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      He was expecting a relaxing vacation, but instead not only found himself a victim of a kidnap for ransom, but also the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

      

      Beach vacation.

      River tubing.

      It should’ve been a nice break from Wade “Flash” Gordon’s life as a Navy SEAL.

      Instead, he’s kidnapped…along with Kelli Colbert, an intriguing woman he met at the Jamaican resort where they’re both reluctant members of bachelor/bachelorette parties.

      Then they find themselves forced underground—buried alive.

      Flash has no doubt whatsoever his team will stop at nothing to find him, and he’s right. And while that mission proves a success, the kidnapper’s still at large—a man who’s not willing to just say goodbye to the ransom money he was counting on to bankroll his new life.

      But he’s drastically underestimated his would-be captives.

      Flash and Kelli may have met by chance, but they forged a bond deeper than most people could ever understand. And when Flash finds out she lives near him in Southern California, nothing can stop him from keeping Kelli by his side…and safe from danger that’s closer than either of them could ever suspect.

      

      **Protecting Kelli is the 6th book in the SEAL of Protection: Alliance Series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

        Copyright © 2025 by Susan Stoker

        No part of this work may be used, stored, reproduced or transmitted without written permission from the publisher except for brief quotations for review purposes as permitted by law.

        Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please purchase your own copy.

        Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

        Edited by Kelli Collins

        Cover Design by AURA Design Group

        Manufactured in the United States

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For my editor Kelli…one should always be wary when saying you want to be “featured” in one of my books. You’ll find yourself kidnapped and going through some pretty scary stuff. But then again you’ll also get a happily ever after with a pretty darn good man. So there’s that.

      Thank you for your tireless work and for always fixing the same typos over and over again…like imaging instead of imagining and the words definitely and nonsense, and when to use lie/lay/lain, and what/that and a hundred other typos that my brain absolutely refuses to learn.
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      One day.

      That’s all it took for Wade “Flash” Gordon to remember why he didn’t vacation at the beach.

      He hated sand.

      Hated the heat.

      Hated the salt that stuck to his skin.

      Which was ironic, considering he was a Navy SEAL who spent half his life, or so it seemed, in the ocean.

      Flash took a sip of the beer he’d been nursing and grimaced. Warm.

      Another reason to dislike the beach…his beer didn’t stay cold longer than five minutes.

      He was well aware he was being an asshole, but he didn’t care. The only reason he was here, sitting in a beach chair, grumpily staring at the gentle lapping of the sky-blue waters off the Jamaican coast, was because of his little sister, Nova.

      She was ten years younger than him, and Flash would do anything for her. He’d adored her from the moment his parents brought her home from the hospital, when he was ten. He never cared when she cried at night, that her poops stunk up the house. That she’d followed him around when he was a teenager. He’d loved every second of having a younger sibling. They’d both cried when he’d left home after graduating from high school and joined the Navy.

      And through the years, Flash had kept in close contact with his sister. Phone calls, texts, even letters sometimes. So when she’d met Charles Hepworth, Flash had flown home specifically to meet the man and put the fear of God into him. Make sure he understood that if he fucked with his sister, he’d regret it.

      Flash wasn’t too impressed by Chuck. He was older than Nova by six years and far too…smooth. But then again, Flash could admit that he, himself, was constantly surrounded by men who were a little rough around the edges.

      Despite his feelings for the man, when Nova called and asked if he’d be a groomsman at their wedding, Flash didn’t have to think too hard. Of course he’d stand up with his sister. He might not be her fiancé’s biggest fan, but he’d support Nova no matter what.

      And if things didn’t work out, he’d be there to help her pick up the pieces too.

      As a groomsman, when this trip to Jamaica was cooked up as a bachelor party kind of thing, Flash had been invited. He’d planned to turn it down—he definitely didn’t want to hang out with Chuck’s buddies—but Nova had begged him to go. It was one of the rare times he would’ve said no to his sister, except he read the concern in her voice when she’d told him about the private resort. How she assumed there’d be plenty of beautiful girls there who might want to hook up with Chuck.

      It was obvious she was worried her fiancé might think the same thing.

      So here was Flash.

      In Jamaica, sitting on his ass on a hot beach, babysitting…no…spying on his sister’s future husband. Making sure his occasional flirting didn’t cross any lines.

      Flash had no problem whatsoever reporting back to Nova. Even if it might cause her pain in the short-term, he wouldn’t keep any indiscretions by her fiancé a secret from her. But so far, Chuck had been on his best behavior. Hanging out with his friends Rowan, Ben, and Sebastian, mostly at the bar, and not hooking up with any ladies.

      Though, not so surprising to Flash, the resort wasn’t very crowded. The country was beautiful, as were the grounds of the resort, but Jamaica had been going through a tough period of time with crime and violence. Back home, Flash’s SEAL team leader had expressed surprise their commander was even allowing him to go to Jamaica on leave because of that violence.

      Chuck and his buddies weren’t happy with the sparsely populated resort. They’d wanted tons of people they could party with. Instead, they’d gotten families with young children, a smattering of couples on their honeymoons, and only a handful of singles their own age.

      A loud crack of laughter sounded from the bar area, and Flash glanced over his shoulder. He saw Chuck and his buds sitting around a large table with a group of four women, all of whom were tall, slender, stacked, and blonde. He’d been introduced to them last night at the resort’s indoor bar.

      The women were here for a bachelorette weekend. Charlotte was the bride-to-be, and the bridesmaids sitting with her at the table were Ava, Alice, and Afton. Flash had mentally rolled his eyes at the fact their names all started with A.

      After hanging around the group for three minutes, Flash had quickly deduced nothing about any of the women would interest him. They were younger, mostly concerned with talking about themselves. And the giggling…

      He shuddered. The giggling had gotten on his nerves within seconds.

      So he’d ditched the group to enjoy a drink by himself, far enough away to avoid the high-pitched tittering while still keeping an eye on things.

      Now here he was again, glaring at the water, playing monitor, wishing he was anywhere else. He’d much prefer to be home in Riverton, California, in his two-bedroom apartment, studying maps, going over intel about bad guys, watching football…anything other than babysitting Chuck and his buddies.

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      Surprised out of his thoughts by the husky voice to his right, Flash turned his head to see a woman he recognized, smiling at him from several feet away. She was in her own beach chair, had a book in her hand, and a water bottle stuck in the sand beneath her chair.

      Flash searched his brain for her name. He’d been introduced to her last night as well…

      Kelli. Kelli Colbert. She was with the bridesmaid group, but it seemed that, like him, hanging out at a bar wasn’t exactly her cup of tea. She’d ditched the group even faster than Flash, leaving the bar entirely and opting for a night in her room.

      He must’ve been staring at her for a beat too long, because now she gave him a sheepish grin and shrugged. “Sorry. Ignore me.”

      “No, I apologize. It’s been so long since I’ve been required to do more than nod in agreement and smile that I’ve apparently forgotten how to talk to people.”

      She laughed under her breath.

      At first glance last night, the woman seemed…plain. He hated to think that. It was rude as hell. But compared to her friends—overly made up in every way…clothes, hair, makeup—it was true.

      Today, Kelli’s dirty-blonde hair was pulled into a messy bun at the back of her head. Her cheeks were red, from too much sun most likely, and she was wearing a one-piece black swimsuit covered up by what looked to him like miles of material.

      Unlike the other women in her group, she wasn’t tall or slender. If Flash remembered correctly, she was at least a foot shorter than his six-two. She was also curvy…the complete opposite of her stick-thin friends.

      And today…there was something about her that intrigued him. Maybe it was the genuine smile she flashed at him. Maybe it was her laughter. Flash wasn’t sure. But for once, he wasn’t annoyed that a total stranger was attempting to chat him up. Usually he hated that kind of thing.

      “You aren’t over there with the others, hanging out at the bar?” she asked with a small tilt of her head.

      Flash shook his head. “Not my thing.”

      “Yeah, mine either.”

      “If I’m being honest, I hate the beach.”

      Kelli smiled, and her light brown eyes seemed to sparkle. “Sure, I can see why. The sun on your face, the relaxing sound of the waves on the shore, servers waiting on you hand-and-foot. It’s horrible.”

      It was Flash’s turn to grin. “Let’s just say I spend a lot of time trying to get sand out of…sensitive places…in my day job.”

      Kelli turned more fully toward him. “Hmmmm, that sounds intriguing. Beach lifeguard?”

      Flash shook his head again. “Nope.”

      “You run one of those machines that shoot sand into rock formations, trying to extract the oil?”

      Flash was a little taken aback. If he was trying to think of jobs that might involve sand, fracking would be the last thing he’d come up with. “Second strike,” he joked.

      “Sandblaster? Installer of backyard sandboxes? Navy SEAL? Landscaper?”

      Flash couldn’t believe she’d actually guessed right.

      “What? Still way off base?” Kelli asked, with another open and welcoming smile. “Fine. Don’t tell me. But me? I love the beach. There’s something just so soothing about it.”

      “If you’ll forgive me…you don’t exactly look soothed.”

      She sighed. “Yeah.” She looked around, as if to make sure no one would overhear, then leaned in his direction and said quietly as she could over the distance, “I didn’t want to come on this trip.”

      Flash’s brows flew up. “You too?”

      It was her turn to look surprised. “You didn’t want to come either?”

      Flash shrugged. “You already know my thoughts on sand. I don’t know the guys I’m here with. Not really. The groom-to-be is my sister’s fiancé.”

      “Ah…the obligatory brother-in-law duties,” Kelli mused.

      “Yup. I want to make sure he behaves, so I don’t have to kick his ass for hurting my sister. And you?”

      “The bride’s my cousin. Our moms are sisters. I think she was guilted into making me one of her bridesmaids. I don’t exactly fit in with the Three A’s.”

      Flash almost choked on his lukewarm sip of beer.

      Kelli grinned. “I know. It’s juvenile, but I can’t help it. They look like triplets, act exactly alike, flip their blonde hair all the same way. So that’s just how I think of them in my head. Anyway, when this trip was planned, I suspect I wasn’t supposed to come. I think Charlotte told me about it, guessing I’d say no. But this time, it was my mom who laid on the guilt, so…Here I am. But clearly I didn’t think it through. I was just thinking about the beach. Not the part about having to hang out with the Three A’s and my cousin.”

      “What do you do for a living?” Flash asked. The more the woman talked, the more intrigued he became. She was a mixture of blunt and shy at the same time.

      The redness in her face deepened. “This and that,” she mumbled, looking back out at the ocean.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      She sighed, then turned back to him. “You weren’t. I just…I don’t know what I want to do when I grow up. I’m twenty-eight years old and still have no idea what my passion is. I’ve done lots of things…waitressed, worked at an animal shelter, construction—don’t get too excited, I was just the one holding the stop sign directing traffic—fast food, coffee shop, house cleaner. You name it, I’ve done it.

      “Currently, I’m a travel agent. In fact, I arranged this entire trip for my cousin. But I already know the job isn’t for me. It’s very stressful…which I can handle, but the clients change their minds constantly and are never satisfied, and they call me to complain if the slightest thing goes wrong on their trips, even when it’s not my fault. But I still haven’t found anything else that I can see myself doing for the rest of my life.”

      She looked back out at the ocean again, her voice quieter, so Flash had to strain to hear. “My dad was killed on the job when I was a teenager, and just before he died, we had a conversation…and he told me to never settle for anything less than what made me truly happy. I think that’s why I’ve always had a hard time deciding what I want to do with my life. I haven’t discovered what truly makes me happy. I know I’m probably taking his words a little too much to heart, but it was literally one of the last things he said to me. Anyway…” Her voice trailed off a little self-consciously. “That’s why I tried to deflect when you asked me what I did for a living.”

      There was a lot there. Flash wasn’t sure where to start. So he began with the most important. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      “Thanks. He worked in construction. He was on a scaffold when it collapsed under him. He fell and was crushed.”

      Flash frowned. Then he stood, scooted his chair right next to Kelli’s and sat back down. Now there wasn’t ten feet of space between them. “I really am sorry.”

      “Thanks. And contrary to what you might believe, I don’t go around telling perfect strangers my life history,” she said with a grimace.

      “We aren’t strangers. We met yesterday. I’m Wade. But everyone calls me Flash.”

      “Because your last name is Gordon,” Kelli said with a grin.

      “Yup.”

      “Well, Flash, I’m Kelli, but you probably know that.”

      Flash nodded. “I remember. And…about an occupation. I think it’s admirable that you aren’t settling for a job you dislike.”

      She smirked. “You want to tell my mom that? She thinks it’s ridiculous that I’m so unsettled.”

      “I think that’s her job. As a mom.”

      “True.”

      They sat in silence for a long moment, and Flash realized that for the first time this trip, he felt content. Kelli was a breath of fresh air. She was down-to-earth, funny, honest, and, it had to be said…hot.

      Oh, Flash was aware a lot of men wouldn’t find her shape and size attractive, but he’d dealt with plenty of women like her cousin and the Three A’s. The type who didn’t have an ounce of fat on their bodies and liked to push their fake boobs in his face, wanting a night in his bed simply because he was a Navy SEAL.

      They’d say whatever they thought he wanted to hear, just so they could bag a SEAL. The frog hogs were exhausting. Gradually, they’d made him question every woman’s intentions.

      But Kelli…she was interesting. And it had been a long damn time since he’d looked twice at a woman.

      “Where are you from?” she asked after a while.

      “Riverton, California. You?”

      She gaped at him in surprise. “You are?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because I’m from La Jolla.”

      It was Flash’s turn to be shocked. “Really? That’s just north of me.”

      “I know.”

      “No wonder you like the beach. They have some wonderful ones.”

      She smiled. “True. Wow. Small world.”

      It was.

      “You going on the thing tomorrow?” Kelli asked him.

      “Thing? What thing?”

      It was her turn to frown. “The tubing thing.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      For the first time, she looked uneasy. “Oh, um…sorry. Forget I mentioned it.”

      “No, what tubing thing?”

      Kelli sighed. “I guess Charlotte and the Three A’s are bored. There’s not much going on at the resort, and they want to do something more exciting. They contacted a private tour place and decided they just had to go tubing on the White River. I guess they asked your friends, and they agreed to go too.”

      Flash frowned. He hadn’t heard anything about going off the resort’s property. If he had, he would’ve tried to talk the guys out of it. While all the people they’d met so far had been kind and courteous, he was well aware of the dangers that lurked outside the fancy resort’s gates.

      “I haven’t been hanging around them much. I’m sure they’ll tell me as soon as they get a chance,” he said.

      She nodded. “I really am sorry. I know what it’s like to be left out.”

      Flash couldn’t help it, he laughed. Then, at seeing the look of hurt that flashed over her face before she could mask it, he hurried to say, “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that I have no real desire to sit my ass on a tube for who the hell knows how long it’ll take to get down whatever overcrowded piece of river.”

      He was relieved to see the smile return to her face. “Right? I’m so short, my legs usually end up sticking straight up, and it’s all I can do to hold onto the stupid tube.”

      “Are you going?”

      Kelli shrugged. “Yeah. I really don’t want to because I’m not sure it’s safe to leave the resort. But I kind of feel obligated.”

      Flash didn’t want to either, because he knew as well as Kelli apparently did that it wasn’t safe. But the last thing he was going to do was leave his future-brother-in-law to get hurt or robbed. His sister would have his head on a platter if he did that. And then there was Kelli...

      “So…you think you might want to go?” she asked.

      It wasn’t hard to see the interest in Kelli’s eyes. Normally, that in itself would urge him to say no. He didn’t do one-night stands any longer, and he definitely wasn’t looking for some kind of vacation fling. But he found himself in a whole new headspace at the moment. He liked knowing this woman wanted him to come along. He wanted to spend more time with her. Get to know her better.

      “Yeah,” Flash told her.

      “Cool,” she said with a shy smile.

      “Cool,” he agreed.

      A sound behind them had them both turning to see who was approaching. It was Charlotte and the Three A’s. Flash chuckled to himself; now he was calling the bridesmaids by the nickname.

      “Hey, Kelli, we’re going to hang out with Seb, Ben, Rowan, and Charles in that little grotto on the other side of the property.”

      “Um…okay?” Kelli said, obviously confused about why her cousin was informing her of their plans.

      “I just didn’t want you worrying about where we were or coming to look for us. We’ll see you tomorrow after breakfast. The minibus will pick us up in front of the resort at ten. Don’t be late.” And with that, Charlotte turned, and she and the Three A’s strutted back to the bar where the guys were waiting for them, exaggerating the swing of their hips.

      Kelli was staring back out at the water, refusing to meet Flash’s gaze.

      “That was weird,” he blurted.

      Kelli shrugged.

      “Hey,” he said softly.

      She still wouldn’t look at him.

      “Kelli,” he said, putting a little more force into his voice.

      Finally, she turned, and seeing the way her eyes sparkled with unshed tears tore at him.

      “What?” she asked a little aggressively.

      “You want to have dinner with me?” The words were out before he’d even thought about what he was going to say.

      She stared at him with those wounded eyes, and Flash ached to do something that would make them sparkle with humor again.

      “I mean, since the guys I’m with are obviously going to be hanging with your cousin and the Three A’s, it means we’re free to do whatever we want. I’ve heard great things about the restaurant here. I bet we could even get a table on the beach.”

      “But you hate the sand,” she said softly.

      “I hate seeing a beautiful woman torn up because her snobby, clueless, obviously stupid cousin was hateful to her even more.”

      Kelli sighed. “She knows I made dinner reservations for all five of us tonight. And that dig about not coming to look for her? She obviously doesn’t want me anywhere near the guys who’ll be drooling all over her tonight.”

      “Fuck her,” Flash said, way past caring that he was being derogatory about Kelli’s relative.

      “Don’t you need to watch your sister’s fiancé?”

      “He already knows that if he does anything other than talk to another woman, I’ll tell my sister so fast it’ll make his head spin. And he might be more scared of Nova than he is of me.”

      Kelli giggled, and Flash was so relieved, his muscles relaxed. He hadn’t even realized how tense he’d become.

      “Have dinner with me, Kelli. Please?”

      “Well, when you ask me so nicely, how can I refuse?”

      “You can’t,” he said with satisfaction.

      “What time?”

      “Six-thirty?”

      She nodded. “Okay. I need to go talk to the front desk and tell them to cancel my previous dinner reservation.”

      “You need to go right now?” he asked, wanting to prolong his time with this intriguing woman.

      “Probably not. Why?”

      “Because it’s a beautiful day. We could sit here for a while and enjoy it.”

      She stared at him for a beat, before nodding. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” Flash said, before taking another swig of his disgusting warm beer.

      “You mind if I read? I was just getting to a good part.”

      “Not at all.”

      Sitting next to Kelli while she read and he stared out at the waves was relaxing. For the first time this trip, Flash felt the tension he always carried on his shoulders dissipating. And it took…what? A pretty woman saying yes to his dinner invitation. Hearing the pages of her book shuffle as she turned them. Her quiet chuckles each time she read something funny.

      Flash still hated the beach.

      Still despised the sand.

      But somehow, it was more tolerable with Kelli Colbert sitting next to him.
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      Kelli stood in her hotel room and stared into the mirror. She wiped her sweaty palms down her thighs as she tried to decide if what she had on was appropriate for dinner with one of the sexiest men she’d ever met in her life.

      When she’d first been introduced to Flash, she’d dismissed him immediately, figuring he was just like the other four men Charlotte had homed in on at the resort. Out for a one-night stand.

      Then her hand touched his when they shook, and it felt as if little electrical jolts were shooting down her arm, straight between her legs. She’d never had a reaction like that to a man before—and it scared the crap out of her. She’d immediately left the bar last night, retreating to the safety of her room and a good book.

      Still, she hadn’t been able to resist peeking over at him when he’d chosen a beach chair not too far from where she’d been sitting that afternoon. And when he sighed and stared out at the ocean with such…discontent, she also hadn’t been able to prevent herself from commenting.

      She was too blunt. Always had been. But she hated the games people played in social situations. She’d always preferred others come out and say what they were thinking. It saved a lot of time and heartache.

      Kelli supposed that started after her dad died and people began to tiptoe around her. They’d whisper behind her back, and it drove her crazy. And then she’d found out that her friend, a girl she’d gotten close to during that horrible time, was only hanging out with her because of the money Kelli had inherited, she was done.

      Done with being socially correct.

      Done with hiding what she was feeling.

      She was who she was, and if someone didn’t like that, tough.

      But even so, she was surprised to find herself spilling her guts to Flash earlier that afternoon. Telling him about her many jobs, her relationship with her family, and basically making herself vulnerable to the handsome man she’d met only the night before.

      But he hadn’t seemed annoyed or surprised. He’d seemed…what? Interested?

      No, that couldn’t be right.

      But he had asked her to dinner.

      Then again, he’d done so after Charlotte had humiliated her. Maybe he’d felt as if he had no choice. A pity date.

      Ugh. She hated being the object of people’s pity. Yes, it was embarrassing that her cousin had come right out and said she didn’t want her around when she and the Three A’s were trying to get some from the bachelor party guys, but Kelli had been embarrassed plenty of times before. She could deal. She knew she was only in Jamaica out of a sense of guilt and obligation. Her mom had probably talked to Charlotte’s mom, and her aunt had probably bribed Charlotte into putting her in the wedding and inviting her to Jamaica. And Kelli’s own mom had guilted her into attending the bachelorette weekend.

      Sighing, she turned her attention back to her reflection. Her hair was actually behaving…right now. Later, it would likely frizz out in the humidity, but for now it hung just below her shoulders with a slight curl in the ends. She’d put on some mascara and lipstick. Her face was pink from too much sun, and a little too round from the sweets and carbs she liked to eat, but she couldn’t do anything about either of those things.

      She was wearing a dress she’d gotten back in La Jolla that she’d loved at the time, but now she wondered if it was too much. It was a tank dress that stopped just above her knees. It was a little clingier than clothes she usually wore. Frowning at the bulge of her belly, and the way her upper arms sagged, Kelli pressed her lips together.

      She’d felt pretty when she’d tried the dress on in the store, but that was before she’d had any inclination she’d be wearing it to dinner with one of the hottest men she’d ever seen.

      Flash had eyes so green, they matched the palm trees surrounding the resort. His brownish hair was cut short, and she’d never been with anyone who had any kind of facial hair, so she couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to kiss him. Would it be distracting? Would he get food caught in his short mustache and beard?

      Kelli could admit that she wanted to impress Flash, though it was unlikely anything would come out of these few days of acquaintance. Even though they lived not far from each other back in the “real world,” she doubted they’d keep in touch.

      But for tonight, they’d be sharing a meal. It wasn’t a date, not really. Still, she couldn’t help but feel the butterflies that usually happened before going out with someone new.

      Shaking her head, Kelli deliberately turned away from the mirror. She was being ridiculous. This was only dinner. Tomorrow they’d go tubing, then the next day they’d all head home. She wasn’t going to see Flash again, so thinking about how attractive the hair on his chest was, or how his facial hair would feel against her lips, was nothing more than a pipe dream.

      Looking at her watch, Kelli realized she was going to be late if she didn’t get a move on. She grabbed her sweatshirt, the only clothing she had that was warm, and headed for the door. The sweatshirt didn’t match her dress in the least, but if they were going to sit outside, she’d need something, since it got chilly when the sun went down. And if her putting a sweatshirt on over her dress turned Flash off, so be it.

      She was who she was. Blunt, honest…and tonight she’d be warm, if nothing else.

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her hotel room door behind her and headed down the hall toward the lobby.

      Ten minutes later, she and Flash were being led toward a table in the resort’s five-star restaurant. It was almost empty, probably because it wasn’t exactly cheap, was the only restaurant that wasn’t included in the all-inclusive price of staying at the resort, and because tourism was definitely down in the country.

      Flash looked amazing. He had on a pair of khaki pants and a sage green polo shirt that seemed to bring out the color of his eyes all the more. When he’d seen her in the lobby, he’d smiled huge and actually leaned down and kissed her cheek in greeting. Kelli had inhaled discreetly when he was close, rewarded with the crisp scent of whatever soap he’d used when he’d showered. It was intoxicating, and there was nothing more she’d wanted to do than lean in and bury her nose in the crook of his neck.

      Now, his fingers briefly touched the small of her back as the waiter led them to their table, and Kelli barely controlled the full-body shiver that tried to break free.

      “I hope this meets with your approval,” the waiter told them, motioning toward a table.

      Kelli audibly gasped.

      There was one table set in the far corner of the patio. They had an unrestricted view of the ocean and the coming sunset. The table had two roses in a slender vase in the middle, and the place settings were side by side, facing the water, instead of across from each other.

      The chairs at the table were also not your average restaurant chairs. They were leather, with wide seats and no arms, and even from a distance, Kelli could see they looked extremely comfortable. In her experience, restaurants made their seats as uncomfortable as possible so people would eat, then leave, allowing more customers to come in, spend money, and leave just as quickly.

      Looking at the romantic setup of the table, Kelli had a feeling she could sit there all right. And since the restaurant didn’t seem to be busy, she might be able to do just that.

      “This looks perfect. Thank you,” Flash told the waiter, as he pulled out one of the chairs and gestured for Kelli to sit.

      She smiled at him and stepped in front of the chair. As she sat, Flash pushed the chair under her. He’d done it so smoothly, as if he’d had a ton of practice. And of course, that thought had Kelli assuming he probably took women out to fancy dinners all the time. She was out of her element, but he seemed completely at ease.

      The waiter said he’d return with waters and the menus, then left them alone.

      Kelli was suddenly nervous and feeling totally out of her league. What was she doing? She should’ve stayed in and ordered room service.

      “I always get confused about which utensil to use. Why do we have four forks and three spoons? What the hell do they think we’re going to do, take one bite with a fork, then put it down because it’s dirty and use another?”

      His joke made Kelli relax. Flash wasn’t as comfortable as he seemed, which made her feel so much better. “I have no idea. But I’m thinking they aren’t going to haul us to fork jail if we use the wrong one, so we’re probably okay.”

      He chuckled, and Kelli couldn’t stop looking at his mouth.

      Flash relaxed in his chair, putting his arm over the top of hers. If she leaned back, his fingers might brush against her hair.

      She mentally shook her head. She was being ridiculous. Acting like she was fifteen again, sitting with a boy she liked in a movie theater or something.

      “This doesn’t suck,” Flash said after a moment.

      Kelli smiled. “Even with the sand?” she asked.

      “Even with the sand,” he agreed with a small nod. Then he looked at her. “Thanks for coming with me tonight. I was all ready to order room service, but I’m thinking this will be so much better. And I brought my phone, so I can take a picture of the sunset and send it to my sister.”

      “What? Not post it on social media with a hundred hashtags?” Kelli teased.

      “Don’t have any social media, so, no.”

      She blinked in surprise. “Seriously?”

      “Yup. My job doesn’t allow it.”

      That’s right. She never did find out what he did for a living earlier that day. They’d been talking about sand and she’d guessed a few jobs, and then somehow the subject got changed. “Are you a spy?” she whispered, looking around furtively.

      He burst out laughing. “No. But you did guess correctly earlier. I’m a SEAL.”

      For a split second, the round, adorable, probably annoying-to-fishermen animal flashed in her mind.

      “The Navy frowns on its special forces soldiers posting shit on the Net that could be a security breach. I’m not sorry though. I can’t stand how some people use the platforms to bitch about every aspect of their lives, or only to show the good stuff. Both ends of the spectrum are distortions of reality, and it’s annoying.”

      “You’re a Navy SEAL?”

      “Yeah.”

      Kelli was tempted to push back her chair right then and there. She’d felt out of her element earlier, but now? She was definitely not up to this man’s speed. But the moment she told her muscles to do their job and get her the hell out of there, the waiter returned.

      “Do you drink wine?” Flash asked.

      Kelli nodded. She needed about three bottles right now to find the courage to continue with this dinner.

      Flash turned to the waiter. “I’m sorry, I know nothing about wine. Can you bring us a bottle of something light but local?”

      “Of course. While you look over the menu, I’ll bring the bottle and you can see if it meets with your approval.”

      The second the waiter left, Flash was leaning toward her. “Does it change things? My job? I can tell you’re two seconds from bolting.”

      Kelli took a deep breath. She was being ridiculous. This was just dinner. That’s all. “No. I was just surprised. No wonder you don’t like the sand. I’ve seen the shows about Hell Week.”

      Flash smirked. “Yup. And my team leader takes great pleasure in having us roll around in the sand during PT in the mornings too. He’s sadistic.”

      Kelli laughed, and just like that, the tension between them broke.

      Everything about Flash made so much more sense now. Why his sister trusted him to keep an eye on her fiancé—he’d probably crush the man if he so much as made a move on another woman. Flirting with the Three A’s was one thing, but there was little chance he’d risk anything else. Not with Flash around.

      And now those muscles made sense. Flash looked like he could bench press…well…lots. Kelli had no idea what a good number was for bench pressing, but it had to be high.

      He had an air of confidence that was impossible to miss. Being a Navy SEAL was a tough job. Mentally and physically. He probably had to make split-second decisions all the time, so he had to be smart and intuitive.

      She couldn’t deny she was intrigued. And yes, attracted. What woman hadn’t had fantasies of being carried off by a hot man in uniform? And here she was, having dinner with one.

      Deciding to enjoy every second of this night, Kelli smiled at Flash.

      Then something else occurred to her…she’d felt safe with this man from the second she’d met him last night. It wasn’t a feeling she’d experienced often. In fact, when she’d met Rowan, Ben, and Seb, she’d felt decidedly uneasy. Felt their gazes running over her body when they’d met. Judging her.

      But she’d immediately felt at ease with Flash—the excitement of his handshake notwithstanding.

      She wasn’t an idiot. Not all military men were honorable. But something told her that Flash was someone she could trust. And that made her relax all the more.

      The waiter returned with a bottle of wine and, after they both tried it and approved, poured them each a large glass.

      The night went by way too fast for Kelli. She found herself enjoying Flash’s company immensely. He was easy to talk to, and they never ran out of things to discuss. The sunset was everything she could’ve hoped for and more. She took around a hundred pictures and loved that Flash did too. He immediately texted one to his sister and showed Kelli the response…about a page full of emojis.

      He even insisted the waiter take their picture together in front of the sunset, and that was a pic Kelli had a feeling she’d probably print out, in order to remember such an amazing evening.

      When she pulled out her sweatshirt once it got chilly, Flash had laughed outright when he saw what was printed on the back.

      Anti-social Wives Club.

      She wasn’t a wife, and she wasn’t really anti-social, but she’d found the company not too long ago and the sweatshirts were perfect. Roomy, not too tight at the bottom—she hated when sweatshirts had really tight elastic at the waist, making her look even heavier than she already was—and while none of the sayings fit her, she still loved the sweatshirt itself.

      After they’d eaten, when Flash suggested a walk on the beach, Kelli didn’t hesitate to say yes. They didn’t have too much beach to walk, as there were fences on either end of the property, but it was still a beautiful evening and after the delicious food, Kelli didn’t mind the slight bit of exercise.

      “So…you’re still going tomorrow?” she asked Flash. They were walking side by side, not touching but sharing the same space. “Going tubing, I mean.”

      “Yeah. I talked to Chuck, and he gave me the deets.”

      “Chuck?”

      Flash grinned. “He hates that nickname, but I don’t give a shit. Until he proves he’s a good man who’ll treat my sister like the princess she is, he’ll be Chuck to me.”

      “So until they’ve been married for fifty years or so?” Kelli joked.

      “Pretty much.”

      “I wish I had a brother. Or a sister, for that matter. My mom hoped Charlotte and I would be like sisters at one point, but that wasn’t meant to be. We’re just too different.”

      “For the record, I think you’re perfect.”

      Kelli looked up at Flash in surprise. He smiled down at her, then looked in the direction they were walking once more.

      “Um…thanks.”

      They continued in silence, and Kelli was enjoying how comfortable she felt with this man. She didn’t feel the need to babble, to fill the silence with conversation. They reached the end of the property line then turned around to walk back. To her surprise, Flash’s hand brushed against hers…then his fingers closed around her own.

      “This okay?” he asked, looking down at her.

      “Yeah.”

      They walked for a bit, then he chuckled and said, “I can’t remember the last time I held a woman’s hand. It’s nice.”

      Kelli smiled. It was. It was very nice. He had large hands that dwarfed hers. Even if she hadn’t known what he did for a living, she would’ve felt safe with Flash. Not that the resort was dangerous, but she had no doubt if a giant sea creature came up from the ocean, he’d beat it back with his bare hands. Or if someone appeared on the sand with a knife, he’d kick it out of their grip like some sort of ninja, then keep walking like he’d done nothing special.

      When they got back to the resort, Kelli was almost disappointed. She was also confused. She’d told herself that this was just dinner. That nothing would come of it. Flash was just being polite. They didn’t even live in the same town. True, they’d discovered they lived shockingly close to each other, but still.

      And now? After talking for four hours over dinner and wine, walking on the beach, and holding hands…something had shifted within Kelli. She wanted more. Wanted to get to know this man better. Wanted more meals, more walks, more hand-holding.

      Hell, who was she kidding? She wanted much more than hand-holding. But she wasn’t the kind of woman who jumped into bed with men on the first date. Much to her dismay. It would be easy to invite him back to her room, or for her to say yes if invited to his. But it would also be disappointing. He wouldn’t be the man she’d built up in her head if he did that.

      Without a word, and without letting go of her hand, Flash walked them back to the lobby of the resort. It was late enough that no one was around. The lights in the lobby had been dimmed and there was only one employee behind the front desk.

      “I had a good time tonight,” he said, turning to face her.

      “Me too.”

      “We’re meeting at ten tomorrow, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” Kelli stared up at Flash. Wanting him to kiss her, but stressing about it at the same time. Butterflies were swarming in her belly and her heart was beating hard in her chest.

      “You want to have breakfast with me before we head out tomorrow?”

      Kelli smiled. “Yes.”

      “Great. Meet you here in the lobby at eight-thirty? We can head over to the buffet together.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Flash stepped forward, leaning in, and Kelli held her breath.

      He kissed her cheek chastely, squeezing her hand. “Thanks for an awesome night, Kelli. I’ll see you in the morning.” Then he took a step backward. And another. It was as if he didn’t want to leave her either.

      “See you later,” she said.

      “Later.”

      With one last look she couldn’t interpret, Flash turned and strode toward one of the hallways that obviously led to his room.

      Kelli couldn’t keep her gaze from his ass. It was perfect.

      After he was out of sight, she headed in the opposite direction, toward her own room.

      By the time she’d changed, used the bathroom, and gotten under the covers, Kelli realized she was still smiling. She never wanted to come to Jamaica, but so far it had been a trip to remember. Even if nothing came of her and Flash’s acquaintance, she’d remember their time tonight for the rest of her life. He’d made her feel funny. Interesting. Wanted. That alone made him leaps and bounds above the other men she’d dated in recent years.

      Turning onto her side, Kelli snuggled into her pillow. Tomorrow wasn’t her idea of a good time. But she’d go because she’d promised her mom that she’d do her best to get along with Charlotte. And with Flash there, Kelli realized she might just enjoy the outing. She was actually looking forward to it now.

      She fell asleep with a huge smile on her face, thinking of the man who’d made her night one of the best she’d had in a very long time.
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      Flash resisted the urge to pace. It took a while for him to fall asleep the night before. He’d been thinking about Kelli. There was something about the woman that made him feel as if he’d known her forever. She was comfortable. Funny. Sweet. And he liked all of that. A lot.

      There was a moment when he could tell she was seconds away from leaving, but he’d managed to put her at ease. He was more than grateful she’d gone outside her comfort zone and stayed for dinner.

      He was also pleased she’d been so down-to-earth. He hadn’t lied when he’d admitted that he had no idea which fork to use. And he knew next to nothing about wine, about choosing it, just that he enjoyed drinking a glass or two with a meal sometimes. As it turned out, Kelli was the same.

      And he absolutely loved her sweatshirt.

      Or really, what he actually loved was the fact that she put her comfort above fashion. Because fashion was something else he knew nothing about and had no desire to learn.

      She was also smart, and the fact she didn’t have a career didn’t concern him in the least. She’d figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life, of that he had no doubt.

      He’d had a great time with her last night. And the only reason he’d agreed to go on this tubing trip today was because Kelli would be there.

      He did try to talk Chuck out of going, explaining that it really wasn’t safe to go off the resort grounds. He figured if he was successful, he’d have a similar discussion with Kelli during breakfast. But Chuck had blown him off, insisting it would be fine.

      A niggling doubt remained in the back of Flash’s mind. He thought of talking to Kelli anyway, suggesting the two of them spend another day on the beach. But he knew he wouldn’t forgive himself if something happened to his sister’s fiancé. In the end, he justified going today by telling himself he was probably the only person in their group who might be able to recognize danger if he saw it. Hell, his job was to ferret out shit going sideways before it actually happened.

      So now he was standing in the lobby waiting for Kelli, anxiously looking forward to seeing her again—and suddenly she was there, walking toward him. She had on a loose bathing suit cover-up that swished above her knees. It was black, made out of a thin, lightweight cotton.

      For a split second, an image of her peeling the thing over her head as she stood next to his hotel bed—revealing nothing underneath—flew through his mind.

      Flash ruthlessly pushed the vision away. Nothing was going to happen between him and Kelli. Yes, she was gorgeous, and he felt more than the usual spark with her, but they were on vacation. And he wasn’t the kind of man who took a woman to bed for a one-night stand…especially while on leave far from home.

      “Hey,” she said nervously, smoothing an errant piece of hair behind her ear. Last night, when he’d first seen her in the lobby, Kelli’s hair had been smooth and silky. But as the evening continued it got curlier and curlier. She claimed it was frizzy, but he disagreed.

      This morning, she’d pulled it back with a barrette, but it was still curly, seemed to have a mind of its own, and that made Flash smile.

      “Hey,” he echoed as she approached. “Sleep okay?”

      She shrugged. “Sure. You?”

      “Yup.” Flash turned sideways and held out his arm to her. “Shall we?”

      With a smile, Kelli wrapped her hand around his elbow. “Lead on, kind sir.”

      Flash had already been up for a few hours. He’d worked out in the resort’s gym then ran a couple of miles up and down the deserted beach. Kevlar, his team leader back home, wouldn’t be happy if he came home from leave out of shape. Not that a few days off would matter very much, but Flash always felt better after a good workout.

      They entered the dining room and headed toward the buffet that was laid out in the middle of the room. As they got close, Kelli dropped her hand upon seeing all their traveling companions already gathered around the food.

      “Hey, about time you got up, lazy bones,” Charlotte told her.

      This morning, she wore a white cover-up that had artfully placed holes, allowing everyone to see the bright red bikini she was wearing underneath. Objectively, Flash could admit that the woman had a nice body, but for him, he much preferred Kelli’s curves to her cousin’s thin frame.

      “You’re up early,” Kelli noted, as she reached for a plate.

      Charlotte giggled, and yet again, the sound grated on Flash’s nerves. He stepped up behind Kelli and grabbed his own plate.

      “Yeah, well, I had an early night, unlike some people,” Charlotte tittered, as she looked over at one of the other women going through the line ahead of her.

      “What happens on vaca stays on vaca,” the woman said with a huge smile as she nudged Ben, who was standing next to her.

      “Oh yeah,” Chuck’s friend agreed, staring at the woman’s breasts.

      Flash wanted to roll his eyes. He immediately searched out Chuck. Since yesterday afternoon, he hadn’t done a very good job of keeping his eye on the groom-to-be.

      He was already sitting at a table, his phone in hand, scrolling down the screen. Just because he wasn’t currently fawning all over one of the women didn’t mean he hadn’t slept with any of them, but all the same, Flash was relieved to find him sitting alone.

      After going through the line, Flash steered Kelli to an empty table. He put the plate down, then said, “I’m going to go grab some water, want anything? Juice?”

      “Yes, please. Orange juice sounds great.”

      There were waiters around, but there were also pitchers on a table not too far away, and it would be just as fast for Flash to grab one than to wait for someone to come to their table. He’d just picked up two pitchers, one with water and the other with orange juice, when Seb and Rowan came up behind him.

      “Where were you last night, man? You missed all the fun,” Seb said.

      “Yeah, those chicks are fucking hot. And horny as hell,” Rowan added.

      “Not my thing, man,” Flash replied. He wasn’t that much older than these guys, around four or five years, but at the moment, he felt positively ancient compared to them.

      “Seriously, the one I was with did some stuff I’d only seen in pornos,” Seb went on.

      “Mine sucked my dick so hard, it’s actually sore today,” Rowan said with a smirk.

      The two men high-fived each other.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Flash said, taking a step to the side, intending to walk around the men acting like a couple of frat boys at some college kegger.

      “You with the fat cousin?” Seb asked.

      The question made Flash’s temper flare. “Excuse me?” he repeated in a low, menacing tone that any of his teammates would’ve known meant he was on the verge of losing his shit. But since these men didn’t know him, they didn’t heed the caution they should’ve heard in his tone.

      “You know, that chick Charlotte was obligated to invite. She didn’t even want her to come. Said she’s a stick in the mud.”

      “I’ve heard fat girls are fun in the sack though,” Rowan added, leering. “They’ll let you do whatever you want since they’re so hard up for attention. It’s cool that you’re showing her a good time. Keeps her off Charlotte’s back. I know she’s the bride-to-be, but I’m gonna see if I can tap that tonight. Ben said he’d gladly take the girl I had last night, see if she’d be interested in a threesome with him and her friend. Or maybe we can talk Charles into having some fun.”

      It hadn’t escaped Flash’s notice that the men hadn’t used any of the women’s names. He wondered if they even knew them. If they could distinguish at all between the women they were talking about so casually, as if they were merely holes to stick their cocks into.

      He opened his mouth to tell these assholes off…when he noticed someone behind them.

      Kelli was standing just five feet away, frozen, a look of shock and hurt on her face.

      That, more than anything these two dipshits said, really pissed him off. This woman, who’d been smiling not two minutes earlier, now looked embarrassed, as if she wanted to be anywhere but in this dining room.

      But even as he watched, she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. She stepped toward them and shoved between the two men roughly, making them stumble to stay on their feet.

      “Sorry,” she said insincerely. Then she lowered her voice, as if imparting some deep dark secret. “I have it on good authority that my cousin just got back from the doctor before this trip. Heard her talking with her friends about some test results…something about how it takes chlamydia a week or two to go away.”

      With that, she took the pitcher of juice out of Flash’s hand and sauntered back to their table.

      Flash couldn’t keep the smirk off his face as Rowan and Seb immediately began to whisper furiously to each other. He quickly followed Kelli back to the table. She was frowning when he sat and refused to meet his gaze.

      “Kelli?”

      “Yeah?” she asked, staring at her plate as if it held all the answers to every question in the universe.

      “Please look at me.”

      She sighed, then reluctantly lifted her chin. “What?”

      “They’re idiots. Thinking with their dicks. Don’t take what they said to heart.”

      “They didn’t say anything I haven’t heard before. It’s crazy how being fat is a bigger offense than a lot of other things. It brings out the worst in other people. Everyone talks behind your back. Doctors blame all your symptoms on being overweight without even doing tests to find out what’s really wrong. And to men, it’s like we have the plague.”

      “People are morons,” Flash said heatedly.

      “It’s fine,” she said with a shrug.

      But it wasn’t fine. Flash was deeply disturbed. Doubly so that Kelli had heard versions of what those two idiots had said from people in the past.

      “I didn’t come here to pick up chicks like the others obviously did,” he began. “I don’t date that much at all. My job takes me away from home way too often for me to be a good candidate for a relationship. The first night here, Afton came onto me. Actually, she cornered me in the hallway, put her hand on my dick, and invited me to her room. I’ve never pushed a woman away so damn fast.”

      “Right. Good for you,” Kelli mumbled, looking away again.

      “The only woman I’ve noticed since I got here sat beside me on the beach and told me that things couldn’t be that bad.”

      Kelli’s gaze, which had gone back to her food, whipped up to meet his own.

      “In fact, you’re the only woman who’s managed to catch my attention in years.” The admission wasn’t hard to make. And now that he had, Flash couldn’t stop there. “You’re funny, down-to-earth, easy to talk to, and…this is most definitely inappropriate—but I think frick and frack already crossed that line, so I feel the need to make this point very clear—I fell asleep with my cock hard as a rock last night, thinking about how you’d feel under, over, and next to me. And I woke up the same way.
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