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SHE NEEDS HIS PROTECTION as much as she needs his heart...

Attorney Rebecca Mayes has already endured more than her share of tragedy. After her husband was killed in an accident, she’d do anything to shield herself from more heartache. Her success in the courtroom has not come without costs though. The disgruntled ex-husband of a client is seeking revenge—and his sights are set on Rebecca.

Navy SEAL Patrick “Ice” Foster vowed never to be in a relationship again. The gorgeous brunette he meets on the beach isn’t going to change his mind—no matter how tempting her feminine curves and fierce independence may be.

Despite their determination never to fall in love, Rebecca and Patrick can’t deny the connection between them. When danger lurks around every corner, she knows there’s only one man she can trust to protect both her and her daughter. But who will protect her from a broken heart?

SEAL the Deal, a stand-alone novel, is book one in the addictive Alpha SEALs series.
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PATRICK “ICE” FOSTER hauled his sixty-pound rucksack onto his back and sauntered down the ramp of the C-17 military cargo plane, boots and fatigues dusty from his SEAL team’s week-long deployment to Afghanistan. He felt tired, his muscles stiff and sore, and dirty from the sweat and grime coating his skin. Nothing would feel better right now than a hot shower and a solid twelve hours sleeping in his own bed.

Hell, after a week of pitching a tent in the desert and barely sleeping five hours a night, he’d gladly crash on his living room floor.

He glanced down at the nasty stab wound on his forearm, sewn neatly shut with nine stitches. Compared to other injuries he’d gotten over the years as a SEAL, this was nothing but a scratch.

Another member of his team, Mike “Patch” Hunter, had stitched him up in the field after they’d battled with insurgents. Patrick and his men had conducted a raid on an enemy compound, rescuing an American soldier being held hostage, and had slipped back into the night in their Black Hawk as quickly as they’d arrived.

After tracking the enemies’ movements for four days, last night they’d completed their mission and gotten their man. And luck didn’t have a damn thing to do with it. Patrick’s SEAL team was among the best of the best. His men trained together daily and fought as one in battle. They were his brothers, and he’d lay down his life for any one of them, just as they’d do for him.

“Are you meeting us at Anchors tomorrow, Ice?” Christopher “Blade” Walters asked as he caught up to Patrick.

“Maybe,” he commented noncommittally as the two men fell in step beside one another.

“You should—we missed your sorry ass last time.”

“Needed my help picking up women?”

“In your dreams. More like fighting them off.”

Patrick smirked. A local bar near their base in Little Creek, Virginia, Anchors was a popular hangout frequented by the locals and military members alike. It was always packed with SEALs looking to unwind and local women intent on taking one home for the night. And vice versa.

Not that Patrick had complained about that in his younger days, but at thirty-five, and as one of the older members on his team, he didn’t hang out there much anymore. Nor did he have the time to, but it was a tradition for the six guys on his SEAL team to go there the day after they’d returned from a deployment to have a few beers and decompress.

“Although I am hoping to avoid that cute little blonde I met last time. She was way too clingy.”

Patrick raised his eyebrows.

“I took her home for the night, and she stuck around all morning. I finally had to convince her we had training that day. Even put on my PT gear before I escorted her out my front door.”

“You’re such a charmer.”

“I do what I can. And don’t get me wrong—she was a tiger in bed.”

“That’s exactly why I avoid the place.”

“The blonde?”

“The women.”

Patrick had met his ex-wife at Anchors years ago. He’d thought he was hot as shit back then, nothing but six-foot-three inches of solid muscle with the ability to easily attract all the ladies within a fifty-foot radius.

The other guys had joked they were glad that he was off the market when he’d proposed to his ex. He’d never had trouble finding a woman to take home in the past and had enjoyed more than his fair share of the ladies over the years. Something about his ex-wife had drawn him in though, in a way no one else ever had before. She was open, sweet, and caring—the exact opposite of his own calm, cool, and collected demeanor.

Patrick had earned the nickname “Ice” in BUD/S, Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALS training, for that very reason—he was completely calm, as cold as ice, no matter what situation was thrown at them.

And they’d dealt with a lot. That instinct to keep a level head had been honed over years on the battlefield and deployments to hell holes all over the planet. Between those experiences and what he’d gone through with his ex, nothing could faze him now.

She’d announced that she was leaving him when he’d returned from his second deployment, a two-week tour of hell in the jungles of South America. The other men on his team were all single, and Patrick thought he was the lucky one, having a woman to come home to. A wife who supposedly loved him.

Fuck if he was wrong about everything. She couldn’t handle the stress of not knowing where he was, how long he’d be gone, or if he’d even return. Plenty of those who served never did come back—or when they did, they weren’t ever the same. War hardened a man, changed him, kept him on edge and completely alert even when he was back in his own bed. The women they left behind could never completely understand what they’d gone through.

One deployment was hard enough, but having to go through that shit again and again? She couldn’t deal.

Patrick’s first SEAL deployment had been difficult, but they’d talked afterward, and Patrick thought he’d left on good terms. That they’d work through it. Then after his second tour, she’d taken their young son and left, moving in with her parents the moment he returned.

He’d been shocked. Dealing with the break-up of his marriage had him feeling like his goddamn heart was being ripped out, but he was determined not to let a damn thing get to him afterward. He sure as hell wasn’t about to let a woman ever do that to him again. He’d be just fine, thank you very much, living alone and seeing his son when he could. Maybe he’d enjoy the pleasure of a woman once in a while, but he sure as hell wouldn’t ever let one into his heart again.

When she’d told him she had cancer last year and only had a few months left to live, that had sealed the deal, cementing his decision. No one should have to watch anyone they loved suffer that much—and he did still love her, despite their divorce. She was the mother of his child, the woman he’d pledged himself to honor and protect. Just like that, his world had crumbled apart once more.

Now her parents watched Logan when Patrick was deployed, and the rest of the time he devoted his life to his six-year-old son. He had no desire or need for a committed relationship again. No, his son, his SEAL team, and the occasional lady he found to go home with were more than enough to fulfill him.

Patrick took a deep breath as they walked off the C-17, inhaling the salty air that came from being near the water. Best thing about living here. Damn, if that didn’t feel good after being in the dry, desert heat for a week.

It had been a short mission, but that didn’t make it any less difficult to leave his son. He’d take his kid down to the ocean this weekend if the weather was good—soak in all that sun and salty sea air.

“Come on, that’s never kept you away before. It’s tradition,” Christopher insisted.

“Fuck, yeah!” Mike shouted, catching up to them. “About time you join the rest of us for a night on the town again.”

“We’ll see,” Patrick said. “I just got back—it’s gonna be hard to leave the kid again.”

“Kids sleep,” Christopher commented. “Just come for a few hours.”

“Agreed; that’s not an excuse. How’s the arm?” Mike asked.

“Good as new.” He held it up for Mike to admire his handiwork.

“You picking up Logan tonight?” Christopher asked.

“Yeah. I’m gonna drop my gear off and shower first, but within the hour I’ll be over at his grandparents’ house.”

“Sweet. That kid is growing like a weed. The last time I saw him he was throwing a damn good spiral.”

“And Ice taught him that?” Mike joked.

Patrick had been all-American in high school football, but rather than take one of the many football scholarships that were offered to him, he’d joined the US Navy and become a SEAL. He’d felt it was his duty to serve and protect, and although he loved football, it didn’t hold a candle to serving his nation.

September 11 had only furthered his resolve to make the military a lifelong career, and he hadn’t looked back or regretted his decision once.

He’d seen a lot over the years, in warzones and deployments to other war-torn areas, proving just that much more how much guys like him—like any of the men on his SEAL team—were needed.

Patrick and his team had been wounded on numerous occasions but had successfully completed every mission they’d deployed on. They’d helped women and children who had nothing, protected those who needed someone to defend them, fought against men who were hell-bent on causing nothing but harm and destruction, and rescued Americans from situations others wouldn’t imagine in their worst nightmares.

And not once had he wished for the cushy life of a professional athlete. Of the fame and glory that came with it. The SEAL’s motto was, “The only easy day was yesterday,” and that suited Patrick damn fine. He’d push himself every day to serve his country and protect others, and he expected nothing less from the other men on his team.

None of that meant he was about to take shit about his ball-playing days from his teammates. Patrick shot Mike a look that would’ve killed a lesser man, his cool blue eyes like ice.

“Easy,” Mike joked. “I’m only kidding around with you about Logan because I plan to stay single for life. No wife or kids tying me down—and plenty of ladies to keep me company.”

“I heard that!” Evan “Flip” Jenkins turned around and shouted from ahead of them. “You’re gonna be a lonely old man some day, Hunter.”

Mike laughed and flipped him the bird. “I just flipped off Flip. Get it?”

“Fuck you,” Evan spat out good-naturedly.

“Is that how you got your name, Flip?” Mike joked, moving ahead to catch up with Evan and the other guys.

They were walking across the tarmac of the airstrip now, speeding up as they got closer to the hangar. An overnight flight on a military cargo plane was less than comfortable accommodations, and none of them could wait to get out of there, get cleaned up, and enjoy life back in the good ole U.S. of A.

“That kid can throw,” Christopher continued as the others walked off ahead of them. Flip jokingly punched Mike in the arm, and the guys tussled back and forth a minute with the other two members of their team egging them on.

“Don’t I know it,” Patrick said with a rare laugh. “He’s gonna play ball like his old man.”

“Think he’ll be a SEAL some day?”

“Hell if I know. The kid can do whatever he wants, and he’ll have my full support.”

“Are you turning soft on me, Ice?”

Patrick laughed, feeling lighter than he had all year. He’d pulled off another successful mission with his team, they’d rescued an American hostage, and he was about to see his kid. At the moment, life didn’t get much better than that. Even his guys ribbing he could take, because they knew he’d throw it right back at them when the mood struck. They fought with each other like brothers sometimes, but when the shit hit the fan, he could count on each and every one of his men with his life.

He’d lay down his own life for them any day, their brotherhood forged on the battlefield and stronger than blood ties.

Save for his son, each of those men were the most important thing in his life. Patrick’s duty to his country came first. He put his country and SEAL brothers before anything else, and nothing would ever change that.
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REBECCA MAYES FINISHING typing up notes on her computer the next afternoon, glancing down at the briefings stacked beside her. She’d just left the courthouse an hour ago, handling a difficult divorce proceeding and child custody agreement for her client, a young mother who had left her cheating husband. Now she was working on the case of a woman who’d decided to leave the man she’d married only months ago.

Rebecca inwardly groaned, wondering what on earth possessed anyone to get married anymore. Between cheating spouses, newlyweds who’d suddenly had a change-of-heart, and people going through a mid-life-crisis who suddenly decided they needed to sow their wild oats and leave their partner—did anyone even stay together? Her parents had been married for forty years, but that seemed a rarity in this day and age.

Rebecca and her own husband had been blissfully happy, despite her current distaste for marriage. They’d been married for five years with an adorable daughter and hopes for another child someday, their whole lives ahead of them. Their life together and small little family had been picture-perfect, right up until the day her husband was killed in a car crash on the bridge leading into Virginia Beach a year ago.

She still dreaded driving over that span of I-264 today, her hands shaking as they clutched the steering wheel. She was actually thankful when they got to the expanse of tunnel that connected each half of the bridge. Others might feel confined by the walls, the darkness, knowing the water surrounded them on all sides, but anything was better than the uncertainty of driving over the long bridge and chancing an accident, their car plunging into the water below.

Thank God she and Abby hadn’t been in the car that day.

Their own lives had been spared by fate, but if they’d been in the accident and somehow survived, she knew she’d never be able to drive across any of the local bridges again. That really would have been life-altering, because as difficult as it had been to move on without her husband, she couldn’t imagine ever moving away from her home. From Virginia Beach and the ocean.

The water soothed her, calming her mind, body, and soul in a way nothing else could. Long walks on the beach, both alone and with her daughter, were just about all that had gotten her through those first bitter months.

She’d been shell-shocked and angry, hurt, sad, and confused all at the same time. Eventually she’d come to terms with the fact that she’d never know the how or the why. It just was.

Little by little, as time had passed, she’d patched her broken heart. Maybe it wasn’t fully healed, maybe it never would be again—but she’d held strong, both for herself and for her precious daughter.

The thought of meeting another man was the furthest thing from her mind at the moment, but she was young. If it happened, it happened, although the idea of even dating when she had a busy career and young child to juggle was almost comical.

“Do you need me to type up those documents now?” her legal assistant asked, poking her head into Rebecca’s office and interrupting her wandering thoughts.

“Yes. I just finished compiling some notes from my meeting that I need you to review. I’ll email them to you shortly, and then we can send the documents by courier this afternoon.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks,” Rebecca said, returning to her work.

“Did you eat yet?”

Rebecca glanced up at her assistant. “No, I meant to grab a sandwich on my way back from the courthouse but got sidetracked. How about you?”

“I’m on my way to the café down the street. Want me to grab you a turkey on wheat?”

“That’d be great; I’m famished.”

“All right. I’ll be back in twenty.”

Rebecca blew out a breath as her assistant left, her wispy bangs briefly rustled by the puff of air before they fell back to her forehead. She’d pulled her long brown hair back earlier at the courthouse but had tugged it free the moment she’d stepped back into her office so that soft sun-kissed brown waves fell around her shoulders. She felt she looked more professional with her hair pulled back—more professional and older.

Although she was thirty years old and had been out of law school for five years, she was frequently mistaken for a college student. Just last weekend some young college guys—kids, really—had starting hitting on her as she walked along the beach. They only backed off when they realized she was with the four-year-old girl running along beside her.

It certainly wasn’t the first time some youngster had thought she lived the same carefree life that he did, and it likely wouldn’t be the last. Not for a while at least.

Although looking young certainly had its advantages at times, a hearing at the courthouse in front of a judge while she faced off against another hard-edged lawyer was not one of them.

Rebecca glanced out the window of her office building, taking in the scenic view. The Atlantic Ocean sparkled in the distance, and she longed to be down by the water, walking on the soft sand, feeling the wind whip through her hair, inhaling the salty air, and just living for a change.

She and her daughter escaped to the beach any chance they could, going on walks in the evening after she picked up Abby from daycare and spending as many weekend afternoons as they could there, soaking in the surf and sun. Her daughter loved the beach as much as she did, and she was relieved Abby wasn’t one of those kids terrified of the crashing waves. She didn’t know what she’d do if she had a child afraid of getting a little wet and sandy.

The beach was her lifeline, the one place where she could be herself and feel free.

Lately, those stolen moments where it was just the two of them down by the water were the only ones where she felt any semblance of peace.

***
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REBECCA MANAGED TO leave the office on time that evening for a change. Her assistant had handed off the paperwork to the courier an hour ago, and after catching up on her work emails and voicemail messages, Rebecca was cruising down the highway to collect her daughter.

It was a gorgeous spring evening, the kind that begged to be spent outside. Her best friend Alison had called earlier to see if she and Abby wanted to meet for dinner at a local seafood restaurant and enjoy a meal out on the patio. It wasn’t the same, bringing a four-year-old along, but she knew they would still have fun.

They’d agreed to meet at a restaurant on a popular strip in Virginia Beach. There was a huge outdoor patio, spanning two sides of the restaurant, with plenty of tables shaded by umbrellas and palm trees. Although it wasn’t right on the ocean, on a quiet evening you could hear the waves crashing in the distance. 

When she arrived, their trio sat down at a table and ordered drinks—milk for Abby and cocktails for the two women.

“Aren’t you glad I convinced you to come?” Alison asked, sipping on her mojito and then tossing her strawberry blonde hair back over her shoulder as she glanced around.

“Honestly? Yeah. It’s gorgeous out tonight. And I’ve been stuck inside all afternoon.”

“Me too, mommy,” Abby said, smiling at her mom.

“You too, what?”

“I got stuck, too. My jacket got stuck, but the teacher helped me.”

Alison laughed and grinned at Rebecca. “Kids shouldn’t be allowed to be that cute.”

“Does it make you want one of your own soon?”

“Oh no. I’ve got to find Mr. Right first, and then maybe I’ll consider producing some offspring. After my big, elaborate wedding and honeymoon with my fictitious husband of course.”

“It’ll happen,” Rebecca replied. “A few years from now and you’ll be begging me to babysit so you and your hot hubby can go out for a date night.”

“In my dreams. With my recent track record, I’m pretty sure I’m destined to be single forever.”

“That’s what everyone thinks—and then ‘bam’ you meet someone.”

“Is that so?” Alison asked with a laugh. “It sure hasn’t worked that way for me. But I’ll tell you what—I’ll babysit Abby when you get the urge to date again.”

“Thanks, but I already had my happily-ever-after. It just didn’t last as long as I hoped.”

Alison offered her a sympathetic glance. “You’re young—there’s no way you can predict right now that you’ll never want to date again.”

“Like I have the time,” Rebecca said, grabbing Abby’s glass of milk before it fell off the table. “I’m too busy with work and this little one, and that’s fine.”

The waitress brought over their orders, and Rebecca helped her daughter with her grilled cheese sandwich, relieved to have the conversation turned away from her dating life—or lack thereof. She knew all of her friends and family just wanted her to be happy, but her husband had been “the one.”

How many people had more than one of those kind of loves in their lifetime? The fact was, they didn’t. And Rebecca had learned to be okay with that knowledge. She had her work, her daughter, and there really wasn’t much more that she could ask for. 

She dug into her own crab cakes, moaning at the delicious taste and texture. The turkey sandwich she’d eaten at lunch just hadn’t cut it. This was pure heaven. She picked up a seasoned fry and popped it into her mouth, watching the people walking down the street.

The table they’d gotten was right next to the sidewalk, separated from it only by a wooden railing. It was a relaxed, beach town atmosphere, and she could almost pretend that she was on vacation and not merely enjoying a meal and drinks with her best friend.

Families, couples holding hands, and single adults in their twenties and thirties, off to meet friends or a date for the night, all strolled by. Some were likely on vacation, and others, like her, lived here and were simply enjoying the spring weather. It was hard to resist going out on a gorgeous evening like this.

Her gaze shifted across the street to Anchors, a popular bar with the locals. Rebecca and Alison used to hang out there years ago, long before Rebecca was married and Abby had been born. They’d flirted with the sailors there and had a few drinks on several different occasions, but they’d gone there more for the experience than the hope of finding “the one.”

It wasn’t the type of place she’d take a preschooler, anyway. While it was a restaurant and bar, it was popular with the local military members and college students. They had good beer and cheap appetizers, but all she needed was for some drunken sailor to unknowingly teach her four-year-old her first curse words.

Yeah, she needed that like she needed a hole in her head.

It was more of a pick-up joint than family restaurant, but despite her single-again status, she’d steered clear of it.

“Yum,” Alison said, catching sight of three attractive men who most certainly were in the military, headed in their direction.

“Yummy!” Abby chimed in, taking a bite of her sandwich.

The two women laughed, and Rebecca was thankful the men were far enough away not to hear them. Between the three extremely fit guys, she bet they could scare off anyone within the nearest block. They were all huge, with broad shoulders and chests and large, muscular biceps obtained through years of PT, not a couple of hours in the gym every week.

They sauntered down the street like they owned it, drawing attention from everyone in their wake. Including her, she realized, as the man in front met her gaze.

Steel blue eyes cut into hers, and she found herself staring right into their blue recesses, unable to look away. Rebecca faced down fierce opponents in the courtroom every week, but none of them held a candle to this man. He’d intimidate opposing counsel without even opening his mouth, that’s how lethal he looked.

He broke their gaze first, surprising her, and his eyes landed on Abby. He looked familiar, she realized, a memory from long ago coming to the forefront of her mind.

Several years earlier, when Abby was just a baby, she’d gotten a flat tire after leaving the beach one morning. She used to go early back then, to keep Abby out of the heat of the day, and to avoid the afternoon crowds. A Navy SEAL jogging alone down the beach had offered to change the tire for her. She’d promised to pay him for his time and trouble, but he’d shrugged it off like it was nothing. Since her own husband had been working in the hospital that morning and she hadn’t wanted to wait around for a tow truck with a baby, she’d gladly accepted his help.

It was funny that she’d forgotten about that incident until this very moment. She supposed tragedy would do that to a person—all that had been on her mind in the past year was moving on after the death of her husband. And although she’d certainly recognized the SEAL’s power and pure masculinity at the time, it had been the furthest thing from her mind, what with a husband and new baby.

“I want the one on the left,” Alison joked, and Rebecca’s eyes briefly drifted to the fierce-looking man with brooding dark eyes.

“I recognize the first guy.”

“Seriously? Because he’s gorgeous, too.”

“Yeah, he changed my tire years ago.”

Alison laughed. “That man changed your tire and you never told me about it? Hello—single and available here.”

“Sorry, Abby was just a baby then. I was more worried about getting home than setting up my best friend.”

“No worries—I have my eye on the other guy anyway.”

The two SEALs walking behind the man she’d recognized briefly glanced their way but quickly lost interest in two women with a young child, focusing instead on the scantily-clad college students shrieking with laughter on the other side of the road. While her SEAL—since when was he hers?—briefly glanced at the college girls, he returned his attention to Rebecca, nodding at her once, assuming she recognized him as well.

He wasn’t the type of man easily forgotten—he was well over six feet, with shortly cropped dark hair and piercing blue eyes. She imagined he commanded the attention of any room he entered. And while she had seen his gorgeous physique while he worked on her car, the awareness of him and resulting lust surging through her right now had most decidedly been absent then.

She smiled back at him, realizing she’d give just about anything to feel those powerful arms wrapped around her, even if just for one night. Would a man like that kiss as assuredly as the way he moved, expecting the entire world to bend to his presence and command? Would he be demanding in the bedroom, commanding her body to receive pleasures she could only imagine?

He seemed so careful and methodical that she imagined he would be an attentive lover. Not going to happen.

“He winked at me,” Abby giggled.

Winked?

Rebecca glanced back at the man in confusion, but his face was set in stone. The three men waited for the traffic to clear, standing shoulder-to-shoulder on the sidewalk, and crossed the street to Anchors without so much as a backward glance.
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