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      Changing Tides series

      “Recommended for contemporary romance fans who appreciate strong female leads, handsome naval officers, and a dog playing matchmaker.” — Library Journal

      "Love Runs Deep is her finest work to date." Slick, Guilty Pleasures

      Camden Point Mystery series

      “Gail Chianese explodes onto the paranormal romantic mystery scene with a slow-burn, second-chance romance that readers of the genre are sure to love!” — Elicia Hyder, bestselling author of The Soul Summoner series

      “In Gail Chianese’s mystery, Tell Me Lies, the characters are fresh, the plot is complex, and the readers will definitely savor the piquantly sweet sex scenes. But it’s the side-splittingly hilarious banter between Lexie and her best friend and agency partner, Kat Jones, that is the frothy icing on this multi-layered whodunit.” — Josie Brown, author, The Housewife Assassin’s Handbook series

      West Side Romance series

      “Convincing characters, hot love scenes, and emotional depth.”— Library Journal on Bachelorette for Sale (starred review)

      “This book will make your heart smile.” —Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author

      “This book lives up to the promise of its title: playful, sweet, sexy and fun.”— Jamie Beck, Wall Street Journal and USA Today bestselling author

      “Gail Chianese is a spunky, spirited, and sassy new voice in contemporary romance with a series destined for the keeper shelf!”— Roxanne St. Claire, New York Times bestselling author

      “The West Side Romance series is like the perfect pick-me-up latte—hot and steamy, with a layer of frothy fun on the top!”— Jessica Andersen, New York Times bestselling author

      “Engaging and down-to-earth…features characters readers can root for.” — Library Journal
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      Music pounded in her ears and chest. Smoke filled the air, stinging her eyes. The smell of sweat and stale beer tickled her noise and Lieutenant Lily “Nic” Riley couldn’t be happier. After weeks of study in preparation for life on a submarine, she and her fellow female officers had not only survived fire training, but also the wet trainer. Having twenty thousand gallons of water pumped into a small, enclosed space and then sticking a hood over her face had been almost more than she could handle. In the end, she proved her father wrong. She could take it like a man.

      “Let’s pray we never have to go out the escape trunk in real life. Y’all, I almost lost it right there.” Cherise Johnson’s slow southern drawl dragged the sentence out.

      “Really?” Lindsey Pratt looked from Cherise to Nic and back. “I thought it was killer fun. Sure, beats tipping cows in Nowhereville, Kansas.”

      “I’m with Cherise, once was more than enough.” Nic raised her glass. “A toast to us, the future rock stars of the Navy and for kicking butt during training.”

      The three tapped the rims of their glasses together before taking sips of their drinks, or in Lindsey’s case, downing half the bottle. They made an interesting and contrasting trio. Cherise with her close-cropped curls, curve-hugging dress, stilettos, and don’t-mess-with-me face. It wasn’t that she wasn’t nice. She simply kept people at a distance. Lindsey, who had burned her good girl clothes the minute she boarded the bus for boot camp, wore leggings, knee-high boots, and a slinky top that was only held up by her double D’s. Her blond, out-of-control curls fit Linds’s personality. Both friends made Nic’s outfit look very girl next door. Even her waist-length brownish-black hair hung straight as a stick.

      In normal life, chances were low the three of them would have crossed paths, but the Navy had a way of bringing people together, of creating bonds stronger than blood and flesh. While Nic and Cherise had served together aboard the USS Ronald Reagan a few years back, they didn’t meet up with Linds, who was brand new to the Navy, until sub school.

      They’d ditched the base as soon as liberty hit, heading north and away from fellow squids and prying eyes. Being the only Navy brat in the group, Nic was familiar with New England and picked Boston as their destination.

      New York would have been fun, if it hadn’t been Fleet Week. All she wanted was a weekend of fun where she could forget she was the Vice Admiral’s daughter.

      “Just think, in five days we’ll report to our first boats. One hundred and forty men and me. Sounds like heaven.” Lindsey took another drink of her beer and looked around.

      “Um, Lindsey, you know you can’t date the men on your boat, right?” Cherise, ever the practical one, pointed out the bad news to their man-crazed friend. “Fraternization?”

      “Nic, tell me she’s joshing.”

      “Technically, it’s only against the rules if he’s either over you or under you,” Nic replied.

      “Well, those are my favorite positions.” Lindsey winked. “But man, does that suck the fun out of the whole deal. Guess we better get our fill tonight to hold us over. And Lordy, we’ve got some mighty fine selections to choose from.”

      Nic let her gaze travel around the bar. She’d picked this place on the recommendation of a friend who had lived in the area specifically because said friend had promised it wasn’t popular with the military crowd. The men-to-women ratio was in their favor. Not that she was looking to get laid like Lindsey, but it would be nice to let her hair down and have a little fun.

      “Pick up a guy from a bar?” Cherise’s stiff posture and snippy tone sent Lindsey sliding off her stool. “No way. I’ll pass. My mom would roll in her grave—if she were dead.  Plus, he could be a psychopath.”

      “Whatever. I joined the Navy to get a life and get away from my father’s preaching. I don’t need you taking up the mantle for him.” Lindsey went and stood at the bar, her back to her friends, head held high.

      “Cherise, don’t you think that came out a little harsh?”

      This was not what Nic wanted, to play the mediator, but she wanted to cut the tension and get back to relaxing. Once they reported aboard their respective boats it would be nothing but hard work and her focus would be strictly on business.

      “Maybe, but that’s all she talks about—men and sex. Some of us weren’t raised that way.”

      “Neither was Linds, you know that. She’s filling a void. Her boyfriend broke up with her last week. Do me a favor?” She reached out and gave Cherise’s arm a squeeze. “Go easy on her tonight.”

      Cherise nodded. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, she’s kept it quiet. I just happened along at the right time.”

      Lindsey came bouncing back to the table with a fresh round of drinks for all. “Nic, check your six. You’ve got an admirer.”

      Grabbing her phone, Nic slid off her stool and went around the table to stand in between her friends where she could get a good look. She held the phone up, reversed the camera, enlarged the screen and hit the button. While she was at it, she took a second picture, this time of the three of them. Going back to her seat, she brought up the first shot and checked out the guy in question.

      One look had her pulse kicking in.

      He looked like trouble with a capital T.

      The kind of guy who could break a girl’s heart without even knowing it.

      Good looking in a rakish-sort of way. Light eyes. Maybe blue, maybe gray? She was a sucker for light eyes. High, sharp cheekbones, a couple days’ worth of growth along the jaw line and framing his mouth, which drew her attention to his lips. His very kissable lips. Fit, but with his messy, long chestnut brown hair there was no way he was military. Meaning he was a perfect choice.

      Should she be interested.

      Which she wasn’t sure if she was or not.

      Linds wasn’t the only one who had wounds to lick, although Nic had dumped her boyfriend, not the other way around. It had been over for a year, not a week like her friend’s relationship, and she couldn’t say she’d been bitter about the break-up. More like relieved, which told her she hadn’t been in love. Thank goodness since Mark had the emotional maturity of a thirteen-year-old and the staying power of cheap glue.

      The whole thing did make her question her ability to feel deep emotions, because she always picked guys like him. Guys who seemed great at first, loved to have a good time, who everyone loved, made everyone laugh and yet, couldn’t see past the end of the day to plan for tomorrow, much less the future.

      The music broke and deep, masculine laughter rumbled through the room, dragging every woman’s attention in the place to the men at the pool table. Mr. Smooth’s hand clamped down on his buddy’s shoulder before stepping away to allow the man to take his shot.

      He lifted his head as he brought the frosty beer to his mouth, eyes locked on to Nic and in that moment the world around her slowed. Her breath caught in the back of her throat as heat rushed her cheeks.

      The corners of his mouth slipped upward right before he saluted her with his bottle and took a long pull, eyes never releasing her.

      She broke first, turning back to her friends.

      Linds grinned like a damn fool and Cherise sat with her mouth hanging open.

      “What?” Nic didn’t wait for them to answer. She took the last swallow of her Chambord and soda to moisten her desert-dry mouth and stalked off to the bathroom to splash cold water over the back of her wrists.

      Holy guacamole. She needed more than cold water after that smoldering look, more like a time-out on an iceberg. Desire raced through her body. Images of the two of them together—naked, breathing each other in, eyes locked, sheets twisted—turned her pale skin bright pink.

      Thank goodness for bar lighting. Since she didn’t see any handy icebergs, she grabbed a paper towel, ran it under ice cold water and placed it on the back of her neck.

      What the heck was up with her? It took more than a pretty face to turn her to mush. She needed a guy with a sense of humor, a personality, and brains, which is why even though she’d succumbed to Mark’s soulful brown eyes, she’d hadn’t fallen. Okay, she’d admit his rockin’ hot bod had helped, but that was kind of expected when the guy’s a Navy SEAL.

      Still, she knew better. After all, she also had two older, good-looking brothers and had watched friend after friend fall for them, only to be crushed when Ian and Reece looked the other way.

      As her body temp cooled down, Nic shoved thoughts of the past and the future away. Deep contemplation of her future or past wasn’t for tonight. Nothing could be done about the one and the other wasn’t here yet. Nope, tonight was all about fun, hanging with her girls, and living in the moment.

      Making her way back to the table, she let her gaze linger on the men around the pool table. Mr. Smooth currently had his backside to her as he bent over the table to take a shot.

      Not bad.

      As if he felt her gaze on him, he looked over his shoulder. One corner of his mouth lifted in a caught-you smile. Then he turned away and took his shot, sending his ball into the opposite pocket.

      Impressive. The shot and his backside.

      She left him to his game and joined her friends, who had played musical chairs, putting her in the perfect spot to see and be seen by him.

      Both Lindsey and Cherise grinned like loons and there were three fresh drinks on the table. Looks like one of them had a goal to get drunk tonight.

      “Uh, guys thanks for the drink, but I’m not sure I want another yet.” Nic twirled the ice around in her glass. At least it’d give her something to focus on other than a certain guy. Or not. An image of Mr. Smooth teasing her body with an ice cube had her shifting in her seat.

      “We didn’t order them.” Lindsey’s smile twinkled with mischief.

      “Nope,” Cherise chimed in. “These are from your admirer. Not that you have to do anything about it, but it is nice to be noticed once in a while.”

      Nic looked to each of her friends, to her drink, and, finally, across the room. Mr. Smooth lifted his beer in a salute, which she acknowledged with a smile and a nod.

      “Suppose we should go over and thank him,” Lindsey mused out loud.

      “It is the proper thing to do.” Cherise’s pinched face didn’t match her words, probably worrying again that the men at the pool table were serial killers or something.

      “I wonder if his friend could teach me how to play,” Linds asked.

      Right. The chances were high that Lindsey wasn’t talking billiards. Whatever; the girl deserved a fun night out as much as the rest. Even if she’d been the type to judge, Nic was in no place to do so. Something about glass houses and throwing stones.

      She hesitated. It had been a while since she’d played the flirt game. What if she didn’t remember how? Or what if he really was a psychopath? Or worse, the one? If she didn’t go over, she knew Lindsey would nag about wasted opportunity and Cherise would fret about proper protocol until she gave in and talked to the guy. Ugh. Fine. The things she did for friends.

      Nic took a couple of minutes to calm the bouncing bumble in her stomach before walking over. She stopped next to a pillar by the pool table, out of range of getting rammed with a cue stick. It was Mr. Smooth’s turn to shoot. He had his back to her where she quietly admired his form as he slid the cue through his fingers slow and steady. Feeling a little stalkerish, she cleared her throat. Not once did he look over his shoulder at her. The guy had focus, that’s for sure.
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        * * *

      

      Kyle Hutchinson hadn’t started the day with any plans other than getting the hell away from home as fast as a commercial jet could fly. Five days with his family was more than he could take. One minute more of listening to his dad rag on him about taking care of him and his mom or being there for his dumbass brothers and he’d explode. Regardless of what his old man said, he wasn’t running away from his responsibilities.

      Hadn’t he taken leave and flown home the second he’d gotten word about his mom’s heart attack? Didn’t he send home money every month to make sure the rent got paid? Of course, if the dipshit twins, Keith and Kenny, would get jobs, his mom could cut back her hours. Just because Kyle chose to show his support from afar, didn’t make him a cold-hearted bastard.

      He knew not to let the barbs sink in, that he should be more than used to the comments and verbal slashing, but ten hours later and his dad’s parting words still stung like a fresh wound with saltwater rushing over the raw flesh.

      The plan hadn’t been to stay in Boston, but when the guys picked him up at the airport, they took one look at his sorry face and changed their minds. They grabbed a couple of rooms next to a bar that offered cheap drinks and free pool.

      He didn’t have to report back into the command until Monday morning. Then it would be all work, in prep for their six-month deployment. They’d have very little downtime underway. One hundred and eighty days of playing hide and seek with the enemy.

      They’d also have no female companionship either, but he wasn’t looking to get laid. Not that he had anything against sex. Then again, if opportunity knocked, it would be hard not to answer.

      This would be their last chance to let loose. Once they left, that was it. No port calls. Just him, and one hundred and thirty-nine of his closest buds all packed tight in a sardine can listening to the whales sing, fish poop, and spying on their enemies.

      And he’d love every minute of it.

      When his buddy, Bryant Gatlin, pointed out the women, Kyle had originally dismissed them, until she turned her head. He wouldn’t describe her as pretty, at least not in the traditional sense. More like striking. Almond eyes, full lush lips, dark slashing brows that didn’t fit with her slim face and creamy pale complexion. She was intriguing.

      He could have gone on ignoring her too, except for that moment. If he hadn’t looked up and caught the hungry yet wary look in her eyes, seen the flare of attraction when she met his gaze, he could have gone back to his game. Her instant dismissal piqued his curiosity. She dressed like she was heading out for a weekend picnic—flat shoes, short pants and a T-shirt that hung loose on her frame. A sort of don’t-see-me vibe, comfortable, casual but not the type to draw attention—rather than a woman on the prowl in a Boston bar. Maybe they had driven in from the Cape for a night of excitement? Yet, by the look of her two friends, who were dressed to impress, that didn’t ring true for him. Curiosity got the best of him. He went against his better judgment and bought a round of drinks for the ladies hoping she’d come over to say thanks.

      The three stopped short of getting in the way of his game and waited. He sunk the eight ball and held out a hand to his buddy, Mace Havers.

      “Ladies, care to join us in a game? Mace, here, is on a losing streak and could use some help.” Kyle pocketed the twenty that had been the wager between the two of them and held out the cue stick.

      “Only if I wanted to make money by betting against myself, but thanks for the offer and the drink.” She introduced her friends and self. Nic. He didn’t know why the shorter version, of what probably was Nicole, fit her better. A no-nonsense, no-drama type name.

      He didn’t need more drama in his life.

      He liked her warm voice and the tilt of her head, confident with a touch of humor flashing in her eyes. She was short, but he’d bet she could hold her own. The pièce de résistance was the sprinkling of freckles across her nose and over her cheeks.

      He’d always been a sucker for freckles.

      “Trust me, you can’t be anywhere as bad as Mace.” He offered up the cue to prove his faith.

      She smiled and shook her head as she slid onto a nearby stool.

      The petite blonde, Lindsey, looked to Mace before answering. “I’ve played a little before. I’ll partner with you.”

      “Count me out. I’m more of a darts girl,” Cherise, the tall black woman said.

      “Well, looks like I’m stuck with Bryant as a partner.” Kyle let out an exasperated sigh. “Guy can’t shoot straight to save his life.”

      The third member of their party walked up in time to hear his comment. “Right, Hutch. Run with that, but we know the truth,” Bryant said.

      “He says that now, but I’m not the one who prematurely shot his last ball.” Kyle winked at the woman before gesturing to Mace to go ahead and rack ‘em.

      “Whatever. I’ll pass on this round. I’m going to see if I can get my ass kicked in darts too, just to round out the weekend humiliation,” Bryant said.

      “Looks like I’m without a partner now.” He looked Nic’s way, smiling as he held out the cue to her.

      She laughed and pushed it away. “Trust me. You’d be better off flying solo on this mission.”

      “Come on, Nic. Play with us,” her friend urged.

      Nic bit down on her lip, eyeing the pool table like the outcome of the game would determine her success in life. He shook his head and moved to stand next to her leaning against the pillar.

      “It’s fine. We can sit this round out. We can join Bryant and your friend at darts, or try our hand at ax throwing. Or we can just sit here and talk?” He didn’t really care, he just wanted to get to know her and have a little fun.

      He tossed Mace the stick and told them to play without him. He and Nic had barely gotten started when his phone rang. He excused himself and headed outside to take the call. He hit the Talk button.

      “Mom, is everything okay?”

      He listened to his mom ramble about how much she missed him already, how she wished he would come home to stay but knew his naval career was important to him.

      “Don’t let your father’s words drive you away. You know he doesn’t mean anything he says.”

      “Already forgotten and you’re supposed to be resting. Not stressing about me. Thankfully it was only a mild attack this time. I’ll call you when we return home, but if you need me before then, you’ve got the contact numbers. Love you, Mom.”

      As he headed back inside, he put thoughts of his family out of his mind. He’d worry about his mom the whole underway, but he’d left both her and her doctor a list of names of people who could get a message to him in case of an emergency. It was the best he could do for now.

      Mace and the blonde were laughing over something at the pool table. Bryant and Cherise were deep into a game of darts. Still perched on the barstool, sat… Well damn.

      There went his plans for the night. Not that he’d planned to get laid, but given the option to hang with the guys or a beautiful woman, he’d taken option B every time. Seemed like he wasn’t the only one either, as Nic wasn’t alone anymore.

      Guess he’d read her wrong, because he thought he’d sensed a reciprocated interest.

      Based on the way the college boy was all up in her space and she didn’t seem to be putting up a fight, he’d misjudged her interest.

      You snooze, you lose. Damn, definitely a loss for me.

      He knew he wasn’t God’s gift to women—that would be Bryant—but he was usually good at reading body language and facial cues, especially from the opposite sex. He’d have to brush up on his skills, but for now it didn’t really matter, as he wasn’t looking for a long-term deal. Kyle started to walk past. Then stopped when he noted her rigid posture, clenched jaw, and the defensive position of her hands. The guy probably didn’t know it, but it looked like he was about to get a good right hook to the face.

      “Come on baby, just one drink.”

      “No, thanks. I’m not interested.” She punctuated each word before meeting Kyle’s gaze.

      “You need to loosen up. I got what you need right here.” The college kid grabbed her hand and shoved it against his crotch.

      She ripped her hand away as Kyle stepped up, pushing his way in between the two. “Beat it, pal. The lady said no.”

      The jerk took a step back and eyed Kyle from head to toe before crossing his arms in front of him and sneering. “Yeah, what are you? Her boyfriend or something?”

      “We’ll go with something. Like a guy who’s had a hard week and wouldn’t mind finding a release.” Kyle edged in closer, getting in the guy’s face and invading his private space like he’d done to Nic.

      The guy stared him down, then glanced over his shoulder before bringing his attention back to Kyle. “Hey, if uptight teases are your deal, she’s all yours.”

      Kyle watched as the guy sauntered away and turned around only when the loudmouth had rejoined his buddies at the bar.

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue,” Nic said.

      “I get the feeling he’s the one who should say thanks.”

      Her smile kicked up a notch. “Really? Why is that?”

      “You might be little, but I think you could have kicked his ass. Then what? The bartender would have had to toss you out and I’d never even get a chance to dance with you.”

      She cocked her head to the side, with a look that said she was debating her options. “I’m a little surprised actually.”

      “About?”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly fall into your arms after you bought me and my friends drinks.”

      “You weren’t obligated to.”

      She swirled the ice around in her glass, studying it, searching for the right words, or deciding on her next move. He let her take her time, all the while fighting the urge to play connect the dots with her freckles.

      Smoldering dark brown eyes with tiny flecks of gold, framed by short black lashes met his gaze. “Most guys would have left me on my own. So, either you’re a really nice guy or a serial killer luring me into a false sense of security.”

      “My grandmother would strike me down from the heavens above if I ignored a lady in need.”

      Her tongue swept across her full bottom lip in a nervous gesture before a small smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Well, we wouldn’t want that to happen and thank you again.”

      She laid her hand on his arm, sending a sizzling spark of energy shot through him. He wondered what would happen if she were pressed against him from chest to thigh, skin to skin.

      “You’re welcome.” She moved her hand and he instantly missed her touch. “What brings you ladies out tonight? Celebrating or getting away from the kids?”

      “Celebrating a work accomplishment. What about you? Escaping the wife and rugrats?”

      He noted her vague response and smiled. “Nope. Unattached. Flew in this evening from the West Coast and blowing off steam after a long, stressful week.”

      “Amen. Had one of those myself.” She raised her glass to him. “Here’s to a night of forgetting about the drudgery of work and having fun.”

      A woman after his own heart. He tipped his bottle to her glass and drank. After the week he had at home dealing with his family, he didn’t want to think about work or anything. Shoot some pool, chill with his boys, and flirt with a pretty woman. Monday would come soon enough and with it, the demands and stress of being an officer on a submarine.

      But what he wanted more than anything else right then was to feel this woman in his arms. The music switched to some slow, sultry old-school ballad.

      “How about that dance?” He held out his hand and waited.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t make him wait long. Placing her hand in his, she let him lead her to a dark corner on the dance floor. They moved in sync, her body snuggled up against him, causing her heart to stumble and trip over itself as every nerve in her body lit up with excitement.

      It was one dance, so why not, she’d thought. She’d had no idea the minute he took her in his arms her body would come alive and her brain would start to shut down.

      He was big, almost a foot taller than her, and solid muscle as she found out when her hands slid up his chest to land on top of strong shoulders. His hands moved too, from her hips to the small of her back, and down to mold to the curve of her butt.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind a little voice told her she should make him move his hands. Another voice, louder and with a mischievous laugh said to live a little, have some fun.

      His breath—shallow, slow, and warm—tickled the hollow below her ear. He pulled her closer, his hands still cupping her rear and his erection pressed against her. She may have let out a little moan, or that may have been Kyle. Her brain had ceased thinking straight, it was impossible to do more than feel and oh, did it feel perfect. Clearly, she’d lost her mind, but she didn’t care. This man made her feel wicked and wanted.

      Years of self-control and being the good girl slid away like ice cream melting on a hot summer day. Under her palms hard muscle flexed as his hands took a leisurely stroll up and down her backside. When he said her name and dipped his head, she angled hers to meet him halfway.

      The kiss caressed her mouth, leaving her wanting more. Then he swept his tongue across and past her parted lips. He tasted of warm beer and dark desires and sent her head spinning. Never before had one man affected her as intensely or in such a short time. As everything inside of her turned to molten heat, she threw caution to the wind and did something she said she’d never do again.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” she whispered.
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      Another reason Nic and her friends had chosen the bar: it was next door to their hotel. Not that she had envisioned making a mad dash from one to the other, barely taking the time to tell them where she was going with a guy she’d just met. No, that was lunacy, and if the trip to his room had taken any longer, she might have come to her senses.

      As it was, when Kyle pinned her to the wall inside his room, his mouth devouring hers, all common sense went out the window. Emotions and hormones took control. She tugged his shirt out from his Levi’s, not taking time to unbutton, simply slipped her hands up and inside to trace all those wonderfully sculpted muscles. Kyle’s hands explored as his head dipped down to play with the soft, sensitive area at the base of her throat. Little shivers of pleasure danced across her skin, igniting small fires along their pathway.

      With a hunger like she’d never known before, she stripped away his shirt, as he pulled hers over her head. He was beautiful, chiseled and tan with a light dusting of dark hair on his chest. Abs ripped to perfection and if she weren’t standing there in person, she would have said only Photoshop could have created them. Her breath caught in the back of her throat, followed by a moan as he ran his thumb in circles around her nipple.

      Briefly, she had contemplated saying stop, running back to her friends, or to her room alone, where she would have lain awake all night with her mind racing and her body thrumming with unfulfilled desire. It’d been a long time since she’d given into passion and she was tired of playing it safe.

      Kyle’s other hand slipped her bra strap off her shoulder as his mouth trailed little kisses in its path. Just when she was about to beg for more, he dropped to his knees. Whereas the sweep of his thumb was gentle and slow, the onslaught from his mouth was intense, fast, and furious. He latched on to her breast with a deep pull, then ran his tongue back and forth over the wet cotton material.

      Why didn’t she choose the lace and silk set she’d bought last month? The thought didn’t last long as Kyle’s teeth teased the sensitive bud, sending shivers straight down her back. She dragged her fingers through his hair, urging him with whimpers of pleasure.

      While his mouth worked its magic first on one breast and then the other, his hands slid down her ribcage. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of her capris and slipped them off of her.

      She reached for his zipper, but he pulled out of her reach, stood and carried her over to the little desk. The cool of the wood hitting her bare, warm butt had her sitting up straight. With a quick tug, he brought her to the edge and spread her legs apart.

      It was clear by her position what was on his mind. Still, when he swooped in and kissed her at her apex, she gasped. He worked his way up and down, taking a leisurely exploration of her body, only stopping long enough to check out the tattoo on her side. He didn’t comment and she didn’t explain the caged bird or the meaning behind it. Maybe he got it on his own. Most didn’t.

      Sitting, naked on the edge of the desk, one wouldn’t think she could get more exposed. But she could. There were secrets deep down, along with hopes and dreams. While she had no problem sharing her body with Kyle, she had no plans to share more.

      This was simply a night of hot, meaningless sex.

      As his finger slipped inside her, all other thoughts vanished. All except thoughts of him and the night ahead. He knelt before her, gazing at her like a prized gift that he’d savor every minute playing with. Fine with her, if he’d hurry up. With every stroke of his finger she came closer to exploding. His head dipped and he swept his very clever tongue across her clit. She cried out and grasped the edge of the desk to keep from sliding off. Each lash of his tongue was sweet torment and left her panting and begging for more. The grazing of his teeth was more than she could take and shattered her into a million spent pieces.

      She threw her head back, the rapid rise and fall of her chest making it impossible to talk. Kyle kissed his way back up her core, stopping to pay homage to each breast.

      “Ready for round two?” he asked as he nibbled his way up to her earlobe.

      Round two? She was still trying to catch her breath and bring the room back into focus, but somehow, she nodded or made some kind of affirmative noise and found herself being lifted again, this time to land on the soft mattress.

      It didn’t take long to get his jeans off. Thankfully, somewhere along the line, he’d removed his shoes. She ran her fingertips down from his chest, across his torso and over every indent in his abs. “Are you a professional bodybuilder or something? These could only come from hours in a gym or the depths of my imagination.”

      “I’ll go with or something. Uh, I guess we should have the talk before it goes any further,” his voice came out husky and raw with need.

      “I haven’t been with anyone in over a year, I’m clean and on the pill.”

      “The same here.”

      “Really,” the edges of her mouth lifted as she fought the laugh back.

      “Well, two out of three and I have condoms.”

      He reached over, grabbed his discarded jeans and came out with a handful of Trojans.

      “Looks like we’re ready for round two.” She sat up on her knees and crawled across the king-sized bed. Snatching one of the foil packets out of his hand, she gave him a gentle push and sent him to land on his back.

      She took the lead, and what followed was mind-blowing. Even with her ex, Mark, whom she’d been with for a couple of years, she’d never felt this way before. Burning hot, like a volcano building to an eruption and more. She felt … cherished. With every stroke, caress and kiss, the pressure built as Kyle alternated between fast and hard to soft and slow. His hands explored, tweaking her nipples, sliding down her ribs to knead her hips and cup the curve of her butt, to back up and tracing the tattoo on her side sending shivers all over.

      And when he took her over the edge again, he swapped positions and built the fire back up. Murmurs, pleas and moans from both of them filled the air. Uncontrollable, insatiable passion consumed them, demanding more as the night wore on. Worshipping her with his mouth, his tongue, his hands, she strained to bring him as much pleasure as he delivered. With every surge of his hips she slipped a little closer until together they collapsed in spent pleasure.

      Exhausted, she didn’t argue or pull away to leave when Kyle wrapped her in his arms and snuggled up behind her. While her body wanted rest, her mind whirled around her actions. It was unarguably the best night of sex she’d ever experienced. Sadly, there’d be no repeat performances as she was scheduled to fly out in five days for Georgia where she’d report to her new duty station, the USS Alaska.

      Nic quietly gathered her clothes and dressed as streaks of red and gray slashed across the sky. She should have left hours ago. Cherise and Lindsey…. Well, Cherise would be worried sick about her. Probably thinking she’d been strangled and chopped up into little tiny bits, based on her warning as Nic had left the bar. And she would have left, if lying in Kyle’s arms hadn’t felt so right, all warm and safe. Wanted. The total opposite of being with her ex, who used to give a quick kiss before rolling over with his back to her.

      So, she had stayed, had even toyed with the fantasy of waking with Kyle in the morning and him asking her to spend the day with him, which was ludicrous. Her life was taking her to Georgia and he had said he’d just flown in from the West Coast. Being a Navy brat and active duty, she knew long distance relationships never survived.

      She thought about waking him to say goodbye or to at least leave a note, but what would she say? Thanks for the great sex? No, it was best to leave it as it was and what it would be, a fun memory. With one last look at Kyle’s sleeping form, she slipped out the door.
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      Kyle rolled over at the soft click of the hotel door closing. It took a few seconds for his brain to register the origin of the sound and the fact that he was alone in bed. Without thinking he jumped up and tugged open the door to an empty hallway, which, given his state of undress, was probably a good thing. He closed the door and gave the room a quick inspection.

      No note.

      Damn.

      He’d gone to sleep, dreaming of the woman in his arms and fantasizing about how he’d wake her up with another round of sex. Kissing those soft lips, running his hands over her smooth skin as her long, silky hair cascaded over him.

      After, they’d call up for breakfast in his room and while they waited, they could indulge in a hot shower where he’d talk her into spending the morning with him until they had to check-out and go their separate ways. For a while he considered the idea of their one night turning into something more, but what was the point? In less than a week, he’d be gone and no woman wanted to wait months for a guy she just met.

      Besides, as much as he liked her and enjoyed their time together, he didn’t see her as the type to fit in with his life or family. She screamed of tradition, two point five kids in matching outfits, Sunday dinners with the in-laws, vacations on the Cape, and deep roots. They hadn’t talked family, but he wouldn’t be surprised to find she lived in one of Boston’s upscale neighborhoods or some Connecticut town like Greenwich.

      She came from a class too many levels above his origins. Not that his parents embarrassed him. They worked hard and did the best they could with the obstacles life had thrown them. The dipshit twins were another thing, not to mention the extended family, all prime candidates for a daytime talk show.

      No, Nic wouldn’t fit in. She had an air of sophistication about her. She belonged in a country club and he belonged in a dive bar.

      She’d be a fantasy he’d reflect back on during those long, lonely watches. It was a shame the fantasy had to end so soon.

      A soft tap on the door had him grinning as he grabbed the sheet and headed for the door. “Forget something?” he asked.

      The ugly mugs of Mace and Bryant peered back. “What?” Kyle snarled.

      “Expecting someone else?” Mace pushed the door open as he and Bryant walked in.

      “Yeah, room service. You two look like shit. Are you just now rolling in?”

      “Unlike some, I went to bed alone.” Mace propped himself against the desk and Kyle had to turn away to block out memories of the night before.

      “You’re looking well rested for a guy who left with a babe. What happened? Did you crash and burn?” Bryant leaned against the wall near the bathroom, a cocksure grin on his face.

      “I don’t kiss and tell.” Kyle stared at the alarm clock on the nightstand in disbelief. It had to be wrong. “What time is it anyway?”

      “Six a.m., buddy, and you need to get dressed.” Mace stood and stuffed his hands in his pockets.

      Kyle dropped back on the bed and closed his eyes. “Go away. I don’t want breakfast.”

      “That’s good. The XO called a wardroom meeting at 0830,” said Bryant.

      Kyle shot up to a sitting position and swung his legs over to plant his feet on the carpeted floor. “On a Sunday? This can’t be a good sign.”

      Mace tossed him his jeans before shoving his hand back in his pocket to jiggle the car keys. “If it hasn’t been one thing, it’s been another with this upcoming deployment. Makes me question why the hell I stay in.”

      “Because you’d miss us,” said Bryant.

      “Not as much as I miss my wife. Meet you downstairs in fifteen, Hutch,” Mace said.

      Grabbing clean clothes from his bag, Kyle hit the rain locker. Yeah, the Navy life wasn’t for everyone. Even for the best of couples it was a trial, which was why he should let Nic go and enjoy the memory.
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      Nic dropped into the chair opposite her girls Wednesday night with a heavy sigh. Excitement and nerves bounced around inside of her. The class officer had just handed her a primo opportunity. While she was stoked about the idea, it meant staying in Groton instead of heading to King’s Bay, Georgia with her friends.

      “What’s with the look of despair?” Lindsey asked.

      “Did you get into another fight with your dad?” Cherise gave her a sympathetic look, as neither of her parents had been on board with her joining the military either.

      “No, I haven’t talked to my dad in over a week.” Nic tapped her heavy boots on the linoleum floor of the lounge. “Actually, there’s been a change in my orders.”

      “Oh sugar, your dad didn’t get you kicked out of the sub force, did he?” Cherise asked as she sat up straight, her jaw clenching.

      “No, I’m pretty sure he had nothing to do with this. I’m not going to Georgia. One of the supply officers here in Groton had a serious accident this past week and now his boat is in need of a replacement.”

      “But I thought the boats here aren’t set up for coed crews?” Lindsey voice was filled with concern and confusion. Not that Nic could blame her.

      “They aren’t, except this is urgent as they’re deploying in less than a week and I’m the best option they have. I’m not sure how they’re going to make it work. That’ll be the XO’s problem. I’m just glad my parents are on vacation, because if I’m bunking with two guys, my mom will flip.”

      “What about your brothers?” Cherise gasped.

      Nic rolled her eyes and let out a deep sigh. “Oh, fudge. Let’s not even go there. I’m just glad we’re getting underway so quickly. Sometimes, Ian and Reece can be the worst. By the time they find out, there will be nothing they can do like give me a hard time or call our parents or the detailer and finagle some new deal to have me sent elsewhere.”

      “Well, if you don’t want the orders, I’ll take them. I have no problem with a coed stateroom and no interfering family to worry about.” Lindsey gave her a salacious grin, her eyes lit up with hope.

      Nic laughed and Cherise let out a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “Somehow I think the XO will figure out a way to avoid coed berthing. The thing is, while I’m excited, I’m also scared. We’re only the second wave of women on Tridents, but I’ll be the first on a fast-attack and I’ll be alone. Not to mention we’re not talking about being underway for eighty-five days. We’re talking one hundred and eighty.  What if I can’t hack it?”

      Cherise waved her concern away. “Please, if any of us can, sugar, it’s you. You’ve been Navy your whole life. I’m gonna miss you, girl, but you’ll do right by all of us.”

      “Thanks, but it also leaves you a roommate short.”

      “We’ll manage,” Lindsey cut in. “And look on the bright side. Since you’re staying here, you can hook up again with Mr. Hot-One-Night-Stand and turn it into a smoldering hot love affair.”

      Nic looked to Cherise, who simply shrugged her shoulders and smiled. Lindsey’s optimistic and outgoing personality was one of the reasons they’d hit it off so well. Her daring, I’ll-try-anything attitude was another and something Nic had looked forward to being around. With Lindsey there was never a dull moment, of which she’d had too many of in her life this past year. Nic had turned from a fun, spur-of-the-moment person to the Mayor of Dullsville.

      “Except that,” she said and held up her fingers and ticked off her points, “One, I’m leaving in a few days for six months. Two, he said he’s from the West Coast and three, we didn’t exchange contact information.” They hadn’t even exchanged last names, which told her he clearly wasn’t interested in more than the one night.

      Linds let out a little groan. “I can’t help you there either, because the minute I found out his buddy, Mace, was married, I backed away like the man had the plague.”

      A second later, Lindsey’s face lit up and she turned to Cherise. “Hey, you and Bryant hit it off really well. Did you get his number?”

      Before she could answer, a group of young sailors, all in the eighteen to twenty age bracket, walked by and their conversation had all three women clenching their jaws.

      “I agree with my dad. Women on subs are nothing but trouble,” one guy said.

      “Next they’ll want to play professional football,” another said.

      “Hey, I’ve got no problem with them being on board, especially that hot blonde. She has needs too.”

      The men walked out of range and the three of them sat quietly. Change didn’t always come easy and they knew getting into this that they’d come up against some old-fashioned frames of mind, but hearing it out loud hit home hard.

      “I’d like to be a fly on the wall when their COB hears those comments. The Chief of the Boat is going to rip them apart, put them back together and do it all over again,” Nic said.

      The first time Nic had ever seen her dad, who was now a vice admiral, rip into a young sailor she’d been shocked. Up until then, she had thought he’d been hard on her and her brothers at home. Compared to his men, they had it easy. There was no place in the military for disrespect and unruly conduct. She had a feeling the young NUBs would find that out the hard way.

      “They’re young. They’ll learn,” Cherise said.

      “Yeah, but it’s not just the young guys who feel that way. I overheard a couple of the wives talking at the NEX the other day when I was shopping. They’re worried we’re going to sleep with their husbands,” Lindsey said.

      “Have they ever been on a sub? Where would we get horizontal?” Cherise threw up her hands and let out a snort of disgust. “Our racks are more like open-sided coffins and we sleep snuggled up next to torpedo tubes. That doesn’t scream romance.”

      Lindsey shifted her gaze to the group of guys across the room. “Seriously, I may joke about it with the two of you. If I could control myself in Nowhereville, Kansas, where there actually was space to get horizontal with another person, then I think I can control myself on a sub. Besides the only two places with privacy and enough room to get down and dirty with another would be the XO or CO’s staterooms. No thanks.”

      “Don’t want to live on the edge, Linds?” Nic teased her friend.

      “Honey, that’s not the edge. That’s dancing with the devil.”

      “Agreed. My dad would have flipped had someone ever used his stateroom for a tryst. The surface community isn’t a whole lot better. Women have just been part of it long enough that the scuttle has died down.”

      Nic knew though, that a cheater would always find a way to cheat. Blame the long separations, long hours, kids, insecurity, or whatever. They were nothing but stories to clear the conscience.

      Jumping up from her seat, Nic said, “Enough of this depressing talk. Today we graduated and tomorrow is the start of something new and fabulous for all of us. Let’s get out of these uniforms and go out to celebrate. I vote for Italian.”

      The other two agreed and they headed out of the student lounge.

      “Hey, Cherise, you never answered whether you had Bryant’s number or not.” Lindsey reminded them as they headed to the car.

      She hesitated in answering, looking at her phone and then to Nic. “I do.”

      “Great. Hook a sister up and get Nic that guy’s number.”

      “I’ll give him a call if you want, Nic, but first there’s something about Kyle you should know.”

      Nic held up her hand and stopped her as she unlocked the car doors. Did she want to know this something? Did she even want to get in touch with him? The night was great. The sex was amazing, but some niggling doubt held her back. Some fear that if she really got to know him, he’d be like all the others or a total jerk. She batted the idea back and forth, while the other two stood waiting.

      “Tell me one thing first,” Nic said. “He’s not married, is he?”

      “Nope,” Cherise answered.

      “Not wanted by the police or an ex-con?”

      “Highly doubtful.” At Nic’s pained expressed, Cherise laughed. “It’s not like I asked. Okay, I did ask if he was a serial killer or rapist, but I was only joking. Sort of.”

      Well, okay, that was good news. But what was so vital that Cherise felt she needed to know before giving her the number? Obviously, it was something that would make Nic think twice or Cherise wouldn’t have brought it up.

      “You know, don’t tell me and don’t get me his number. If it’s meant to be, the fates will bring us back together. If not, I get a happy memory to cherish.”
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      All hell had been breaking loose for the past five days and Kyle couldn’t wait to get underway and have life resume its normal flow. Tempers were running on high, which was par for the course. The married guys were bitching about leaving their families, all the while fighting with their wives. The single guys were itching to get the hell out of Dodge and see some place new. Not that Kyle blamed them. “It’s not just a job, it’s an adventure” was still one of the first things out of a recruiter’s mouth.

      They’d had equipment break down, supplies not show up, a few reported as unauthorized absent, and of course, a couple of fistfights. Nothing new there or in the never-ending lineup of meetings he had to attend.

      He’d just finished up a meeting with his own guys, giving them instructions on what he wanted done by the time he got back. Now he was at another meeting, this time in the wardroom with all the officers, the Chief of the Boat, and their Leading Yeoman. Kyle grabbed a cup of stale coffee and dropped down next to Mace and Bryant.

      The Commanding Officer, Aaron Holloway stood. He was short, built to mow down linebackers and wore a perpetual frown. Every set of eyes focused on him and the room went as silent as a church during prayers. By the look on the old man’s face, shit was about to hit the fan.

      “I know the last few days have been stressful on everyone and I want to thank all of you for handling the bumps we’ve encountered with efficiency and professionalism. The crew has done a great job getting the boat ready even with tensions running high. We’re all anxious to go and dreading to leave our loved ones behind at the same time. I know I don’t have to emphasize the importance of our mission or the danger to you.”

      He stopped speaking to take a sip of his coffee, while making eye contact with each and every one of them over the rim of his cup. The speech was old news to Kyle, as was the deployment, only this time he had his mom to worry about and Nic to fantasize over.

      “I want the crew off the boat at sixteen hundred hours today and tomorrow. Let’s get these men home to their families at a decent hour and maybe we’ll have a week or two without their pissing and moaning. That goes for me too.”

      They’d be making port calls in Scotland and Spain en route to their destination to gather intelligence on the enemy; no dates set. The CO rambled on about the mission, stressing to the men to take advantage of family grams and to not share boat movement or port calls on social media, e-mail or over cell phones. He then went on to check in with each department head.

      “We have one last order of business before you can get back to work. As you all know, Lieutenant West was in a serious accident last week. He’s been upgraded to stable and the docs believe he’ll be released in the next couple of days to rehab. The spouses’ group has pulled together and has been and will continue to be a big help to Cecilia West and the kids while he makes his recovery. With that said, we’re short a supply officer. Or were until this morning.”

      The CO paused and set down his mug, but didn’t release it.

      Kyle tilted his head toward Mace. “What’s up with the Captain? He doesn’t usually stand during these things,” he whispered.

      “No clue. He’s been in rare form all day.”

      The CO looked up and met Kyle’s gaze. With hands relaxed on his hips, Commander Holloway glanced at all of the men before continuing.

      “There weren’t a lot of options on such short notice, but PERS did present me with an interesting option. One that will put the California in the history books. We’re stealing one of the Trident’s female officers.”

      The room broke out into cheers. There was nothing a fast-attack crew liked more than to stick it to a Trident sub. The CO broke out into a smile and let his guys get their good-natured comments out before continuing.

      He used his hands to quiet the room back down. “Okay, settle down. Obviously, with such short notice, we’ve got some shifting to do to accommodate everyone. Gatlin, you’re in with Hutchinson and Havers.”

      Bryant groaned. “They snore.”

      “That’s what earplugs are for,” one of the junior officers teased.

      “Master Chief Ronquillo will work out a schedule for the aft head for showers. I want it stressed to each and every man under you that when the “Women Only” sign is up, they respect it. I will not have this boat be the center of a scandal because some young pup got a wild hair. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” came from all in the room.

      “Some of you may recognize the name, Lieutenant Lily Riley. For those of you who don’t, she’s the daughter of Vice Admiral Riley. The last thing I need is SUBLANT breathing down my neck.”

      Instead of more applause or cheering, the CO’s announcement was met with pure silence. They had stolen the Golden Goose, at least according to Kyle’s buddy Tom, the weapons officer on the USS Alaska. As far as Kyle was concerned the Tridents could have her. Having the only daughter of the man who ran the entire Atlantic submarine force on board was asking for a headache. Sure, if the mission went well and baby girl reported back to Daddy good things, then no problem. They might even get an extra medal out of it. If things didn’t go so well?

      The Commanding Officer could kiss his career goodbye, and so could every other officer and the Chief of the Boat.

      The rest of the wardroom broke into various small conversations while the CO and COB consulted on the schedule.

      Bryant leaned over to look at him and Mace. “Either of you ever met the Rileys?”

      Kyle shook his head and looked at Mace.

      “Served with Ian, the oldest of the three kids. Decent guy. Big guy. Should have played linebacker. I think he’s out west, Bangor or San Diego. Never met the others, but Ian mentioned her a few times.”

      “Yeah, what did he say?” Kyle asked, wondering if they were going to have to live with a prima donna or what.

      “Let me put it this way. I pity the fool that messes with his sister.”

      Which told Kyle squat about the woman herself, only that she was protected by her family.

      “Lieutenant Hutchinson, I’m assigning you as Riley’s sponsor. Make sure she gets settled in. Between you and the COB, I expect her to feel like one of the crew. Get her through her quals. You know the drill.”

      “Yes, sir.” As her sponsor she’d practically be in his back pocket until she got settled in. He really hoped she was a fast learner.

      The XO, Christopher Ward, who was the exact opposite of the CO, stepped through the door and every eye turned in his direction. Kyle’s heart slammed against his rib cage twice and then failed to start again as he looked at the woman stepping into the room. A petite woman, with dark, almond-shaped eyes, a scattering of freckles and silky hair that he’d been dreaming of for days.

      “Sir, gentlemen. Our new supply officer, Lieutenant Lily Riley.”

      Her eyes locked on to Kyle’s. Images of her screaming his name pierced his brain.

      It’s going to be a long six months.
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      The walls were closing in on her. Claustrophobia hadn’t been an issue on the carriers where she could escape outside to feel the wind on her face and breathe in the fresh sea air. Which was a little hard to do on a submerged submarine. Since coming aboard she’d been fighting the desire to run, to find an escape into the open. She worked on pushing back the darkness edging her vision and focused on the breathing techniques her therapist had taught her years ago. In the small, cramped pantry-slash-office it took everything she had in her not to bolt.

      As the supply officer, the galley fell under her and she wanted to get a feel for the routine and the chemistry of the cooks on duty and let them get a chance to know her. Not something she could do while working in her stateroom.

      Not that anyone had talked to her yet. A few ‘morning, ma’ams’, a nod of the head and lots of grumbling by the head mess chief had met her entrance into the galley after breakfast as she set up to work. She didn’t think she’d been taking up a lot of space, but as the Chief reached over her head for another can, she couldn’t help but feel in the way.

      She shut down her computer, stood and secured the pull-down desk, as the mess chief looked on with a frustrated grimace.

      “Chief Boone, I’d like to go over the galley schedule and procedures with you,” she said.

      He glanced over his shoulder into the busy kitchen area before responding. “Of course.”

      “Perhaps tomorrow or the next day, when you’ve got a moment? I imagine the first day out is a little hectic.”

      The tight line of his mouth and the hard clamp of his jaw relaxed. A smidge.

      “Tomorrow would be fine, ma’am. If you don’t mind waiting until after dinner? The first couple of days are a little hectic. Plus, I’ve got a few newbies in the galley I’d rather not leave.”

      “That’s fine, Chief Boone. From what I’ve seen this morning you run a tight shift. Very impressive.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” He stepped back, shifting the giant can of beans to his other hand.

      “I’m going to get out of your way so you can get lunch done. I’ll be in my stateroom if you need me.” She gave him a curt nod and left. The pressure on her chest eased with the first step out of the small room.

      The boat was a hive of activity, with sailors hustling from one station to another, those not on duty joking with others in the mess hall and a few sleeping. One young sailor approached from the opposite direction causing the two of them to shift sideways in order to pass. He scooted by, mumbling ‘ma’am’ and she noted his flushed cheeks. It was going to be a long six months if these boys couldn’t handle brushing up against her without getting embarrassed.

      As the boat made its way down the Thames River, through the Long Island Sound and out into the Atlantic for destinations far from home, Nic scanned the menu and inventory her mess chief had sent over. The menu was fine, but if it had been her, she would have ordered more chocolate ice cream. Thank goodness she’d brought her own stash of candy. It was shaping up to be one of those kinds of days already.

      Her mom had called bright and early to say how excited she was to see her baby girl. The disappointment in her voice when she heard Nic’s orders had changed overrode the words of encouragement. After thirty-five years of military life, not much surprised her mom, especially changes in orders. As the saying went, until it happens, everything was chipped in Jell-O. And of course, there was the slight layering of guilt about how the boys would be home and her dad’s birthday party wouldn’t be the same without Nic there too.

      Then there was the lack of a call from her dad.

      She’d miss hearing his gruff voice, the lame jokes and even his not-so-subtle hints that he was ready for her to settle down and make him a grandpa. Most of her friends had to contend with their moms nagging for grandbabies. Not Nic. Truth was
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