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        ~ FREYA ~

      

      

      

      As I shut the front door after saying our final goodbyes of the evening, I can’t stop the sly grin that slides upward on my cheeks.

      Mason eyes me. “I know that look.”

      Of course he does. In the years since we got married, he probably sees this look at least five or six times a year.

      I hold up a finger to silence him. “Don’t even think about trying to stop me,” I warn him. “Besides, you kind of owe me after I whipped up a second batch of my famous dip for your friends during the fourth quarter of the game.”

      He tugs me toward him and plants a warm kiss to my lips. “You’re right. I’ll do anything for your crab and artichoke dip, you know.”

      I sigh in his arms. As much as I enjoy throwing a party every year for the Army-Navy game, I kind of like it when I have my family to myself again.

      His lips leave mine, and within mere seconds, I’m already aching for their return. I would have thought the thrill of being enveloped in my husband’s arms or that flutter in my belly at the pressure of his lips on mine would have dissipated after years of marriage and the stress of bringing a child into the world.

      But it’s still there, as predictably as ever.

      Still holding me, he tucks his chin inward and raises a single eyebrow. “So which of my friends is getting set up this time? Let me guess. Schmitt.”

      “Schmitt?”

      “The guy who finished off your first batch of dip.”

      “He’s single?” My eyes widen, immediately scrolling through the list of unattached women I keep in my head, but finding no one who seems like the right fit for him. “I didn’t get that vibe from him.”

      “Then who is it?” he asks over his shoulder as we head into the kitchen.

      “Ryder,” I say as though the answer is as plain as the nose on my face.

      “Ryder?” Mason stoops to pick a crayon up off the floor and hands it back to our daughter, Astrid, who is perched on a seat at the counter, contently coloring a picture of a flamingo. “I actually thought he was dating some girl.”

      “Nope. Nothing serious.” My brow lifts at his curious look. “I cornered him when he went into the kitchen for another beer,” I say in explanation.

      He shakes his head. “I just can’t leave you alone when people come over from work.”

      “Not when they’re single, you can’t,” Astrid pipes in.

      I’d say it’s a rather astute observation for a girl who’s yet to start kindergarten, except that she’s only echoing the exact words I often say to Mason.

      I offer her a fist bump.

      “Poor Ryder,” Mason laments. “I barely even know the guy and now he’s being targeted by my wife for her latest matchmaking attempt.”

      “How can I resist? He’s perfect for her.”

      “Perfect for who?” he dares to ask.

      “Maggie,” I proclaim happily.

      “Who’s Maggie, Mama?”

      “Remember Harris, honey? He’s been here for a couple barbeques.”

      “The one who gives airplane rides!” she answers gleefully.

      “That’s the one.” I refill my daughter’s milk. “Maggie is one of his sisters.” I turn back to my husband. “Match made in heaven, right?”

      Mason looks baffled. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why is it a match made in heaven?”

      I sigh. “He knew the name of the composer for the song that was in the pizza commercial. Carl something. Didn’t you notice that?”

      His face is deadpan. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

      “That song. In the commercial at halftime. The dramatic one. When they’re about to drop the pizza on the floor and it’s in slo-mo and everyone’s yelling, ‘Nooooooo!’”

      Astrid giggles at my imitation, but Mason still looks confused.

      “Schmitt said the song was in some 1980s movie,” I add, hoping it will trigger a memory.

      “Oh, yeah. From Excalibur. I remember. Trippy movie. Have you seen it?”

      “Nope,” I answer.

      “Can I see it, Daddy?” Astrid asks.

      He shakes his head. “Maybe when you’re older. It’s violent.”

      Astrid’s innocent eyes are saucer-like, and her lips form a small o. “Like when Bambi’s mom died?”

      “Yeah. Kind of like that.”

      “Then I don’t wanna see it,” she says adamantly.

      “Good choice, kiddo. See? Our daughter is already showing good judgement,” Mason boasts, then tilts his head at me. “So why does knowing the name of that composer make Ryder a match for Maggie?”

      I look at him as though he hasn’t been paying attention. “Because Maggie’s a composer. And it’s obvious Ryder likes classical music if he knows the name of that Carl guy.” I press my lips together for a moment then burst with, “Orff! That was it. The composer is Carl Orff.”

      “Carmina Burana,” my four-year-old chirps.

      Both of our heads whip around to look at our daughter who hasn’t even glanced up from her coloring page.

      “How do you know that?” Mason asks.

      “They had it on Little Einsteins.”

      Mason and I share a look.

      “And you said she doesn’t learn anything from TV,” I say smugly as I reach for my phone, not willing to waste a single minute more. A guy who looks like Ryder isn’t going to stay on the market for long.

      “If Maggie’s smart, she’ll ignore your call. Seeing as you set up her brother with his wife, and her younger sister with her husband, Maggie must know she’s got a target on her back now.”

      I lift my eyebrows haughtily. “I actually have the perfect excuse to call her,” I tout, and then listen to the phone ring.

      “Hey, Freya? What’s up?” she answers.

      I smile at her warm greeting. Ignore my call, indeed. “Hey, Maggie! I saw something online I thought I should share with you.”

      “Really? What?” she asks.

      “I remembered you had told me back at Harris’s wedding that you were working on a symphony.”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “Well, the Annapolis Symphony Orchestra is having an open call for submissions for their next season. They’re looking for works from Maryland composers.”

      “Oh, wow. Thanks. But my symphony isn’t completed though.”

      “Do you think you’ll finish it soon?”

      “Nah. I have an entire movement I still need to write for it. And I’ve had what you’d call writer’s block.”

      I suck in a breath at the dread condition. As a romance novelist, it’s easy for me to end up with writer’s block when I’m trying to write in a world that is so different from what I like to create on the page. It’s even the reason I enjoy setting up couples. It inspires me to imagine their happily ever afters.

      “Nuts,” I tell her. “Are movements kind of like chapters in a book?”

      “Kind of, yeah. Like sections. I envisioned this as a four-movement symphony. I only have three. If I submitted it the way it is, the damn thing would end with a thud rather than a bang, you know?”

      “I kind of do.”

      She sighs loudly enough for me to hear it through the phone. “Is that the only reason you called?” she asks, and her tone sounds differently from what I’d expect.

      I nibble my bottom lip for a split second, wondering if I’ve been caught. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’ve been living in a dating wasteland since I moved here. I was kind of hoping you had someone you were going to set me up with.”

      A smile erupts on my face, and I lift my eyebrows toward Mason as he loads the dirty dishes into the washer. Ha! I feel vindicated.

      It’s high time I get a little respect for my matchmaking prowess.

      I grin at my husband’s stunned expression, happy he apparently heard her. “You were?” I ask innocently enough, leaning comfortably against the counter with a satisfied smirk. “Well, actually, I do have someone in mind…”
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      No regrets.

      That’s pretty much the way I feel as my hands splay against his back, pulling him closer as I savor the way his rock-hard chest feels pressed against me as he tastes me. His fingers thread deep into my hair, and the feel of the pads of his fingertips against my scalp sends tiny torches through my veins.

      I can’t imagine what those fingers could do to me if I stay in his apartment any longer.

      And I’m ready to find out.

      Yep, I’m so doing this.

      Ryder’s lips part and the slide of his tongue enters me. It’s just a tease at first—a temptation, an offer of more to come that ratchets up my desire. I purr unconsciously, a lascivious sound that I’m not sure I’ve ever made before because I’ve never kissed a man who looks like Thor got a military buzz-cut.

      You know that girl who can walk into any bar and turn heads? The one who only has to curl her finger at the hottest man she sees and he’s ready to take her home?

      Yeah… well, that’s not me.

      I am, in fact, usually the friend that the hot girl arrived with. I’m her wingman. Or, wing-girl as the case may be. I’m the sidekick who usually goes home alone after the hot girl goes off with her conquest du jour.

      So tonight? I’m just going to enjoy the moment because opportunity knocks once.

      “Maggie…” Ryder whispers as I unbutton his uniform and pull his shirt off of him as if it is on fire, tossing it in a heap on the floor. Then I slide my hands against his bare chest, rewarded by the feel of his thick, corded muscles.

      The perfectly formed lips where the sound emerges are every bit as luscious as the timbre of his deep voice as he says my name.

      But why—why did he have to say my name?

      I think that’s why my parents named my sister and I after our grandmothers. It’s hard to enjoy a mindless hookup with a man when he’s calling you by your sainted grandmother’s name.

      Darn parents and their pesky mind games.

      “Yes?”

      “So I’m assuming you didn’t really want coffee?” There’s a tease in his voice.

      Yes, coffee was the excuse I made to get myself invited up to his place, just a block from the restaurant where we met. But when I leaned in for that first kiss in the elevator coming up here, I couldn’t very well stop at that. Not if he was willing.

      And, as I brazenly unbuckle the belt of his uniform and slide my hand downward, I can confirm that he most definitely is willing.

      “The only thing I want is right here.” I dip my hand past the elastic on his briefs just as his pants fall to the floor, and I discover that pecs aren’t the only thing that’s huge on this guy.

      My God. I’m really doing this.

      In truth, I’ve wanted to do this since that first conversation we had on the phone.

      It was that good.

      He was so… nice. I loved how he listened to me as I geeked out talking about movie soundtracks and the neoromanticism in music of the 1930s.

      And when he offered to power wash the memorial bench my family bought to honor my grandparents after I told him a seagull was using it as a toilet? Well, I knew right then that the only way I wanted to end this evening was just like this—with his lips leaving a moist trail from my mouth to my neck and then down to that point just above the scooped neckline of my blouse. Why else would I have suggested meeting at a restaurant so close to where he said he lived?

      I knew exactly what I wanted from the moment I hung up that phone—to finally break free from the parched sexual desert I’ve been stranded in and quench my thirst in the oasis he offers me.

      Yep. He could have looked like a Cro-Magnon, a computer nerd, or a hobbit, and I’d have still followed him up to his apartment based on personality alone.

      And then I saw him. Deep, cerulean eyes that seem to penetrate my soul. Rugged, wide chin and pronounced cheekbones, the kind you see on the superheroes in those comics my brother used to read. And a smile that slices my heart open each time he flashes it at me or anyone else we’ve encountered.

      Mercy.

      I could see immediately why this guy comes with the Freya Adler Stamp of Approval. Her taste in men is impeccable.

      And while I’m sure she’s hoping this thing between Ryder and me might end up lasting—dedicated matchmaker that she is—the fact is, this won’t go anywhere after tonight.

      Ryder lives here in DC.

      I, on the other hand, live in a little town on the Chesapeake Bay called North Beach, nearly an hour from here when there’s no traffic.

      Pro tip: there’s no such thing as no traffic in the DC area.

      Relationships simply don’t work when they’re geographically challenged like that.

      Hell, in Manhattan, I could barely make something last with a guy if he was just over the river in Brooklyn.

      So this? It won’t last.

      But right now, I’m fine with that. Right now, I’m just going to savor this rush of hormones that his presence brings, this heat simmering in my veins as his rough hands slide along the fabric of my shirt.

      His devilish grin widens as I eagerly grip him, and he answers me in one of those gruff voices that makes a girl’s heart skip a beat. “Oh, you want that, do you?”

      “Yes.”

      And that one word I breathe out is laced with nothing but need. No questions. No hesitation. Just a basic, primal need that happens when a girl goes without sex for over a year and then comes into the presence of a guy like this.

      No. Not a guy. A man like this.

      Every square inch of his flesh is pure, unadulterated man… a man whose hands have just found the bottom edge of my blouse.

      When I feel that first touch of his fingers on the bare skin at the small of my back, I pull my shirt so quickly over my head that you’d think I do this on a regular basis with a man.

      For the record, I don’t. I can’t even remember the last time I had anything that came close to resembling the one-night stand that this is destined to be.

      But, I admit to myself as I toss my shirt on his floor, I just couldn’t wait a moment longer to feel the heat of his palms against me.

      His moan is low and seductive as his mouth lowers to the tender flesh just above the lace of my bra. I wore the pretty one today, thank God, with the hopes that this would happen. The one that’s pretty enough to hopefully distract from the fact that it’s an A-cup.

      “God, you’re beautiful, Maggie,” he says, music to my ears as he cups a breast with one hand just as his other hand moves to my back to release the tiny hook on my bra. And then I feel exactly what I needed so desperately—his lips on my breast as his fingers toy with the other one.

      Holy… I wish I knew what I did to deserve this because I’d like to repeat it again and again.

      “That feels so good,” I breathe out unabashedly.

      I feel his lips on me curve upwards against my skin.

      “I aim to please.”

      And he’s got wicked aim, I realize as his tongue flicks against the hard pebble of my nipple, making me gasp.

      “B-bedroom?” I somehow manage to utter out the single-word request. It’s all I can handle right now as his mouth ravishes me, making my brain short-circuit and my knees turn to Jell-O.

      Just as I start to fall limp, he stoops ever so slightly and lifts me into his arms like in that romantic photo my sister Millie put on her Christmas card last year—just before she got engaged to a nauseatingly handsome man she now calls “husband.”

      Lucky Millie.

      But it’s my turn now for a little romance, I ponder as my Cheshire cat-style smile widens further.

      The heat in my body rises just to the point where I’d swear I might ignite right here in his strong arms.

      Until I hear the harsh ring of his phone.

      His back straightens at the intrusion, and the muscles in his arms tense. “Dammit.” His curse comes out in a pained breath.

      “Can you ignore it?”

      “I can’t. That’s the ringtone for work. I’m so sorry. I have to see what’s up.”

      He sets me down on my two wobbly legs and I want to burst into tears.

      It’s okay, I try to console myself. Patience. It won’t take him long to check in with work and then we can get back to our unfinished business.

      Painfully unfinished.

      When he strides across the room to the heap of clothes on the floor to retrieve his phone from his pocket, I get a way-too-alluring view of the span of muscles on his back.

      His shoulders slump in a sigh as he reads a text, and then he tosses his phone down on the sofa.

      Oh, no.

      He turns to me. “I’m sorry. I have to go. The admiral is giving a last-minute briefing tonight. I need to be there.”

      I literally deflate inside, and all my girl parts feel like they’re ready to stage a mutiny. “Really?”

      “Yeah, as his aide, I’m on call 24-7. I thought I was off the hook tonight though. I’m so sorry,” he repeats.

      I want to weep, but force the words, “It’s okay. I get it. My brother’s in the military, remember?”

      “Yeah, but—the timing couldn’t be worse. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

      That gives me some measure of hope.

      I mean, I doubt he’ll ever haul himself all the way down to North Beach where I live after he sees how far it is; men who look like him generally aren’t that desperate. But I’d certainly be willing to drive all the way up here even for a two a.m. booty call with a guy who looks like a Greek god and can actually name all the eras of classical music.

      Men like this don’t grow on trees.

      Actually, up until I met him, I thought they didn’t grow anywhere.

      And I need to get this out of my system, having seen him like this—a nearly naked abundance of muscles packaging a shit-ton of charm.

      Add to that the fact that the condoms I stashed in my purse are about to expire… which says everything about my sex life since I embraced my new, small-town life a couple years ago. Heck, I’m almost ready to camp out in my car until he gets back from this briefing he’s headed to so that we can pick up where we left off.

      “Don’t worry about it.” My eager gaze lowers, gulping up the sight of him before he gets dressed. “You better get ready.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah. Don’t think a bunch of three-stars would appreciate me showing up like this.”

      Amused—and impressed at the same time—I see the hard ridge of him still jutting from his briefs. “Well, at least you’re at attention.”

      He glances downward. “That’ll disappear the moment I picture the admiral asking me why I’m late.”

      I reach down to hand him his shirt from where he had tossed it to the floor.

      He shakes his head. “No. I’ve got a fresh uniform in my closet. This isn’t one of those meetings where you show up wrinkled.”

      Appreciating the view again, I watch him walk by me toward his room.

      Nuts. I grab my bra and blouse from the floor and put them on. Then I reach for my purse to check on traffic headed back to North Beach.

      As I reach for it, I notice his phone still illuminated on the sofa next to my purse.

      There’s no avoiding the text I see on the display; it’s lit up like freaking Vegas. It’s not like I’m being nosy. It’s not like I even need to touch his phone or stoop to see the words that await me.

      They’re just… there.

      And it’s a text from someone named Nychelle.

      “Party in 45 min. You coming?” she had written.

      And right under it is the thumbs-up he sent in reply.

      Son of a bitch.

      That sultry spark that was simmering in me only moments ago detonates into a raging fire. I’m fuming inside, tempted to take his phone and throw it at him when he walks back into his living room.

      This guy is Freya-approved?

      Wait. Let’s back up a sec.

      Freya sets my brother up with the love of his life and Harris gets an automatic bonus stepson in the deal.

      Freya sets my sister up and Millie gets an Adonis who literally sweeps her off her damn feet every chance he gets.

      And I get… this guy? Mr. Party-in-45? Or Lieutenant Commander Party-in-45, I guess I should call him.

      What the hell, Freya?

      Is this some kind of punishment for nearly hooking up with him after just one lovely date?

      Or maybe it’s a sign—even a blessing. That single, stupid text just saved me from sleeping with a guy who’s so rude that he’d lie to me to go party with… Nychelle.

      I’m no supermodel, I know. And maybe the guy felt a bit of a letdown when I took off my blouse to reveal my A-cup boobs when he can spend the night with Nychelle who is probably sporting some magnificent double Ds.

      He walks back into the room, looking way too dashing in his neat-as-a-pin uniform.

      But not nearly as appealing to me now that I know he’s a first-rate bastard.

      I sit on his sofa to slip my heels back on. “So, uh, work does this to you a lot?”

      “Yeah. The job is great. But it kills my social life.” He glances at his watch.

      I couldn’t hate this guy more right now.

      “I don’t like to see you driving home this late, though. I won’t get back for a while, but you’re welcome to stay,” he dares to add.

      I actually snort. He thinks I’m so desperate that I’d hang around here and play the role of sidepiece while he parties with this other girl? Does he think I’d actually care for his sloppy seconds?

      “No. It’s an easy drive, and it’s not that late.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah,” I say, fully dressed now and making a beeline toward his door.

      “I’d love to call you if that’s all right.”

      I glance at my reflection in the glass of a photo he’s got on his wall. Do I really look like I have so little self-respect that I’d want to hear from him again?

      “You know, I’m a little busy this week. But how about I call you?” I tell him, enjoying the idea of him waiting endlessly for my phone call, even though in reality, he probably will forget me by the end of the night.

      Because I saw that tiny profile picture next to Nychelle’s text. I’ll admit it. She’s freaking hot.

      “Uh, okay.” He looks surprised by my answer, as though usually when he turns down sex for a party elsewhere, women turn a blind eye to it. Figures.

      “Maybe I could come down to North Beach sometime. I’d still love to help you power wash that memorial bench you mentioned. I mean, you said your grandpa was a SEAL. Can’t have a fellow SEAL having a dirty memorial bench.”

      “Right. Sure. I’ll call you and we’ll set something up sometime.” When hell freezes over, I add in my head. Because even though this guy might have the power washer I need, I can buy one of those and do it myself.

      Except that the idea of trying to figure out a power washer has prevented me from doing the job in the first place.

      “Can I walk you to your car?” he asks.

      “No, no. You have to get to… work.” I almost laugh at that last word.

      “I really don’t mind. I’m headed to the metro station anyway.”

      “Nope. But, uh, thanks for dinner,” I say since he at least did pick up the check, and just because he’s a rude a-hole doesn’t mean I have to be one.

      Then I decide to give him a peck on the cheek, so that he’ll think I might actually be desperate enough to call him. Because I really do like the idea of him waiting for my call.

      I want to reject him. Not the other way around.

      But when my lips feel the warmth of his cheek—barely a whisper of a touch—I feel that same spark pass between us.

      Dammit. Stupid spark.

      Stupid spark that tells me that it’s been way too long since I’ve had sex. Because clearly living in a place like North Beach, where the single scene is limited, has caused me to lose all judgement when it comes to men.

      I sure hope I get that job I interviewed for last week in California. Because if I don’t get a change of scene, I’ll be slapping my selfie up on Tinder or Bumble by the end of the month.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - RYDER -

      

      

      

      My job is the perfect love-hate relationship.

      I’m reminded of this as I walk through the bleak, windowless corridors of the Pentagon leading to the office I share with several others.

      Ninety-nine percent of the time, I love it. Really, I do.

      Most of the time, I barely even mind when work calls me away from a date like it did last Friday. I even like it sometimes, that reminder that the actions I take in my career are actually making an impact, shaping the world in some small way—keeping the country I love safe from harm.

      Mission first. Always.

      And I love the people too, I can’t help thinking as I step through the doorway and am greeted by the usual Monday morning buzz of activity in our small piece of real estate here in the hub of our nation’s defense.

      “Hoo-ah,” Matt, the Army guy in our office greets me first. He’s a good guy even though he went to the wrong school… West Point. I went to their football rival, the Naval Academy, which means Matt and I are only friends 364 days a year. On that 365th day, we’re enemies as our teams battle it out on the field.

      I get a morning “Yo” from Julian, a fellow Navy guy standing next to him, and a “Hey, Ry,” from Yvonne, the sole civilian on our team.

      Then Nychelle, a Marine, spots me, and cocks her head in that knowing way she does.

      “Hey, sir, how was the party Friday night?” she jokes.

      Nychelle calls me “sir” only because I outrank her. In fact, I even have the duty of rating her during her evaluation, which always feels a little awkward because I’m a long-time friend of her former Marine husband and godfather to her twins.

      “Party…” I grumble.

      She lets out a half snort. “Thought the admiral might be flying solo with you out on a hot date.”

      “A hot date that turned ice cold the moment you interrupted.” I narrow my eyes.

      She snorts. “Just doing my job. Besides, I thought you appreciated all my early warnings.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mutter even though I really am grateful. As the Guns—the gunnery sergeant—Nychelle usually gets word that the admiral is being pulled into some meeting or trip about ten minutes before I do. And in this line of work, that ten minutes can be critical.

      God knows I sure needed that extra time Friday night to get my head back in the game. Maggie had my body pumped up and ready for something a hell of a lot different than a closed-door meeting at the Pentagon.

      Damn. I really liked Maggie. And not just the fact that she seemed eager to spend the night with me, though that was a helluva bonus. I’ve never dated a composer before, and honestly could listen to her talk about music all night.

      Women generally don’t expect that from a guy like me. They see the SEAL trident on my uniform and assume I’m listening to Mudvayne or Five Finger Death Punch when I work out.

      But their music isn’t nearly as intense as Khachaturian or Shostakovich. I was raised on pieces like that. If I had a test at school, my mom would kick off the day making me scrambled eggs while she played something like Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries.

      If I try explaining that to a woman, I usually receive a baffled look in return. Maggie was the exception. When I dropped a few names like that, her eyes lit like firecrackers.

      I frown at the memory. I can’t blame her for ghosting me, I suppose. If she’s not the type to put up with my job, might as well cut the head off the snake and call it quits now because it’s just going to be more of the same.

      Julian saunters over. “You nuked another date, Ry? Dude, you’re on a roll.”

      “The job nuked it,” I rebut.

      “The job never nukes my social life,” he points out.

      “You’re not the aide to the J-3.” I nod in the direction of the admiral’s office, which seems to be empty right now. As his aide, I’ve got the cubicle closest to his door, keeping me pretty much at his arm’s reach at all times.

      He actually gives me a sympathetic frown. “Yeah. There’s that. So did she forgive you yet?”

      “Who?”

      “Whatever girl you bolted on like you always do.” He squints his eyes thoughtfully for a moment, as though the effort of thinking is causing too much strain on his brain. “You know, if you were a player, you’d have the perfect excuse to bail on a woman. Love ’em and leave ’em and blame the admiral.”

      “I’m a little old to be a player,” I point out. I haven’t self-identified as a “player” in at least five or so years. Maybe ten. In fact, I’m just old enough to look back on those “player” years and feel remorse for them.

      Guys are generally assholes in their early twenties, and with three sisters telling me that, I really should have been better.

      To that, Nychelle snorts loudly, making everyone’s head turn in her direction.

      “What?” I ask, my brow screwing up. “I’m serious. I’m 35. I want something a little more meaningful than a hookup.”

      “Well, you say you’re not a player. But let me guess. She was already at your place when I texted.”

      The lines on my forehead deepen. “Yeah. And…”

      “And…” She lets her voice trail as though I should know what she’s going to say next. When I don’t say anything, she sighs. “And if the roles were reversed here, all you guys would be singing a different tune.”

      Curiosity seems to have dragged everyone in the office over to where we are. Yvonne chimes in next. “You mean if he was a woman.”

      “You know it,” she says in that sisterhood kind of way, as though she and Yvonne have some secret that we guys are incapable of comprehending.

      She sighs again, more pained this time, as she sees the perplexed look on my face. “You have three sisters.”

      I fake a look of shock. “I do? Thanks for the reminder.”

      She plants a fist at her waist. “So, if one of them came to you and said that she keeps inviting guys back to her place on the first date, and the relationship doesn’t work out, what would you say to her?”

      “Before or after I murdered the guys in question?”

      She gives it serious thought. “After.”

      I frown as I admit, “I’d tell her to get to know a guy before sleeping with him and maybe she’d find someone better.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Ahhh…” Julian begins. “So you’re telling Ryder to stop being such a man-whore and he might meet someone who’d stick.”

      “Hey.” Nychelle holds up her hands slightly. “First off, I’d never call him a man-whore. He does my rating. But second, yeah. You’re always saying that you’re sick of superficial relationships. That you’re the last of your family to not be married—and blah, blah, blah. Yet you keep doing the same thing. Meet a girl. She gets sucked into that hot SEAL thing you’ve got going on—”

      “Aw, I never knew you noticed,” I interject.

      “—and then she dumps you when she realizes what that SEAL thing really comes along with—a lot of worry and canceled plans and all that. I mean, you guys come with a heap ton of baggage.”

      She looks at all of us in uniform on her last sentence, making me feel a little less targeted, and then says, “You should show her the baggage before you show her—”

      “The package!” Julian finishes for her with a cackle. “Sorry, but we were all thinking it. And it nearly rhymes. Show her the baggage before you show her the package. That could catch on.”

      Nychelle cocks her head to the side. “I was going to say his apartment.” She gives me an almost apologetic look. “But yeah. Maybe take things slower, for once.”

      “It’s a total double standard, if you think about it,” Yvonne adds. “If a woman does the same thing, the world calls her out on it right away. Calls her names. Says she’s a fool. But with a guy, it’s just boys being boys.”

      Matt gives a conciliatory shrug and admits, “Okay. Yeah. You’re right. And I did my fair share of the man-whore thing in my early twenties, too. But I grew out of it,” he adds, looking at me as though I somehow haven’t.

      “So was it the Middle East or Russia this time?” Nychelle asks me, I’d bet shifting the topic out of guilt because I doubt she ever intended the entire office to be slut-shaming me before eight a.m. on a Monday morning.

      I frown. Even though Nychelle has clearance, she knows I won’t give her details. Contrary to how Hollywood portrays these things, Top Secret information is only handed out on a need-to-know basis.

      But, since she’ll be our point person when the admiral and I are out of the country, I can at least tell her, “Let’s just say I’m booking the admiral and me a little time in Brussels followed by Eastern Europe later this month.” I sit at my desk on the other side of her cubicle to do just that.

      “Playing travel agent this morning?”

      She says it with amusement in her tone. But that’s really the crux of my job. I’m nothing but a glorified personal assistant/travel agent/chauffeur/secretary. As Admiral Shey’s aide, I’d even be the one to take a bullet for him, for that matter—and proud to do it since he’s a hell of a lot more important in the scheme of things than I am. And as J-3 of the Pentagon, he does get his share of threats from crazy m-f-ers the same way anyone in power does.

      But I somehow can’t quite picture Joe Shey ever needing anyone’s help with security. If a bullet was ever headed in his direction, it probably would fall to the ground on its approach, apologizing to him as it did.

      Admiral Shey is just that intimidating.

      “Yep. That’s me. The man-whore travel agent,” I answer.

      “I want it on the record that I never called you a man-whore. That was Julian.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll remember that.” I narrow my eyes on Julian and he backs off, heading to his cubicle with a look of regret. I’ve got about fifteen pounds of muscle over Julian and, while I wouldn’t punch a fellow officer in this particular situation, I have no problem letting him think that I might.

      Nychelle laughs. “Maybe you can book the Admiral and you a couples massage and get a mani-pedi—” She falls silent as her eyes widen and divert to whomever just walked in the door behind me. “Sir.”

      “I could use a massage, but the mani-pedi is a hard no.”

      At the sound of my boss’s voice, I stand and turn to see three-star admiral, Joe Shey, walking into the room with a slight grin on his face.

      Despite what people assume about the tough-as-nails admiral, he actually does have a good sense of humor.

      “Sir,” I greet him.

      “Morning, everyone.” He pauses for a moment and turns to me, taking in his hands the packet I just handed him for the meeting we’ve got in ten minutes. “Sorry again I pulled you away from plans on Friday night, Ryder.”

      “Nothing more important than the mission, sir.”

      “He had a date, sir,” Nychelle volunteers.

      “A date?” The admiral’s brow rises, glancing up from the packet momentarily.

      “A good one,” Matt adds. “A legit composer, sir. He finally found someone who won’t roll her eyes when he talks about the fifteen years of piano lessons he had.”

      “Ten years,” I correct out of habit.

      The admiral spares us a slight smile. “I never roll my eyes about that one. Shows determination.”

      “Or stubbornness in the face of my lack of talent,” I admit.

      The admiral crosses the room to set down the packet and make himself some coffee. In the first days of this job, I’d always offer to make it for him. But I learned quickly that Admiral Shey prefers to do things himself. Given the choice, I think he’d probably also prefer to not even have an aide like me. But the way his schedule fills up, he needs me.

      “Sounds like you might have met your match, Ryder. Marry the girl,” he tells me.

      Marry the girl are words that guys like me hear often enough. The fact is, the military tends to push marriage on guys the way a missionary might push their religion. I find it ironic since marriage is, in general, incompatible with military life.

      Case in point: my ex-fiancée.

      Hell, even Admiral Shey has two failed marriages in his past. All reports say that his marriage now is rock solid. “Three’s a charm,” he often quips, even though he doesn’t strike me in any way as superstitious.

      But when you look at the people up the food chain like him—the admirals and generals—you do start to see a pattern—one riddled with divorce.

      “That would be a little hard, sir. I think Maggie’s ghosting me.”

      “Ghosting you?”

      “Yeah. When a woman doesn’t return your texts,” I explain.

      He gives me a slight frown, but there’s humor in his eyes. “I know what ghosting is. I’m older than you, Ryder. But I haven’t completely lost touch.”

      “Sorry, sir.”

      He pours a couple sugars into his coffee. Again, it’s one of those things you don’t expect from a guy who looks like he could drink straight-up battery acid and it wouldn’t even phase his tough constitution. But Joe Shey is full of surprises.

      “And don’t lose hope,” he adds. “My wife pretty much ghosted me after I met her at my brother-in-law’s wedding.”

      My eyebrows hike up an inch on my face as we step out of the room and head toward our meeting. Well, his meeting. I’m just the fly on the wall sitting behind him, taking notes, handing him anything he needs, and learning. Definitely learning. There’s no greater job than trailing a military powerhouse like Admiral Joe Shey. For a guy like me, it’s the best thing that could have happened in my military career.

      The man is, essentially, exactly what I want to be a couple decades from now. There’s even been talk about the President wanting to appoint him as the Chief of Naval Operations.

      “Mrs. Owens-Shey ghosted you?” This is the type of thing I love about my job—getting to know the man behind the legend a bit more than anyone else.

      “Yep. I didn’t hear from her again for months.”

      “What made her finally call you?”

      We turn a corner and head down another stark hallway toward our meeting. There’s a sudden warmth I sense from him that almost seems incongruous with the hardened SEAL warrior he’s known as.

      “Let’s just say she needed a favor.”

      I see a story behind his eyes—one I don’t think he’ll share with me. But I’m wishing he would.

      I look at him now, as I have before, and can’t help noting how his expression always changes at the mention of his wife, Vi Owens-Shey.

      He doesn’t just love her. He’s still in love with her.

      It gives me some hope that I might find someone compatible with my military career the way he did.

      But it sure won’t be Maggie.

      “A favor…” I find myself repeating his words with a frown. “I tried the favor angle with Maggie already and she still won’t talk to me, sir.”

      His brow creases, and he stops for a moment, eyes curious. “What favor did you try?”

      “Well, she mentioned during our date that her family bought a memorial bench for her grandparents along the boardwalk in North Beach. And she said it was really dirty. So I power washed it for her last weekend.”

      “A memorial bench?” he ponders, walking again.

      “Yeah, you know—when people donate some money so they can put a little plaque on a bench to honor someone,” I tell him.

      He nods. “I bought one for my brother-in-law years ago.” As he says it, the sides of his mouth pinch slightly downward. “My sister’s late husband. He fought in the Middle East. Didn’t come home.”

      “Jesus, sir. I’m sorry. I never knew that.”

      “It was a long time ago. She’s happily remarried now to another military guy.”

      “She’s a glutton for punishment?”

      “Exactly.” His eyes narrow thoughtfully. “So you power washed the bench and she still won’t talk to you?”

      I’m genuinely surprised that he’s taken this much interest in the topic.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t envy you. I never want to be single again.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

      The creases at the sides of his mouth deepen. “You’re right. But seeing as the government will have us pretty booked up for a couple months in Brussels and then Eastern Europe, I think I’ll head to California next week.”

      “Consider my bags packed, sir. Are we going to Coronado?”

      He gives a dismissive shake of his head. “No, no. Vi and I. You’re off the hook this time.”

      “Personal leave?” I frown. “Is everything all right with the family?” I ask even though it’s not my business.

      “Everything’s fine. But Vi and I are overdue for a vacation. And from the tone of that meeting Friday, this might be our last shot at getting away for a while. There’s a vineyard up for sale in Sonoma County. Thought we’d take a look.”

      “Still wanting to retire on a vineyard, sir?”

      “That’s the goal.”

      “Yeah, but you’d have to retire first,” I point out.

      “I might surprise you one day. We actually bid on one a few years back.”

      “No way,” I reply, shocked that I didn’t already know this. I’m pretty well-versed on the life of Joe Shey. I kind of need to be in my job.

      “A little one in Virginia. Mostly dessert wines come out of it.”

      “But the sale didn’t go through?”

      “Well, their counteroffer came in just as things started heating up in East Timor. It didn’t seem like the right timing, so we let it fall through.” He cocks his head and looks at me, curious. “You should take some time off while I’m gone, Ryder.”

      I frown. “Nah, I’ll probably just catch up on some work around here. Besides, I don’t know what I’d do with vacation time. I’m out of practice.”

      “Go on a date, for starters,” he adds, giving me a swift thump on the shoulder.

      I frown at his words. You know you’ve reached an all-time low when a three-star admiral is ordering you to go on a date.

      “In my defense, I tried to Friday night, sir.”

      “That’s right.” He winces slightly at the reminder. “Get out of town then. You’ve probably got enough airline mileage points from this job to fly anywhere.”

      I grin. “I could fly my entire hometown to Hawai‘i for free on my airline miles at this point, sir.” I laugh. “But I think I get my fill of travel just following you.”
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