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    Parris Island, South Carolina
May 10, 2012


    «My God, June, I think I’m going to faint!” exclaimed a theatrical, beautiful woman in her thirties with long brown hair streaked with honey-blonde highlights, partially shaded from the sun by the large red heart-shaped balloon she held in a trembling hand.


    June Garner turned her hazel eyes toward her twin sister and offered a teasing smile. May, her elder by a few minutes, was by nature excessive and demonstrative, so her emotions always came out in exaggerated fashion—especially when it came to her husband. After all, the reason they were standing in the middle of a military base, surrounded by a crowd of impatient and excited families, was to welcome Miguel Navarro, the incredibly sexy master sergeant May had married seven years earlier.


    “Come on, May, what will your husband think if you faint right in front of him after not seeing him for six months, huh?”


    “That’s just it—it’s been six months! What if he’s changed? What if he doesn’t find me attractive anymore? Who knows what he’s been through over there…”


    May began nervously chewing her matte-red lower lip, then turned an apprehensive look toward her twin. Her expressions were so amusing that June had to stifle a laugh.


    “You always worry over nothing! Miguel hasn’t changed, and neither have you. You still love each other like you did on day one.”


    “Yes, you’re right… aaah, June, there he is!”


    Suddenly, all apprehension left May’s body, replaced by an almost childlike excitement that raised her voice to a pitch that nearly pierced her sister’s eardrums—and those of her six-year-old son, Hugo. The boy, clinging to his mother’s hip like a holstered revolver, flinched as she impatiently grabbed his arm and pulled him along. In her enthusiastic rush, May let go of the balloon, which drifted naturally on the spring breeze.


    “May, your balloon! her twin shouted, but she didn’t hear. Oh, shoot!”


    Concerned about the balloon’s fate, June immediately chased after it. Seeing it rise, she made a little leap to catch the string it was tied to. In her brief sprint, she hadn’t paid much attention to her surroundings, so it was a surprise when she collided hard with a tall body—as solid and warm as sunbaked stones in the Mojave Desert.


    Oh!


    The impact stunned her, and she was still a bit dazed when an arm wrapped around her waist to steady her. A strong scent of verbena and lemon, mixed with the smell of warm sand, flooded her senses, making her imagine arid landscapes.


    It was unsettling.


    The young woman hadn’t yet identified the person she was unintentionally leaning against. Normally lively and agile—traits that served her well in her profession—she now seemed too distracted by that magnetic scent and warmth to collect herself.


    Damn it, snap out of it!


    “I’m sorry, ma’am, I wasn’t watching where I was going. I saw your balloon, but I didn’t have time to stop when you came my way…”


    Ma’am?


    June wasn’t used to being called that; even at thirty, people still mistook her for a teenager, especially in civilian clothes. But even more unusual to her ears was that deep voice, tinged with an accent she couldn’t quite place. It was as if small stones were tumbling in this stranger’s throat when he spoke with those guttural, almost Germanic tones. In any case, he didn’t sound local—just like her, since she was born and raised in California.


    “It’s nothing, June replied,” her voice less steady than usual.


    As she finished speaking, she lifted her head and met a pair of blue eyes—very light and intense, as mesmerizing as glacial ice, set deep beneath chestnut brows. That gaze had a clarity and depth that felt destabilizing; drowning in it seemed dangerously risky for any woman’s peace of mind. Not without feeling a shiver run down her spine, she hurried to step out of the stranger’s embrace—which felt far too comfortable. He didn’t try to hold her back and watched as she took two steps away.


    “I should have been watching where I was going,” she continued after a brief silence, her voice firmer now.


    The distance between them now allowed June to study her interlocutor more fully, and his appearance stirred her admiration—a reaction she wished she could sweep away. If she hadn’t been so focused on the balloon during her brief sprint, she surely would have noticed this tall, well-built man cinched into his camouflage uniform. He radiated a quiet strength and rare elegance, accentuated by his posture, his subtle smile, and the gentle movement of his short white hair. June’s gaze lingered on the top of his head; it was unusual to see a man in his prime with hair so white, but it must have been one of his mysterious physical traits, much like his faint accent.


    “I caught your balloon just in time. It would’ve been a shame to lose it…” he said, handing her the floating object, which she looked at again.


    “WELCOME, MY LOVE!” was written in gold letters—meant for Miguel, her brother-in-law. Too bad he hadn’t had the chance to read it before this stranger intercepted the message in his place.


    Suddenly realizing the weight of her words, now laid bare before this man with captivating blue eyes, June couldn’t help but blush like a schoolgirl. She felt she had made a blunder, and his faint smile only deepened her embarrassment.


    «…Because it’s a lovely gift for your husband,» he continued, and the young woman hastily snatched the string from his hands, her fingers brushing against his in the process.


    «I’m not waiting for my husband.»


    Her tone was curt, and she didn’t know why she felt compelled to tell him the truth. After all, what did it matter? She would never see him again.


    As if to soften her abruptness, she added more warmly:


    «Thank you for catching the balloon and… sorry for bumping into you.»


    «It’s nothing.»


    June thought she detected a note of gentleness in his slightly rough voice, and that detail, meant to soothe her, only made her more tense. She needed to get away from this man immediately and regain her legendary composure.


    «Goodbye, sir.»


    This time, she spoke with a neutral, controlled politeness.


    «Goodbye, ma’am.»


    The next moment, the young woman turned on her stylish white sneakers and walked away with a graceful, refined stride, the balloon floating above her head and her brown—almost auburn in the sunlight—hair swaying sensually in the air.


    This brief encounter had shaken John Arlington. Standing still in his Rangers gear, weighed down by the military pack he had carried throughout his mission in Iraq, he watched the beautiful stranger walk away toward other unknowns, feeling like a disjointed puppet. He was still struck by the lovely sight she had unknowingly given him. He had spotted her immediately in the crowd of soldiers and families the moment her red balloon escaped. Agile and delicate, she had dashed in his direction without seeing him and literally thrown herself into his arms, with the same passion as wives reuniting with their beloved soldiers after months apart. The impact of their collision had burned him to the core, as if he had caught a fiery comet in his arms.


    Yet she seemed the picture of softness, with her full lips, rebellious nose, round rosy cheeks set against a sun-kissed complexion, and silky cocoa-colored waves. Not to mention her doe-like eyes, slightly almond-shaped and fringed with long black lashes, a shade as deep as vine leaves, with flecks of brown that must widen with tears or in the rain. If you didn’t look closely, you might think her gaze was dark, when in reality it was luminous and nuanced.


    John was a keen observer with sharp instincts. This woman, who had the figure of a model, must be incredibly elegant in sophisticated attire. Just seeing how she elevated her simple outfit told him she would be breathtaking in a designer dress, perched on Manolo Blahnik mules. Because if he already found her alluring in her little khaki long-sleeved top, worn over a generous bust, paired with black muslin trousers that hugged her curved hips and elongated her already long legs, he would be left breathless seeing her in evening wear.


    But first, he would have to find her again to court her and invite her to a gala someday…


    Yet he could bet his entire fortune that she wouldn’t be enthusiastic about the idea. She seemed as closed off as an oyster, determined to hide the pearl she secretly guarded in the depths of her heart…


    And he was crazy to weave such thoughts after crossing paths with her for only a minute or two, all because of that damned heart-shaped balloon, which suddenly danced mockingly before his eyes, taunting him with words he no longer hoped to hear one day: «WELCOME, MY LOVE!»


    «Arlington!»


    A booming voice suddenly echoed behind the soldier, two or three meters away. John turned immediately and saw the imposing figure of his best friend, Sergeant Lenkov, nicknamed the Rottweiler of Parris Island among the recruits he trained with an iron fist. The stranger abruptly left his mind, and he broke into a delighted smile before approaching his friend. The two men embraced, then launched into an excited, disjointed dialogue. Clearly, they had much to catch up on since John’s deployment to Iraq ten months earlier.


    «Tell me, Arlington, you seemed to be in good company a moment ago,» Sergeant Lenkov whispered mischievously, his sharp, penetrating amber eyes seeming to read his thoughts.


    «A stranger who lost her balloon.»


    «Hmm… a heart-shaped balloon, with a lovely message.»


    «She must be romantic,» John replied, trying for a casual tone even as the coincidence still unsettled him—likely because he now felt the longing to be welcomed home by a woman after returning from war.


    «I suppose she’s waiting for her partner if she’s here.»


    I’m not waiting for my husband, she had said. But that didn’t rule out a boyfriend.


    «Possibly.»


    In an irrepressible impulse, John watched the stranger’s figure in the distance, still walking away toward some unknown man, then feeling his friend’s intense gaze on him, he looked back and said:


    «I’m glad to be home.»


    «I have a feeling this homecoming will open a new chapter in your life, Arlington,» the sergeant prophesied with an enigmatic air.
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    Savannah, Georgia
One week later


    Frustration and anger warred in John’s heart and mind as he stepped into one of the city’s most disreputable clubs, where his godson liked to meet his unsavory acquaintances. The atmosphere was smoky, loud, and the smells of tobacco, weed, and alcohol mingled to tickle his nostrils and turn his stomach. Even though he was accustomed to such environments, it never failed to dizzy and unsettle him.


    This place reeks of decay…


    The soldier slipped a hand into the pocket of his charcoal gray dress pants and pulled out a stick of licorice—a habit he’d kept from his former life among the Amish. Chewing on it was his way of easing his nerves, much like others smoked, ran, or meditated. The taste and scent of the licorice soothed him as he ventured deeper into the club in search of his godson. It didn’t take long to find him.


    Lukas was a seventeen-year-old teenager with a shaved head and a stocky build. His urban style made him blend in with his similarly scruffy and disheveled friends. Huddled around a pool table, drinking and smoking cannabis while occasionally leering at the girls dancing nearby to an electronic track—a true auditory torture for John—they looked like a pack of listless, disconnected wild animals.


    Watching the scene, John felt his anger swell. He strode purposefully toward them, his dark, powerful frame drawing curious glances. With his modern dandy elegance, he clearly didn’t fit the style of the establishment or its regulars.


    Lukas was the son of Sarah Newman, his best friend and once his fiancée when they both still belonged to the Amish community. Their engagement had lasted only a few months and was never consummated. It had been little more than a formality for their families before the young couple decided to venture into the modern world. While John had met General Arlington at eighteen, becoming his adopted son a year later, Sarah had met a young doctor who married her a few years after and gave her a son: Lukas.


    John and Sarah had never lost touch after leaving the Amish, remaining important figures in each other’s lives. To the soldier, Lukas was like a son, and he made an effort to be present in the boy’s life, especially since the death of his real father. He cared deeply for him and felt responsible for his happiness and integrity in society, which was why discovering him in this grim club among drugged and toxic lowlifes infuriated him.


    What a fool!


    It was time for John to intervene. And if he had to use force to bring his godson home, he would do so without hesitation. That was how rebels were corrected.


    With a sharp motion, he removed the licorice stick from his mouth, held it in his hand, and stopped before the group of youths.


    “Lukas!” John called out authoritatively.


    The addressed teen, slouched in a leather chair with a joint at his lips, jolted at the sight of the tall figure now standing before him and his friends.


    “Godfather?” the teenager choked out, his eyes wide and red from the weed. “What… what are you doing here?”


    With a stern gaze and lips tight with irritation, John studied his godson at length, and Lukas was immediately flooded with shame. If there was one person he hated disappointing in this world, it was this man—this soldier he saw as a hero, yet who sometimes seemed too perfect, too irreproachable, his exemplary image reflecting back Lukas’s own weaknesses and flaws all the more harshly.


    To gather himself, Lukas awkwardly straightened in his chair and stubbed out the joint in an ashtray on the coffee table in front of him.


    “I came to take you home, Lukas.”


    Though John was usually cordial in all circumstances and proverbially calm, he now spoke with an icy relentlessness that hinted at a rage barely held in check should his orders be challenged.


    “But… I… I can’t.”


    “You’re going to get up without arguing, Lukas, and follow me home to your mother. She’s extremely worried.”


    The teenager flushed, growing even more ashamed in front of his godfather and of his mother, whom he’d been tormenting out of foolishness. He knew he couldn’t oppose his godfather’s determination and annoyance, and despite the snickers now hissing behind him, he rose from his seat looking sheepish and prepared to follow John—until the gang leader, nicknamed Mojito, abruptly left his own seat and stepped forward.


    “Hey! Old man! What the hell are you doing here? And who even are you?”


    Old man?


    John turned his head and took in a tall, muscular, shaven-headed guy, tattooed to the scalp, with pierced ears, Latino features, and maybe twenty-five years old, swaggering toward him with an arrogant gait. Just another little punk.


    The soldier didn’t appreciate his interlocutor’s insolent sneer and felt his fists itch with the urge to teach him a lesson. He already knew that with a few moves, this guy would be out cold.


    “If I were you, I’d avoid asking that,” John retorted bluntly before putting the licorice stick back in his mouth, as if chewing on his exasperation.


    The other let out a mocking hiss and stepped even closer, stopping just inches from the Marine. The two men were equally tall and similarly built, but Mojito didn’t seem to grasp what kind of animal lay dormant in John when he was on edge. Besides, John wasn’t the least bit intimidated by this little thug, who was likely waiting for a chance to pull the pocketknife he’d hidden in the back pocket of his baggy pants to threaten him. John’s eyes missed nothing, and he’d spotted the blade seconds earlier.


    “Listen, man, I don’t think you get that you’re on my turf here. So when I ask you a question, you give me the answer I want. And most of all, you leave my guests alone,” Mojito said aggressively. Now get lost.


    A smirk curved John’s lips, irritating Mojito further. You only had to see the furrow of his dark brows and the bitter twist of his full mouth to guess his anger was mounting—he was hot-blooded, proud, and couldn’t stand the slightest opposition.


    In silence, under the curious gazes of the youths, the soldier removed the licorice stick from his mouth, pulled a tissue from his pants pocket to wrap it in, and tucked it back where he’d originally kept it. The next moment, he countered in a voice so sharp it could have cut through the surrounding smog:


    “Listen, boy, I don’t think you know who you’re dealing with. If you don’t want trouble, stay away from Lukas. Understood?”


    First offended by the tone, Mojito’s face darkened, then a devilish laugh shook him as he searched for a retort. But his aggressive temper wiped all words from his mind and drove him to swiftly draw the pocketknife from his back pocket. Threatening, he brandished it under John’s throat, spitting:


    “I’ll tell you one last time: get out of here, you son of a bitch.”


    As proud as an oak tree dotting the landscape, John didn’t even flinch at the sight of the gleaming blade. His military career had brought him face to face with far more bloodthirsty and dangerous rivals than this low-level thug, and he almost felt sorry for him, knowing what awaited if this confrontation continued.


    So, in a deceptively calm tone, John advised him:


    “Put that knife away, kid. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”


    That was the final spark that ignited the fiery rage in Mojito’s eyes and set his uncontrolled movements ablaze. With an angry cry, he swung his armed fist toward John, but the latter countered with an extremely effective and painful arm lock. There was a second cry and more blows. Lukas grew frightened and called out to his godfather, hoping to reason with him, but by then other young men had already gathered around the two fighters to aid Mojito.


    “You’re gonna pay for this!” the gang leader howled, curled up in pain on the floor, as two of his companions dared to attack his opponent.


    John growled under his breath. He hadn’t really come here to fight, especially since he was wearing one of his favorite outfits and didn’t want to ruin it, but once he got going, it was hard to stop—especially since he’d been brimming with a dark energy lately—call it “frustration”—and he needed to let it out. Even if it meant roughing up a few coked-up brats.


    “Godfather!” he heard shouted through the smoke, the noise, and the blows.


    But he was too focused on the two guys trying to intimidate him with a broken glass bottle and a wooden chair. How many beatings had he endured among the Amish, and then in the military, among men far fiercer and stronger than these? In the past, his body had been battered so many times that with each healing, it came back tougher and more resilient. So it wasn’t this pathetic glass bottle and this sorry excuse for a chair that would take him down.


    Despite himself, a mocking laugh shook him at the sight of his attackers’ clumsy posture, and soon they met the same fate as their leader. It was quick and efficient. The two were brought down with a few well-placed hits, and amid groans of pain and curses, they now writhed like worms on the club’s cold tiles, calling for revenge.


    “When an elder speaks to you, you’re expected to show respect,” he moralized in an ironic tone, straightening his understated yet terribly chic outfit, then smoothing his white hair.


    A few muffled insults and dark glares shot back at him.


    John paid them no mind; he didn’t want to linger and was eager to get his godson back to his mother. But his wishes didn’t seem to be shared. As he massaged his fists and moved toward Lukas to leave, two strong arms treacherously grabbed his shoulders and slammed him against the pool table with such force he thought it might give way under his weight.


    Ouch!


    Despite the surprise and impact, John immediately recovered to face his assailant and saw a hulking man with very dark skin and gold-capped teeth, who seemed determined to pulp him. He hadn’t noticed that one.


    The atmosphere was hazy, the lighting dim, not to mention the dizzying smell of burnt herbs, but it took more than that to unsettle John. He anticipated the giant’s movements and rolled across the table, avoiding the impact of his punch. It was so brutal that the giant’s fist embedded itself in the wood, drawing a roar of mingled pain and frustration. The soldier took the chance to get fully back on his feet, his back numb, breath shortened, senses on high alert. When the giant rose to his full height, John truly grasped the power of his body, greater than his own, and swallowed hard as a wilder surge of adrenaline and stress took hold.


    This fight promised to be very interesting.


    John had to think about the smartest posture to adopt, because when an opponent was stronger, you had to use tricks and break their mental focus so their physical strength waned quickly. Sure, he was strong, cunning, and fast—especially since martial arts held no secrets for him—but a combat strategy was essential to gain the upper hand.


    A hundred ideas raced through his head as he deliberately dodged the giant’s attacks, before still being swept into yet another scuffle that caused a trail of destruction. Between blows given and taken, chairs, tables, glasses, and unidentified objects toppled in their wake, drawing an ever-growing crowd. After a while, the giant weakened under the soldier’s maneuvers, but he had so much reserve strength that fighting him was exhausting.


    He’s unbreakable…


    In the fray, John had a moment of inattention and took a punch to the face that sent him reeling backward, landing on an overturned chair. The wooden legs struck his back and pelvis, wrenching a groan of pain from him. His body and head were on fire, but thankfully his combat training had been rigorous, and he knew how to ignore physical pain to counterattack immediately.


    A stream of curses filled the air as he rose to charge his opponent like a bull in a corrida. A fog of shouts clouded his mind just as he felt the giant collapse to the floor, dragging him down in the fall. It was punctuated by whistles.


    “STOP!” a woman suddenly shouted.


    The order stopped neither John nor his opponent. Blows continued to rain down as more whistles buzzed around them.


    “POLICE, I ORDER YOU TO STOP!”


    Once again, the order seemed to fall on deaf ears. With John slumped over his adversary, he was the first to be forcibly yanked backward by four arms, then slammed violently against the adjacent wall, his arms twisted behind his back as handcuffs were deftly snapped onto his wrists.


    Though John’s senses were a bit muddled by the ringing still polluting his brain, the sweat dampening his eyes, and the blood trickling from his injured nose, it didn’t stop him from perceiving a woman’s presence behind him. He’d only heard her commanding voice and felt the pressure of her hands on his arms and around his wrists, but the delicacy of her fingers alerted him. Blindfolded, he would have attributed those fine hands to a Chinese empress, yet these were the same hands that had gripped him forcefully, pinned him against the wall, and cuffed him. And that contrast intrigued him.


    “You’re arresting me?” he asked in his gravelly voice as she prompted him to turn on his heels to face her.


    “We’re taking you in for…”


    The policewoman fell suddenly silent when John turned to her, revealing his injured face. As for him, he froze in a mix of surprise and dread under a hazel, sharp-eyed gaze that was not unfamiliar.


    A silence settled between them, stretching through time and space, as if they’d been struck by lightning and stripped of their physical and mental faculties. They looked like two unplugged robots, caught in a dazed contemplation of each other.


    The beautiful woman with the balloon, John thought, deeply embarrassed by the situation.


    He would certainly have fainted right then and there if it could spare him the shame of the moment, but that would only worsen his already… delicate position. And besides, a Marine doesn’t faint!


    Why, out of the entire state of Georgia—especially since he lived in South Carolina—did he have to be arrested by her? And to think he’d imagined her as a seamstress, a top model, or even a dolphin trainer… but not a cop!


    “You… the Marine?” the policewoman finally asked, looking shocked.


    Yes, me, the Marine.


    John didn’t know where to hide; clearly, she’d trapped him with her handcuffs, and it was now impossible to escape her piercing gaze.


    Honestly, fate was subjecting him to the greatest humiliation of his life.


    Damn coincidence.


    “I have to admit, I prefer you with your heart-shaped balloon…” he grumbled. “You seemed… less brutal.”


    In response, she shot him a dark look, then opened her beautiful, full lips to utter this phrase in a tone as sharp as the click of the cuffs locking around his skin:


    “And you seemed more civilized in your uniform.”
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    “What? You two know each other?” asked one of the two men who had just subdued the giant, sounding surprised.


    June turned her head toward her partner, Lieutenant Jeremiah Fisher, a sturdy, medium-built Jamaican man in his thirties, as sharp as the oldest fox. He’d known his partner for so long—she’d even been his best woman at his wedding—that he could instantly tell when she was flustered. And this handsome, white-haired man dressed like James Bond clearly wasn’t leaving her indifferent; you could see it in the way she blushed while looking at him… though June Garner was used to arresting good-looking specimens, this was the first time he’d seen her as flustered as a schoolgirl… well, since the death of Keith, her late husband…


    “We don’t know each other, we just crossed paths a little while ago,” she finally replied, annoyed.


    “Apparently, tonight we’ll get to know each other better…” John continued, ironic, as he read the name engraved on the small golden rectangular badge pinned to the policewoman’s navy blue shirt. Sergeant Garner.


    She shot him a glare, and John felt a jolt of sadistic pleasure—maybe because he found her incredibly attractive with that threatening look on her face. Besides, she wore no trace of makeup, just a bit of lip balm, and had her hair tied in a ponytail, with a stray strand tucked behind her right ear. A very subtle scent clung to her uniform, nothing overpowering like the most famous perfumes.


    Sure, her job as a police officer didn’t allow for much flair, but John guessed this woman did the bare minimum to look presentable—and yet, she was strikingly beautiful in a natural way. She had a mouth to die for, velvet eyes under a pair of fine, naturally well-shaped eyebrows, and an adorable nose. Looking closer, she strongly resembled Jessica Biel in the movie Stealth.


    “If I were you, I’d drop the sarcastic tone,” she informed him, grabbing him by the forearm to lead him toward the club’s exit.


    John took the chance to scan his surroundings and noticed there were four police officers in total, Sergeant Garner included. Her three colleagues were dealing with the giant, Mojito, and the two guys who’d tried to jump him, while some of the younger crowd had fled and the rest stood frozen by the forceful intervention. Among them was Lukas, powerless as he watched his godfather get hauled away because of him.


    “Godfather?” the teenager ventured, approaching John and the officer. “You… my God, I’m sorry… I didn’t mean for things to go this way…”


    Lukas broke off, stumbling over apologies, but the soldier wasn’t in the mood to forgive him just yet and replied coldly:


    “Go straight home to your mother, Lukas. We’ll talk about this later.”


    “Yes, later. You can reflect on that upcoming conversation in a holding cell,” June cut in, quickening her pace, unwilling to waste any more time here.


    “I’m not even drunk!”


    “Only the breathalyzer will tell. And even then, you need a good night in a cell for your actions tonight.”


    John didn’t reply to that, and after shooting one last look at his godson, he let himself be led to the police car, its blue lights still flashing. Though he chose to stay silent, he couldn’t stop his eyes from drifting over the young woman’s body, admiring her curves. She was tall and well-proportioned, with just the right shape in all the right places, and under her form-fitting navy blue pants, her rounded backside stood out beautifully.


    She must have had a naturally great figure, but her active lifestyle and the exercise she surely did to stay in shape only enhanced it.


    How it must feel to…


    “What are you staring at?”


    The officer’s slightly aggressive tone made him jump, and his eyes darted upward at lightning speed to meet hers. Under the flashing lights, hers had a light green tint, while his own probably looked even bluer than usual.


    Sergeant Garner’s narrowed gaze made him put on a falsely offended air, and he said:


    “Nothing… absolutely nothing.”


    As she opened the door to usher him into the back seat, his gaze lingered a moment longer on her strong-featured face and he noticed the blood still trickling from his nose. Normally, that wouldn’t have bothered her, but in her ten years on the job, she’d learned to tell the good from the bad, and in this case, her instinct told her this man, this marine, hadn’t started the fight for fun or on his own. He’d probably been defending himself or protecting someone… most likely, the teenager.


    Moved by a sudden wave of compassion, she held John back by the arm as he tried to get into the vehicle.


    “Wait.”


    The soldier obeyed and watched as she pulled a tissue from her pants pocket, tore off a piece, rolled it into a cone shape, and then gently wiped the trickle of blood from his left nostril, making him look both foolish and wild. Next, she softly plugged the same nostril with the little paper cone.


    Of course, given the situation, John couldn’t help feeling ridiculous. But that small “caring” gesture made his heart beat faster—he could suddenly feel it pounding in his temples, then in his stomach. It was strange to feel his heart beating all over… still, there was really nothing special about it. Okay, maybe not every police officer stuck a makeshift plug in the bloody noses of the guys they arrested, but it wasn’t exactly extraordinary either.


    “Thank you, he said gratefully.”


    “It’s to keep the seat clean, she lied.”


    That simple reply shattered any doubts about her “caring” gesture, and John heard a little sulky grumble in his head.


    “Of course, given the budget you put into these cars, we wouldn’t want to stain them.”


    And there it was. When you couldn’t keep your sarcasm to yourself, you always earned dark looks. Beautiful, but dark.


    The next moment, John was sitting in the back of the police car, handcuffed, face bruised, and his mind now plagued with worries. How—and with whom—would Lukas get home? And what would become of his precious “Caroline,” his beautiful Jaguar E-Type parked outside this shabby club?


    If they damage it, I’ll come back and burn this shithole to the ground. At least it’ll give me a chance to see the lovely Sergeant Garner again, he mused silently.


    ***


    “You’re Lieutenant Colonel Arlington?” June asked, slightly surprised, holding John’s military ID in her elegant hands.


    They had been at the Savannah police station for nearly thirty minutes, and she studied him with scientific precision from behind her impeccably tidy desk. John sat in the chair opposite her, his hands now free and his face fully cleaned, though the small bruises marring his skin and the bloodstains on the collar of his white shirt still spoke of the recent brawl. His body ached all over—the giant hadn’t held back—yet he managed to maintain a dignified, almost regal posture that secretly drew the police officer’s admiration.


    “Surprised I’m a senior officer?”


    Not at all. This man had all the hallmarks of a United States Marine Corps senior officer: distinction, confidence, maybe even a touch of arrogance… she


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
OEBPS/image/couv.jpg
ARRIA ROMANO







