, some married men didn’t wear wedding rings.

      Before she could return her attention to her whiskey, the man caught her staring. Heat warmed her cheeks as he captured her gaze and held it. His startling green eyes flashed with definite intensity and a sudden interest that made the heat in her face spread down over her body. Uncomfortable with her reaction and embarrassed he’d caught her staring, she could have turned away or left.

      Instead she swallowed her discomfort. “Sorry, didn’t mean to stare.” She put her hand out to shake. “Candy Cartwright.”

      His big hand clasped hers, warm and assured without smashing her with his grip. He swept her with a thorough, hot gaze that belied any idea she might have about cool green eyes. He liked what he saw.

      He released her hand, and the subtle caress of his callused palm made her fingers tingle. “Mike Compton. Nice to meet you.”

      His warm, deep voice had rumble to it. Something in his tone made her think of sex. Bang up against a wall sex. Her face flamed again and she considered asking the bartender for a glass of ice water to put out the fire. Okay, girl. Where did that idea come from? He’s just a man you know nothing about. Rein back the crazy.

      The bartender asked Mike what he wanted to drink, and Mike ordered a beer. Curiosity played with her. She could usually pick out a military guy on a dime—this man could be anything from an insurance agent to CPA.

      “What brings you here?” he asked.

      “A wedding.”

      “You one of Jessica’s friends?” he asked.

      “Yes. From Denver.”

      “Are you a lawyer like Jessica?” The bartender placed a tall glass of beer in front of him, and Mike took a swig.

      She shook her head and smiled. “Executive Assistant. I work at the federal building in Denver. Well, at least I did until a month ago. I’ve been on—”

      She cut herself off, mortified she’d launched into her life story before she knew a damned thing about a stranger.

      Too late. His eyes narrowed as he turned slightly toward her. He pushed the big black glasses back up on the bridge of his nose. “Been on?”

      She drew in a slow breath. “My mother was…dying. Cancer. She hung on for a long time and then needed some help at home. She wanted to…she had home hospice care.”

      Candy swallowed hard as an unexpected rush of tears surged into her eyes. She drew in a shuddering breath and managed a smile, jamming back the waterworks by sheer force. The unexpectedness of her reaction took her off guard.

      “Sorry. I don’t usually dump my history in a person’s lap like that,” she said, keeping her gaze pinned on her whiskey.

      “Hey.” His voice rumbled again, but this time it held genuine warmth and concern. “It’s okay. I’m sorry to hear about your mother.”

      She was ready with another smile to prove she didn’t ache inside. “Thanks. It’s a little raw yet.”

      His wide shoulders made a subtle shrug. “Of course.” Behind those glasses his gaze was thoughtful and filled with compassion. “My Dad was killed in a construction accident when I was ten. I still grieve his loss sometimes. It hits me at weird times when I don’t expect it.”

      A lump stayed lodged in her throat and she nodded because she couldn’t squeeze a word out at first.

      She drew in a deep breath. “I’m so sorry about your father. That’s got to be hard for a little boy.”

      “It was. Mom was amazing, though. She held it together as best she could.”

      A comfortable silence formed. A slow song came over the speaker system and the lights lowered. Voices hushed a little under the melody’s seduction.

      “Would you like to dance?” he asked.

      She looked down at her ridiculously high heels. “Uh, these shoes aren’t made for dancing.”

      “What are they made for?” The low vibration in his voice was husky and soft.

      Um. Well. “Good question. Crazy fashion?”

      His gaze skimmed from her ankles up her legs. She’d worn a long sleeved, knee length red sweater dress that hugged her curves. She felt the sizzle as his attention finally landed on her face.

      “I don’t usually wear heels this high.” Candy shrugged. “I had a momentary aneurism when I bought these, I guess.”

      He smiled, and the grin was megawatt. “Dance with me. I won’t let you fall.”

      His grin was just too damned charming and filled with a little teasing and a side of appreciation. She shrugged. “Okay. What the hell.”

      Mike followed her onto the dance floor. As they eased into a tight spot, she flowed into his arms on instinct. He didn’t hold her close—he kept their distance formal. She placed her hand on his shoulder, and he cupped her waist and hand. As the music grew a little louder, she smiled up at him. Mike was tall. Even with her heels the top of her head only came level with his eyes. She drew in a deep breath and found his all-male scent a bit intoxicating. Right. It is just the whiskey. But one whiskey didn’t usually cause her to feel this giddy, and being this close to Mike Compton gave her a definite thrill she couldn’t explain. As they moved slowly, the love song’s sultry sound drew her nearer to Mike. She appreciated his formality, yet one part of her wondered what it would feel like to be held close in his arms. His big hands were so damned gentle on hers, yet she sensed a lot of leashed power within them. She caught site of Jessica and Arnie watching her, and Jessica gave her a thumbs up sign. Arnie had a big grin. For a half second she wondered if they’d set her up. Nah. Jessica wouldn’t do that. Would she? She had to know.

      “Did Jessica put you up to this?” she asked.

      He leaned in closer. His gaze was puzzled. “Put me up to what?”
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